TITLE III FOCUS GROUP PROJECT-ESL
THE CLASSROOM-LAB CONNECTION
Introduction
During the Spring 2006 semester, 690 students enrolled in ESL 150 and ESL 160 courses which each require 15 hours of lab work.  This translates into a combined 10,350 hours of required lab time or 431 days spent in the labs. 

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 ESL focus groups and related activities. 

Background

Representatives from Title III and the ESL 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 ESL Department offers students in the targeted courses three lab options: the reading, writing, and computer labs.  While the emphasis of the focus group project was the computer lab, students and faculty alike think about this facility as one of several lab alternatives.  Accordingly, while the focus groups dedicated most time to the computer lab, 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 ESL 150 and ESL 160.  Three focus groups were conducted.  Two with instructors, including one where most participants were also computer lab monitors.  The third focus group was with students.   

Recruiting faculty and students to attend the focus groups turned out to be a major challenge. In the end, with much help from the ESL Department, the faculty focus groups attracted 18 participants, including 10 current and former lab monitors.   This represents about half of the ESL faculty that teaches ESL 150 and 160. 
On the student side, the original plan was to invite students from classes taught by instructors who have different levels of engagement in the computer lab—from those who provide students with specific guidelines on what to do in the lab 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 200 students who were enrolled in the targeted classes and had provided an email address on their CCSF application form.  This approach still only succeeded in attracting 4 students to the focus group session.    

The focus group questions were developed by the researcher following interviews with the Department Chair and the Lab Coordinator.  These key informants then 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.  
Limitations of the Focus Group Study
In interpreting the focus group findings that follow, the reader should consider the following:

-the student sample was extremely 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 

-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 

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

-faculty members with no involvement in the computer lab did not participate in the focus groups

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 the faculty and lab monitor focus group discussions which, since so many participants were either current or former lab monitors, are presented together.   The report concludes with a summary of the student focus group.

Overall Findings

Computer Lab:

The computer lab monitors explained that overall use of the lab has improved semester by semester 
The reason for this change is, according to the lab monitors, that more faculty members are becoming familiar with the lab
The key factor determining how much students get out of the computer lab is the extent of guidance they receive from the instructor.  Lab monitors can easily detect which students arrive with such guidance and the resulting sense of purpose.  These students are focused and spend their time in the lab on task. 

By contrast, students enrolled in classes taught by instructors who have little knowledge of the computer lab are much more likely to waste their lab time

Instructors can be involved in the computer lab in a wide range of ways, several participants suggested 
One strategy for building the connection back and forth to the lab is for the instructor to ask students to keep a journal of what they did in the lab each time they went there, what they learned and what questions they have.  If several students encounter similar problems or have the same questions, the teacher—who reviews the students’ lab entries on a regular basis—will address these problems or questions in class.  This loop back and forth gives students the feeling that there is a direct connection between the lab and the classroom. 

The level of familiarity with the different programs offered in the computer lab varied considerably among the faculty members present and among the lab monitors.   In general, faculty members are not very familiar with individual programs.  Lab monitors are most experienced using “Focus on Grammar.”  Several lab monitors do not like Inspiration. 
Several faculty, including some monitors, advised that the Department should assign (and pay) somebody  to assess new software and make recommendations for additional purchases.  The lab, several focus group participants agreed, is especially weak in reading comprehension programs.  Some participants also suggested that the lab include programs that two or more students can work on together
Across the Labs: 

Many instructors—especially those who are not current or past lab monitors—prefer to send their students to the tutors or workshops for their lab hours. There is still confusion about how faculty can or must limit their involvement in the lab.   The only guideline that seems absolutely clear is that instructors must not assign homework in the lab. 

The students in the focus group all preferred the tutoring and workshops to the computer lab.  Their reasons were simply that they like to have one-on-one contact and guided directions.  The small number of students in the focus group, however, make these findings highly unreliable.

The way lab work and different lab options are introduced is critical to how students approach this part of their class assignment 
.

Recommendations
General: 

Develop an orientation that helps students understand the lab choices they have, how to decide which one to choose, how to get assistance, how to “use” the monitors, etc.  Repeat the information provided in the orientation in a lab resource guide students can refer to throughout the semester. 

