TITLE III FOCUS GROUP PROJECT
ENGLISH
THE CLASSROOM-LAB CONNECTION
Introduction
During the Spring 2006 semester, more than 1,100 students enrolled in English 9, 90 and 92.  Each student was required to complete 16 hours of lab work bringing the total number of required lab hours for the three courses to 17,600.  This translates into 733 days or almost two years of time.   
Three years ago, City College of San Francisco (CCSF) was awarded Title III funding to improve the quality of Basic Skills students’ lab hours.  Specifically, the Title III grant supported lab development and other activities that aimed to increase and strengthen the classroom-lab connection.    

In Spring 2006, as part of the overall evaluation of the Title III grant, CCSF commissioned a focus group study to investigate how students, faculty and lab monitors experience and perceive the extent and quality of the classroom and lab connection in ESL and English.  The study produced two reports: one for English and one for ESL.  This document presents the findings and recommendations generated by the English focus groups and related activities. 

Background

Representatives from Title III and the English Department agreed that the focus groups would investigate the following questions:

· How do students experience the classroom-lab connection? 
· What can faculty do to build and improve the connection? 

· What can lab monitors do to build and improve the connection?
The English Department offers students in the targeted courses four lab options: the reading, writing, media and computer (Cyberia) labs.  While the emphasis of the focus group project was the Title III-supported Cyberia, it soon became clear that students and faculty alike tend to think about this facility as one of several lab alternatives and that their awareness of and experience in the other labs  contribute to shape their use of Cyberia.  Accordingly, while the focus groups dedicated most time to Cyberia, they also included a discussion of how students and faculty experience and perceive other labs. 

Methodology
The scope of the focus group project was an assessment of the classroom and lab connection in English 9, 90 and 92.  Three focus groups were conducted.  One with students and two with faculty, including Cyberia lab monitors or Cyber Coaches.  

The information gathered in the focus groups was supplemented by phone interviews with two Cyber Coaches who were unable to attend the focus group sessions.  In addition, two faculty members responded by email to the focus group questions. 

Recruiting faculty and students to attend the focus groups turned out to be a major challenge.  Of 28 faculty members who had originally been invited to two sessions, only 8 attended.   To increase participation, a second round of invitations went out to 20 additional instructors and in the end 12 faculty members attended the two sessions.  This represents 28-30% of the Basic Skills faculty, according to the lab coordinators who estimate that 40-45 instructors teach Basic Skills English.  
On the student side, the original plan was to invite students from classes taught by instructors who have different levels of engagement in the Cyberia lab—from those who bring students to the lab and conduct classes there to those who have never been in the lab at all.    However, despite the lure of $20 gift certificates to the CCSF Bookstore, only one or two students responded to the initial invitations which were emailed and phoned 48 students.   The plan then shifted to one of playing the numbers and invitations were emailed to the 7-800 students who were enrolled in the targeted classes and had provided an email address on their CCSF application form.  This approach succeeded in attracting 8 students to participate in the student focus group.    The students came from a range of different 9, 90 and 92 courses, including evening classes.   About half of them were in classes whose instructors have brought their students to the Cyberia lab at least once. 
The focus group questions were developed by the researcher following interviews with three key informants (Kleinman, Young, and Denney).  The key informants provided feedback on the draft questions and the final and revised version incorporated their suggestions and reflected the information they most wanted to collect from students, faculty and lab coordinators.  The key informants also help develop the focus group format and recruitment strategies. 
Limitations of the Focus Group Study
In interpreting the focus group findings that follow, the reader should consider the following:

-the faculty members who participated were those willing to spend an hour of unpaid time discussing the use of the labs  

-part-time and evening faculty members were probably under-represented in the focus groups

-faculty members with almost or no involvement in the labs did not participate in the focus groups

-the student sample was very small 

-the students who attended, unlike the many hundreds who did not, were sufficiently motivated a $20 gift certificate to spend an hour talking about the labs and were not working during the afternoon 
-the students who were invited all had email and used it regularly as seen by the fact that they responded very quickly to the emailed invitation 

Navigating the Report
The following report begins with a summary of the overall findings and a series of recommendations.  This is followed by a detailed account of each of the three focus group sessions. 
Summary Findings across the Three Focus Groups
· A growing number of instructors are conducting classes in Cyberia and report considerable satisfaction with the result.  Many of these instructors come from “the Koret Group”

· Some instructors who use Cyberia as a classroom reported using the lab’s software programs and links to support student learning while others mostly use the facility as a networked classroom.  Both strategies appear to work well. 