Reserve the computer lab for faculty during the first (or first two) week(s) of classes and give lab credit to faculty for spending an hour either participating in workshops or receiving individualized instruction from a lab monitor on the lab program offerings and on best practices experienced faculty members have developed to help students optimize their time there. 

Make the best practices available to faculty as a handout and possibly a PowerPoint presentation as well. 

Clarify the responsibilities of the lab monitors for students, faculty and monitors alike.

The Department has a large cadre of experienced monitors who know how to effectively work the lab.  It may be a good idea to ask these individuals to develop a resource guide with best-practices for computer monitors. 
Research:  

Conduct a survey of ESL 150 and 160 students asking them how they spend their lab hours, how much they know about the different offerings in the labs, which lab activities they feel they learn the most from, and what kind of faculty involvement they have in their lab work.

Focus Group Findings by Stakeholder Group: Faculty and Lab Monitors
Familiarity with the Computer Lab:    Faculty members think of the computer lab in connection with the writing tutoring and workshop lab activities.   Although the perception of the computer lab is improving over time, some faculty members still feel more comfortable directing their students to the tutors and workshops since they have a better sense of what will happen there and of how the student will benefit.   One faculty member thus suggested that “the least motivated and oriented students will go to the computer lab and use Fish Track.”  Another participant agreed that for some students at least the computer lab is the “point of least resistance.”   Highlighting the benefits of the tutoring lab,  a faculty member noted that she sometimes would review the lab logs after students had completed an assignment and almost always found that “students who visited the tutors had the better papers.” 
The main problem with the tutoring and workshops is that demand greatly outweighs the available supply.  Students have to wait sometimes for hours to get a 20-minute session with a writing tutor.  Similarly, workshops are often over-subscribed and require a long wait.
The night instructors noted that their students have few choices, especially those who take more than one evening class.  They commented favorably on the workshops that have been added on Saturdays, (“Students loved it when [the workshop coordinator?] came to class to announce the new workshop.”), but the availability of workshop and tutoring services for their students remain very limited.  One instructor recounted how some of his students ask to leave early so they can rush to the lab and “get one hour in” before it closes.  

A few instructors pointed out that some students may not understand that there are three lab options, even if they have the benefit of a tour of the tutoring, workshop and computer labs at the beginning of the semester.  “They may only recall the computer lab because it is a tangible place.” 
Faculty Use of the Computer Lab:  The level of familiarity with the different programs offered in the computer lab varied considerably among the faculty members present and even among the lab monitors (see survey findings below).  The way that participants interact with the lab and guide or don’t guide students in their use of the computer lab also varied. 

The computer lab monitors explained that overall use of the lab has improved semester by semester.  In the beginning, they had to spend most of their time policing and telling students to focus on lab-related work. However, over time there has been a continuous increase in the percentage of users who know why they are there and have specific goals in mind for how to spend their lab hours productively.  The reason for this change is, according to the lab monitors, that more faculty members are becoming familiar with the lab.  “It really works well when the instructor guides the student [in how to use the lab]” one lab monitor noted and this point was seconded many times throughout both focus groups.  

One major challenge is that the benefits that result from instructor involvement seem to be in conflict with an arrangement that establishes the lab as an independent activity.   The bottom line, which many participants still found confusing, is that instructors don’t have to be involved in the lab and may not give homework assignments for students to do in the lab.  They may, however, choose to be involved and—as the monitors pointed out—it is much better for students if they are. 

One instructor pointed out that the original purpose was to use the lab to alleviate faculty’s work load and free up their time.   Instead of explaining over and again a grammatical point, the instructor can send a student to the lab to work on this.  The instructor said that she actually uses the lab in this way, but the response from others to the suggestion that the lab is a time saver was less than enthusiastic. 

Best Practices:   Instructors can be involved in the computer lab in a wide range of ways, several participants suggested.   At one end of the scale, they can send students to the lab with a corrected paper that in the margin provides guidelines for what the student needs to work on in the lab.  The lab monitor can then translate these guidelines into an appropriate lab activity.  An error sheet, which some instructors use, can serve the same purpose so that lab monitors review the areas in which a student is deficient and directs him or her to work on a software program that will address the problem.  
Other instructors want feed back from the lab.  “Having the student come back with a stamp just doesn’t do it for me,” one lab monitor/instructor noted.  He explains that he asks students to keep a lab-log where they record for each session what they worked on, what they learned, any questions they may have, or something they did not understand.  The instructor reviews the logs every other week and then dedicates class time to review common areas of confusion or questions that several students raise about a lab activity. 

Another instructor checks regularly on his students’ logs to make sure that their lab work reflects their deficiencies to make sure they are not “doing the same thing over and over. “  Some students, he explained, have a tendency to take the same tests over and over and get everything right because they know all the stuff.   “But they don’t get anything out of that.” 

Introducing Students to the Labs:  Some instructors take students on a tour of the labs early on in the semester.  Others rely on lab monitors to convey the information.  Some participants said that instructors at some point were expected to provide students with an overview of lab activities but that the responsibility has shifted to the lab monitors.   Once again, however, the practice differs by instructor. 

One instructor who is also a lab monitor explained that he uses a room on the second floor of the Rosenberg library that has an overhead projector and networked computers to provide his students with a tour of all the lab programs and websites that are relevant to them and that they will find in the computer lab.  His students, other monitors commented, are “the most on task” of all students who come to the lab. 
Several participants agreed that one of the fifteen lab hours each student is required to complete should be devoted to an orientation of all the labs (computer, writing, workshops). “It would be great if somebody could guide them [the students] through the programs at the beginning of the semester.” 
Other instructors pointed out that the way lab work and different lab options are introduced is critical to how students approach this part of their class assignment.  If the teacher speaks enthusiastically about all the things students can learn, for example, in the computer lab, students will have a very different attitude when they go there than if the teacher says something like “just get it done—you have to if you want to pass.”

The Role of the Lab Monitor:   The lab monitors described their responsibilities as follows:
· Check students in and out 

· Make sure students are on task
· Ask students when they check in what they plan to work on.  If they don’t know, go to them a bit later and ask them “So what did you decide to do?”

· Circulate and ask students if they need help or have questions

· Monitor if students are working on the same thing over and over and, if so, redirect them

· Help students who keep getting a wrong answer understand why it is wrong 

The more directions students bring to the lab from their teacher, the better the lab monitors can guide them toward useful and relevant work.  However, even if somebody just knows what their weakness is, the lab monitor can at least point them in a good direction.  With more clues, such as a corrected paper with teacher notes in the margin, the monitor’s directions can become more focused.   One faculty member, who used to be a monitor, also suggested that although teacher direction is optimal, a good lab monitor can compensate at least in a small way for a disinterested teacher by “finding out what a student is struggling with and helping direct them to interesting and relevant programs.”  
Overall, the monitors agreed that the need for policing has decreased over time and that each semester more students arrive in the lab with a purpose. 

Some monitors wanted to reduce the clerical responsibilities of the job by having a student or “a machine” take care of the check in and out.  Others felt that even if students could use some kind of an electronic check in key, they would still like for each person to come over and “register.”  The reason, one participant explained, is that “this is the time when you can have a conversation with each individual student and find out if they need help.” 

Faculty Training in How to Use/Work-With Lab:  On FLEX Day faculty members are invited to participate in an overview of the available programs and web sites.  The training is especially targeted for new members of the faculty team.  The session, however, is only one hour long and one instructor said that it was a bit confusing even to her, a past lab monitor.  She also noted that “lots of papers” were handed out.

One instructor said he had learned about the lab offerings when a colleague had invited him to be present while he was presenting an orientation on the lab to his students.  Afterwards, the first instructor “played around with the different programs and then finally felt ready to deliver a presentation on the lab to his own students.  All this, the instructor said, took quite a bit of time. 

One participant noted that Canada College has developed a virtual tour of its different labs that allows students – and faculty – to literally go into each facility and investigate what they offer.  She wondered if it might be possible to do something similar for the CCSF labs. 