· Several Cyber Coaches noted that as time goes by more students seem to be on task using Cyberia productively during open lab hours 
· In order for students to use Cyberia effectively, their instructor needs to introduce them to the lab and show them the programs s/he wants them to work on.  

· The more time the instructor spends with students in Cyberia during class time, the better equipped students are to use the lab productively during open lab hours

· Cyber Coaches estimated that 15-30% of students still come to Cyberia with no assignment or agenda 

· The need for instructor involvement raises several issues:  What kind of training should be offered to instructors on how to use Cyberia and how can the Department persuade as many Basic Skills teachers as possible to participate in this training, particularly part-time and new instructors?  Should students who have had no teacher-led introduction to Cyberia be guided to the other labs? Can the Cyber Coaches fill in for the teachers who don’t take their students to Cyberia?

· These questions in turn raise a bigger question of what the role of Cyberia should be in relation to the other labs?  Should the use be restricted to 9,90 and 92 classes?  Should most of the time be reserved for class time?  

· Many students and instructors are confused by Cyberia.   Aside from offering training, could the lab advertise its services in a more effective manner – particularly to those who are not likely to search websites for information? 

· While the Cyber Coaches and lab coordinators highlight Cyberia’s potential to teach students to become independent learners, most student focus group participants expressed a strong preference for one-on-one learning.  Is there a way to promote the benefits of independent study and learning? 

· There is still confusion about what role the Cyber Coaches could and should play.  If students whose instructors are NOT interested in Cyberia are to benefit from the lab, the Cyber Coaches will have to play a key role in guiding them to useful activities.  Can this realistically happen with so many students in the lab most of the time? 
· Possibly because of the role the Cyber Coaches play some students see them as “police” rather than as teachers who are available to help guide their work and answer questions.
· The focus groups ran into the bigger question of how all the labs are connected.  Instructors and students alike would like more information and resources that can help them draw the overall picture.  

· One challenge is that there are so many options among the labs and in each lab that the choices seem overwhelming for students and instructors alike

· Progress has been made in terms of preparing more students to use Cyberia productively as Cyber Coaches report that students appear to be much more on task this semester than was the case in the past

· Some programs have widespread appeal and seem relatively easy to use – Inspiration and Read Aloud.  Perhaps a promotional campaign could be built around these programs. 
Recommendations
General Recommendations: 

The Department needs to clarify the relationship between all the labs and provide instructors and students with more guidance on how to spend lab hours productively

To do so, the Department may want to chart out the relationship between the instructors, lab monitors/coaches and students in the different labs and consider what the training and information feed-back loops should ideally look like (what kind of training and information do instructors need about each lab, what kind of information do instructors need to provide students in order for them to use the labs effectively, what kind of information do students need to have to facilitate guidance from the monitors/coaches, what kind of feedback should be available to the instructors on how their students use the labs, etc). 

The Department should consider responding to what seems to be faculty and students’ need for more training in how to use the labs effectively.  The training should be made available to part-time and new instructors and should include an introduction to the range of lab alternatives, their purpose, location, support network, etc. 

In planning additional training, the Department should consider the generous training initiative Julie Young offered in Spring 2006.  In addition to an Open House which served 4 instructors, these training activities included 4 personal orientations and in-class support for 2 instructors. 

To accommodate more such training, the plan is to keep Cyberia free of reservations during the first two weeks of the Fall Semester. 
Instructor training in Cyberia and in all the other labs needs to be delivered in a number of different formats—from a printed resource manual to hands-on training sessions and PowerPoint presentations
The department may want to develop and test a common (possibly electronic) lab sheet that provides students, monitors and coaches with information they can use to identify and, for the students, pursue productive lab activities 

The Department should provide as many students as possible with hands-on introduction to Cyberia and to the other labs.  The implication is that the Department should train and encourage as many instructors as possible to take their students to Cyberia at least one time 

In addition, the Department could train Cyber Coaches to host beginning-of-semester workshops that introduce students to the lab activities

To save Cyber Coach time, Cyberia may want to offer/require that students complete a one hour session on how to use Word to write papers, how to email and send attachments.