One lab monitor suggested that the computer lab dedicate the first (two) week(s) of classes to an open lab for instructors.  Very few students come to the lab anyway during this period, he noted so why not have lab monitors there available to work individually with faculty or to deliver workshops or a combination of the two.  The other participants felt this is a very good idea and most thought that instructors would come if they are given one hour of lab time as compensation for the training.  “They will punch-in and punch-out, just like the students.”  
The Lab Programs:  Several participants felt that the computer lab library of software programs could be improved and updated.  One participant said “there is nothing for developmental reading.” Another felt that there is not enough on vocabulary.  Several faculty members agreed that keeping up with the best and latest releases is a big job and one that requires considerable time and therefore compensation.  

One faculty member mentioned the possibility of having programs that would allow students to work on projects together in the lab.   

In an effort to determine how well-acquainted faculty members are with the current offerings,  participants in the first focus group  (where 8 of 10 faculty were lab monitors) completed a survey that asked them to assess their level of familiarity with five ESL computer lab programs and with the websites available to student in the lab.  The focus group participants in the second group were not sufficiently aware of the choices available to them in the lab to make the survey meaningful.  
The survey findings, based on 9 completed forms, found that most instructors/monitors are highly experienced or experienced in Focus on Grammar.  Tense busters and Inspiration had the highest number of participants characterizing themselves as “limited users.”  Inspiration received two comments “don’t recommend,” and “Waste.”  All but one-two faculty characterized themselves as experienced or highly experienced  working in Azar and Fish Treck.  For the outside webside 8 respondent were experienced or highly experienced. 
What do Students say to the Instructors about the Labs? Several participants thought it would be useful to conduct a survey at the end of 150 and 160 that asked students how useful they find the different lab activities.  
Some participants felt that students prefer the workshops and tutoring because they are interactive and offer one-on-one or at least person-to-person learning.  Others felt that one of the benefits of the computer lab is precisely the fact that if forces students to become self-directed learners.  “The computer lab forces them [the students] to study outside of class and it shows them that they have to go out there on their own to learn,” one instructor said. 

One instructor said her students use WebCT to communicate about the lab.  “They will let each other know which programs and program selections are useful, when the lab is least crowded, and when the nicest lab monitors are working (in the lab),” she said.  

Focus Group Findings by Stakeholder Group: Students
Reminder:  Only four ESL students participated in the focus group described below: 

Student Lab Time Choices:  All four participants felt the lab requirement is “a lot of work” but that it helps them learn and is on the whole a reasonably good investment of their time.   When asked which lab activity they found most useful, they were split between the workshops and the writing tutoring.  
All agreed that the wait for the tutors is excessive and two mentioned waiting for hours to get help with a (due) paper.  The workshops also frequently require waiting, the students complained. 

Students and the Computer Lab:  All four participants had been to the computer lab.  One had participated in a beginning of semester review of the computer lab programs and websites, but “it was really quick” and “too much information in one big shot.”  
Two participants had instructors who require that they keep a log of what they do and learn in the lab and questions they have about their lab work.   The students felt that this requirement helped them see the connection between the lab and the classroom.  “When several of us have the same kind of questions the teacher will talk about it during class,” one of them said.  The student juxtaposed his current to his past experience when he had an instructor who “just looked at how much time we spent in the lab.“
One student said his teacher writes on a piece of paper what he should work on in the lab.  His favorite lab activity is Azar, he said.  All the other students agreed that this is also their favorite program.  They like it because it is animated and entertaining --- and also good at teaching grammar.   One student said he likes the lab activity where you read from the newspaper and answer questions about the reading.  Another participant said he had done well on a test after practicing grammar in the lab.  
Students said the lab monitors had been helpful whenever they had been to the computer lab.  “They came up and showed me one of the programs,” one student said. 

Improvement Ideas:  One student said he would like to see pronunciation programs in the computer lab.  He explained that he was not referring to the kind of program that asks you to repeat words onto a tape, but rather software that shows how you need to shape your mouth and position your tongue to say different words.  “I want to see rather than hear how to do it,” he said.   Two of the other students present agreed that especially Asian students would like to be able to use that kind of software.  Another student said she would like to see software that helps you remember vocabulary.  “It would break down words and show you how to remember.” 
Students also wondered why they can’t do the web-based learning at home.

In a completely unrelated note, several students asked about the difference between the ESL and English track and how you move from the former to the latter. 
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