Another possibility might be that Cyberia host workshops just like the writing lab except that these would be conducted on the computer.  This would help students learn about different Cyberia programs while they acquire specific skills and it would enable instructors to tell students to go to Cyberia workshops on specific topics. 
Research-related recommendations:

It would be very useful to know how students who attend class in Cyberia use the lab during open lab hours and to compare their experience to those of other students who have limited and no class-based exposure to the lab. 

Overall, to make good decisions about how to use the labs, the Department needs more information from students on how they use the labs, how they decide which labs to use and which programs to use, how much instructors guide the lab work, and how much the students feel they benefit from the labs.  A survey would probably be the best way to collect this information, but it should be conducted in a way that allows the Department to document the impact of instructor involvement in the labs.  One way would be for respondents to identify their current and past instructors.  Another would be to conduct the survey on a class-by-class basis.

The Koret students’ opinions of Cyberia should be considered as their courses probably have the strongest lab-instruction connection.  

The Department might also consider surveying faculty to investigate how much faculty knows about Cyberia and the other labs, how involved they are with the labs, whether they would like additional training on how to use the labs, and—if so—their preferred training format
Focus Group Findings by Stakeholder Group: Faculty
Familiarity with Cyberia:  Participants’ level of familiarity with and use of Cyberia covered a wide range.   On one end of the spectrum were instructors who teach in Cyberia; on the other end faculty members who have never been to the computer lab.  A common theme, however, was that faculty members think of Cyberia in connection with the other labs.  Hence, while training offered by Cyberia focuses, not surpisingly, on how to use Cyberia, the typical instructor will approach Cyberia from the perspective of how this lab works compared to and in connection with the other three labs (and especially with the writing lab). 

Several participants were familiar with at least some Cyberia programs.  “I have a general idea of what is available and I have used Inspiration in my classroom.”  Another instructor noted that Inspiration seems like one of the easiest programs to learn but that “It takes a lot of time to learn all the programs.”  
Some participants said they did not understand why they should send students to the lab to work on websites they might as well access from home...”Unless there is somebody there, like the lab monitor (Cyber Coach), who helps students use the web sites.”  

Several instructors who did not know much about Cyberia had considerable knowledge of the other labs.

Some instructors said that Cyberia is a lab for basic skills students, but others said they would like to use it for 96 and 1A.  The instructors felt that students in these classes need help learning how to conduct research and that some also need to continue to work on grammar.

The (missing) Big Lab Picture: Most instructors who participated in the focus groups expressed concern and frustration about the lack of cohesion between the four labs.  They operate “as independent fiefdoms” one participant joked, and nobody is responsible for drawing the big picture of how they can work together.  The problem is exacerbated by the physical location of the labs and/or the fact that you have to “run all over the place” to find them all.  One instructor noted: “If we are confused about this, imagine how confused the students must be.” 

Most instructors seem to feel very comfortable sending their students to the writing tutors where they know they will have a one-on-one experience working on a paper or other product that is directly related to the work they do in class.  (This disposition is somewhat at odds with the lab coordinators’ view of Cyberia as a place that offers students opportunities to become self-directed learners.)
Getting the Cyberia Message out to Instructors: Although several participants commented on the great job Craig has done advertising Cyberia, work still needs to be done to promote the lab.  Some instructors  pointed to the promotional activities the English writing lab carries out with lab representatives visiting classrooms during the early part of the semester to introduce the lab, explain where it is, describe the kind of help students can get there, review the lab hours, etc.  “Perhaps Cyberia needs to do something similar? “ a participant suggested. Others cautioned that one of the problems is that you need to get the message to part-timers and new faculty and they already have too much stuff on their plate.  
Training for Instructors in how to use Cyberia (and other labs): All participants expressed interest in increasing their understanding of how to use Cyberia.   Many were aware of training activities that had been offered such as an Open (Cyberia) House.  One person also pointed out that Julie Young had provided individual training sessions to those who could not make it to the Open House.  

A number of different training strategies were proposed and participants agreed that one approach would not suffice.  “People learn and take in information in different ways.”  The following suggestions were made for how the English Department can increase awareness of Cyberia and train more instructors in how to use the lab: 
· Develop an easy-to-use resource guide (that includes information not only on how to use Cyberia, but all the labs) that explains some of the most popular lab programs, how they work, what kind of student might benefit from using them (by class-level, skill deficiency, type of learner), etc. 
· Develop video clips where instructors present case studies of how they use different Cyberia programs and websites to address common skill deficiencies.  Similar case studies could be developed for the other three labs. 
· Determine if the Cyber Coach or somebody else can help interested faculty design a couple of activities that target skills and competencies the teacher is addressing that week/month.  As one instructor said: “If I got a call from somebody who said – let me show you how it works and how you can use it with your students– that would be great.”  (Julie notes she is willing to schedule such sessions and did so this past semester)
· Have an open lab during the extended department meeting on Flex Day.  Host the meeting in Cyberia and provide opportunities for instructors to role play being the teacher and the students in the lab.  “Give them all turns and show them how to use a couple of the programs.” One major goal of scheduling the meeting at this time would be to engage instructors before the semester starts. 
· Offer training/workshops in individual Cyberia programs and websites.  The number of choices are daunting to many faculty members. 
Again, when designing training, it is important to consider how to reach part-time and evening instructors.  One new part-time instructor commented that he had been very surprised to find that while the department guidelines required that students use the labs there was nothing available to help him figure out how to meet this requirement “not even a descriptive informational sheet, a list of lab URLs”

Favorite Programs: Very few members of the focus group sessions had sufficient knowledge of Cyberia to compare the different offerings.   Some of them, however, were able to identify programs they had tried themselves and seen their students use with good results.    

Several instructors (and Cyber Coaches) highlighted “Read out Loud” as a program that students tend to respond to in a very positive manner.  “You can see on their faces that this is really useful.” 

Two instructors said they use Cyberia as a networked workshop taking advantage of the fact that they can ask students to conduct research, write on the computer, etc.  These instructors don’t often use the Cyberia programs, but instead see the lab as a place where they can train students to research and write different kinds of papers.  
Directing Students on How to Use the Labs:  Since instructors are not being paid for the 4th unit that is the lab time, the underlying expectation/assumption is that the instructors are not responsible for directing students’ lab work.  

This expectation seems to be inconsistent with the requirement that in Cyberia, for example, students need at least some orientation time to get value out of their lab hours.  As one instructor noted: “I don’t feel comfortable assigning things I cannot show them [the students].”
Most participants liked the idea of offering a standard orientation to Cyberia at the beginning of each semester and requiring that all students in 9, 90 and 92 attend one of these sessions. The group wondered if the Cyber Coaches could deliver this kind of training. 

The participants also suggested that the Department require all students in lab-requiring courses to participate in an introduction session that orients them to all the labs and that explains what they can expect from each, how to decide where to go, etc. 

Despite the fact that the lab hour is to some extent not the responsibility of the instructor, many participants had tried different strategies to increase the value of lab time for their students: 

· One instructor created a resource manual that had information about each lab and that highlighted for each student the best lab choice and the work they should do once there.   The “prescription” was developed based on each student’s particular need for assistance.  It was “a lot of work” the instructor said and she is not sure it was worth it.  

· Another instructor said she identifies students who are desperately in need of help and  gives them personalized instructions on how to go to the lab and get help with specific problems. 

· One participant gives students a tally sheet for grammar they can bring to Cyberia and to other labs and use to get the Coach or tutor to guide them to useful exercises. 

· Another participant said that the lab can help free up instructional time and that the idea is that you can encourage a student to go to the lab to get help building a particular skill thereby freeing up your own time to focus on things that only the instructor can do.  

· One instructor suggested that it would be useful to have an on-line form faculty could use to indicate that a student is having a problem in a particular skill or competency area.  The Cyber Coach could then look up this diagnostic and suggest an appropriate activity to the student. 

· This suggestion led another instructor to comment that it would be great if there was one standard form students could take to all the labs.  

Feedback loop from Cyber Coach/lab to Instructor:  Several participants noted that they know time will be spent productively when they send students to the writing tutors.   They feel less certain about what happens in Cyberia and most get little feedback except for occasional student comments. 

One instructor noted that the Reading Lab records every time somebody uses the lab and the activity they are working on.  Instructors can request a printout of this information (which they should get automatically, several participants felt).   But it would be useful if something similar was available for all the labs so that instructors could check, for example, if a student who is struggling with verb/noun agreement is choosing relevant lab activities that will remedy the problem—regardless of whether the student in working in the reading, writing or Cyberia labs.  
Several instructors felt it would be useful to have an initial assessment of students’ skills in a particular skills area covered by the lab and to then get information back over the semester on how the student is improving as s/he is working on a software program in the targeted area.  

Role of the Cyber Coaches: Most faculty seemed unclear about the role and responsibility of the Cyber Coaches.  Could they, for example, ask the Cyber Coaches for ideas on how to use the lab?  Or could they ask them to orient students during the first weeks of class?  One participant said she had heard that this semester the Cyber Coaches would have less time to spend with individual students.  
Skills that instructors run out of time teaching (and could benefit from having covered in the lab):  One instructor emphasized that students are less and less prepared in reading and that it would be great to have the labs increase their skills in this critical area.  Other potential areas where instructors would like for the lab to supplement their instruction include vocabulary, inferences, and citation/documentation. 
Additional comments

· It would be great if the labs were all together in the same building

· The Cyberia lab is often reserved and therefore difficult to book

· It would be great to have access to more technology and to have wired classrooms and projectors that instructors could use to complement their instructional activities. 

Focus Group Findings by Stakeholder Group: Cyber Coaches
The Importance of Faculty Involvement:  The key variable determining if students are effective in the lab is the direction they receive from their classroom instructor. ”The more guidance, the better,” concluded one Cyberia Coach.   In response to the question of what is the absolute minimal amount of training a student can have to use the lab productively, most Cyber Coaches agreed that “at a minimum, the classroom instructor needs to take the students to Cyberia one time and show them how it works. “ 
Several coaches noted that as time goes by more students seem to be on task using Cyberia productively during open lab hours.  This means that they have to spend less time policing and can dedicate more time to providing guidance to students.  “This time is different from last semester when lots of students came in here to “do time.” This semester they know what to do and most are on task most of the time.”  One Cyberia Coach said that “this semester students’ body language suggests that they are doing work.  In the past when they checked out, they kind of slugged their way out of the room.”   The Cyber Coach added: “I was there this past Saturday and the instructors could not get the students out of there.”
Nevertheless, Cyber Coaches estimated that 15-30% of students come to Cyberia with no assignment or agenda—whether it is because they have no guidance from their instructor or because they “forgot” this guidance. 
Job description: When asked to think of what they do in the lab some Cyber Coaches said they spend most time walking around and helping students and monitoring that they stay on task; helping students gain focus; responding to student questions, and solving  technical difficulties. 
When asked whether they are responsible for helping instructors who ask them for guidance in how to best use Cyberia, most Coaches said that this had never happened.  If it did, they seemed open to taking on this task.  

Some of the Cyber Coaches were similarly unclear about whether instructors could ask them to host an initial orientation on how to use Cyberia.  At least one Cyber Coach thought this would be a good use of Cyber Coach time and expertise.
Several Cyber Coaches said they have repeated endlessly to students how to open emails and attachments, and how to write papers using Word (i.e., how to set up the margins, create indentions, place headers, use pagination, etc).  Many agreed that it would be useful to have a one hour review on how to perform these basic tasks.   They were less sure whether teaching these kind of skills is really the responsibility of the English Department.
Some Cyber Coaches would like to have the capacity to view on their screen what students are doing at each station.  This way, they would not have to cruise around and police so much.  At least one Coach felt that she can see what is happening from her own station. 
Interaction with instructors and students: Most Cyberia Coaches have no interaction with instructors

Improvement ideas: To get more information from instructors on what kind of training they need in Cyberia, the Department could create a list of all Cyberia programs with a brief, corresponding description.  They could then ask the English instructors to identify the program they most want to learn and host appropriate training sessions. 

Focus Group Findings by Stakeholder Group: Students
Who Uses Cyberia: The lab coordinators and monitors noted that 95% of students who use Cyberia during open lab time have been introduced to the lab by their teacher.  This seemed to hold true for the focus group participants as only students who had visited the lab with their teacher had gone there on their own afterwards.   Two of these students were in classes that at least occasionally meet in the lab.  One of the two really likes Cyberia and frequently attends open lab.    He said his teacher has taught him to use all the different programs and that he goes there as much as possible.  The other student felt that Cybera is too crowded and dirty (filled with candy wrappers and other debris). Two others had gone to the lab with their instructor at the beginning of the semester and tried out some of the programs.  One of them said she does most of her lab work in Cyberia.    The other did not feel she gets nearly as much out of the computer lab as she does in the writing lab.  There were no current Koret students in the focus group. 
The remaining students included one who tries to go to the writing lab almost daily and loves the help she gets there.  Overall, the writing lab was the favorite activity for most participants.  One student said that “ Every time I go to the tutor I learn a bit more.”  Another noted that she had improved by one entire letter grade after working with a writing tutor.  

One student  commented that he doesn’t feel ready to learn on his own and really likes the one-on-one attention he gets in the writing lab.  Several agreed that one-on-one is best and that they are not ready to work independently.  Two students who said they have learning disabilities felt especially strongly about this.  One ESL student works exclusively in the reading lab and gets a lot out of this.  Another student prefers the workshops in the writing lab.  And one student, who is currently taking his third English class at CCSF, had never heard of Cyberia or the writing lab.  A previous instructor had talked about the reading lab and this is where the student has been fulfilling all his lab requirements.   
What Do Students Think of Lab Time:    The students find it confusing that there are four labs and are not sure “how it all hangs together.”   One of them suggested that it would be helpful if the instructors gave them a list of everything that is available to them.  Others agreed.  One student mentioned that she had been introduced to the labs through a treasure hunt activity in the beginning of the semester.  The others thought that sounded like a really good idea, but also agreed that they would need something in writing like a resource guide they could refer back to afterwards. 

One student thought it would be useful if all instructors in classes that require lab time dedicate at least an hour of class time to talk about how to use the labs.  Another student thought it would be best if this could be done in the labs, but this would be difficult as there are too many labs to cover in an hour.   All participants liked the idea of spending class time learning about the labs.  One student suggested that it would also be useful if the instructor provided them with check lists that identified what skills and competencies they need to work on so they can bring the list with them to the labs.  

Several students agreed with one participant who after complaining about how confused he is by all the different lab hours suggested that all the labs should have the same opening hours.  

In discussing Cyberia, students agreed that they are uncertain about what this lab offers and that they might use it more and with more purpose if they were familiar with at least some of the major programs and activities they can choose between.  

Two students wondered why they need to go the Cyberia lab to work on web sites they can access from their own computer.  

Role of Cyber Coaches and Tutors:  Two students said they had gotten useful assistance from the Cyber Coaches who had helped them find exercises that addressed areas in which they needed to improve.  Two others complained that the Cyber Coaches had been unfriendly.  One of them explained that she had been policed and treated disrespectfully when she was sitting at the computer trying to figure out what to do.   “I’m not going back there,” the student said.  “The Cyberia monitors (Coaches) are different from the writing tutors who are easy to approach and make you feel they really want to help you.” When asked what the Cyberia Coaches could do to convey that same message, one of the students said: “They could come over and say – Can I help you with something today? – rather than accusing you of not working”
What have you learned in the lab: With the exception of the writing lab, students struggled to describe what they had learned in the labs.  For Cyberia, one student said she had used the outline program to write a paper and had liked it.  Two students mentioned that they found the Read Out Loud and Inspiration programs to be useful, but they were unable to connect their work with these two programs to tangible learning outcomes.  One student said her teacher had told the class that Cyberia is a good place to go to learn grammar.  The student said she had used the lab to work on sentence construction and that it might have helped her but became boring after a while.  “I was doing the same thing over and over again,” she complained. The student who has spent so much time in the reading lab said the time there had “helped him flourish.”   One student said she “hated the media lab” because “the stuff they have is boring and I just go there because I have to.” 
Improvements ideas:  Several students felt that Cyberia opens too late. “I have morning classes and want to go to the lab afterwards.  I can get an hour in after class but then at 11 am they (Cyberia) have a class.  It would be beneficial if they were open more.” 
Another student reiterated that students should get guidelines that they can bring to the monitors in the labs so they can “help us figure out what to work on.”  The student complained that:  “At this time we go in and have no clue what to work on.” 
All participants liked the idea of a global orientation to all the labs.  
Students said the lab hours listed on the Cyberia website are not correct.  They did not know that Cyberia’s web page is being updated and improved. 
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