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Introduction
This is a summary of findings generated by focus groups conducted during the 2007 Spring Semester.  The purpose of the project was to gather information about how Math E and Math 840 students use and experience the math lab.  Specifically, the math faculty was interested in deepening its understanding of what students feel they are “getting out of the lab” and why some students do not use the lab much or at all.  
During the project design phase, the math department also expressed interest in examining two innovations currently being tested in Math 840.  As a result, two additional focus groups were planned.  One targeted students enrolled in Math 840 classes with online homework; the other a Math 840 class that gives students extra credit for attending weekly study group sessions. 
Research Design
The study design included focus groups with students in the self-paced (E1), lecture-style(E3), and hybrid E3 courses; focus groups with students in Math 840 with online homework and study group components; and a focus group with math instructors.  Because of difficulties in recruitment, the self-paced E1 and Math 840 focus groups were conducted twice.  Further, because of student testimony, an interview was conducted with a math tutor who, according to students, is extremely effective.  

The focus group participants were recruited in several different ways.  In the Math E3 courses, the instructors tried to encourage low-level-lab-users to participate.  In Math E1, the facilitator went to the class to recruit students after the instructor reported having difficulty getting a positive response.  In Math 840 with online homework, one instructor made repeated efforts to persuade students to participate, but only two came to a focus group conducted after class.   A second attempt was then made with another instructor who asked eight students she identified to attend the focus group during class time.  The Math 840 instructor teaching the class with the study-group component also identified focus group participants who attended the session during class time. 
The number of participants ranged from 6-8 in each group, with the exception of the Math E1 and first Math 840 sessions which were conducted with 2-3 students each.  
The focus groups ran between 30 and 45 minutes, depending on how long students were able and willing to stay. 

 An overview of the focus groups is provided below.

	Focus Group
	Characteristic
	Main purpose

	E1
	Low-level lab users
	Explore students' awareness and use of the lab, what they feel they are getting out of the lab, and what it would take to persuade low-level users to  increase the amount of time they spend (effectively) in the lab

Solicit student feedback on the Basic Math Videos

	E3
	
	

	E3-Hybrid
	
	

	840 students – group that does homework online
	Sample of students participating in each activity
	What do students think is working/not working about these new opportunities/activities? How can they be improved?

	840 students in (incentive-yielding) study groups  
	
	

	E and 835, 840 instructors
	Sample of instructors – excluding lab designers and “heaviest users”
	Explore instructors’ awareness and impressions of the lab and discuss what it would take to persuade more instructors to promote the lab to their students. 


Findings

The summary below describes findings across the eight focus groups and offers a shapshot of highlights from the math instructor, 840 online homework and study-group component sessions.  This is followed by conclusions and recommendations that address the key question of how the Math Department can increase lab use and strengthen the lab-classroom connection.   The information presented here is supplemented by individual write-ups of each focus group available in Appendix A.  
Lab Awareness 
Students in the self-paced Math E1 class were the least aware of the lab (which is located in close proximity to their classroom)  although students who were doing well in the class reported using the lab extensively.  The students who were struggling had not used the lab or had only done so a few times.  One student said he had heard good things about the lab and “might check it out.” 

Students in the Math E3 classes (lecture-style and hybrid) were all aware of the lab, although their use of the resource varied widely.  

Students in the Math 840 classes also knew about the lab.  Their use—past, during Math E classes, and present—also varied widely. 

Students reported that many of their past instructors (including those who taught classes in which the students had previously failed or chosen to withdraw) had been very vague or unenthusiastic about the lab.  They would say “go to the lab....just go, “ “you can to the lab if you don’t get it,” or “go there if you need help.”  One student summed it up by saying “it was not communicated in a way that made me feel – yes, let me go over there and check it out.” 

Although some students recalled that their instructor had taken them on a site-visit to the lab early on in the semester, many did not.  With prodding from their fellow students, some nodded after a while and said they vaguely remembered going there.  Some students were certain they never went to the lab with their class, but acknowledged that they miss class once in a while. 
Students suggested that the instructors should promote the lab many times during the semester – one time is not enough.  They also suggested that if the college wants more people to use the lab videos, the instructors should “show them [the video] in class.” 

Among the instructors, those who had not taught lower level math for a long time said they have not been to the lab for years.   One of them had come to the focus group because his students were saying good things about the lab and he wanted to learn more about this resource.   The 840 instructors attending the focus group reported taking their students on a tour of the lab early on in the semester – in one case right before a big test “to peek interest.” One of them also gives additional credit to students who use the lab and said she believes these students are more likely to succeed than their non-lab-using peers.  The instructor qualified this observation by adding that there might be a correlation between how hard somebody works and the likelihood they will use the lab so that the real variable is the level of effort rather than the lab itself. 

Lab Use
Most students spoke very highly of the lab, describing it as a terrific resource.  Some students felt they would not have persisted without the support they got from the lab tutors.  “It is like a safety net,”one student said.  “The tutors are incredibly willing to help and incredibly patient.” 

Other students commented that the math tutors are “like the instructor I have......patient and easy-going and totally willing to help.” 

The main complaint about the lab was that there are too many students and too few tutors during peek hours.  Some students said they “sometimes have to wait forever” to get a tutor’s attention. 

Another concern was that some math lab tutors know only one way to explain a problem. “If your teacher has explained it differently in class, or used a different method, this can be very confusing,“  Another student commented: “It is like the tutor needs to do it her way instead of the other way around.” 
In the focus group with instructors this complaint came up again.  One instructor said his students frequently report that tutors both in the LAC and in the math tutoring lab solve math problems in ways that are different from what students have seen in their classroom. He said he responds to such concerns by advising his students to politely ask the tutor to take a look at their notes.  However, many students don’t feel comfortable doing this. 
“I look at the tutor list,” another instructor said,” And if I see a good student I remember from a class in the past on the list, I’ll suggest to the students that they go see that person.”  The instructors agreed that this is a good idea, although they also felt there is risk to this approach as students may think they can only work with one particular tutor
Students in two focus groups (both E3) mentioned that some tutors are overly attentive and “hover over them.”  One student said this makes her really nervous. Others complained that they could hardly get any work done in the lab because the tutors constantly approached them to ask if they needed help.  

Asked to describe what the ideal tutoring support would look like, several students pointed to an individual they think is “the best tutor.  This person was interviewed for the purpose of eliciting best practices he has developed. 

The tutor explained he had failed math in the past and that he had really struggled in high school and when he first began at City College of San Francisco (CCSF).  However, everything turned around when he took basic skills math from a CCSF instructor who was both approachable and effective. “I ended up doing really well,“ the tutor said.  As he took additional math classes, he became a heavy user of the college’s tutoring services, observing and learning from what he felt they were doing that really worked for him.  Accordingly, when he himself became a tutor, he established the following guidelines for himself: 

· I am there for the students

· I want to help students overcome their fear of math

· I will be patient and observe and learn from each person before I jump in and diagnose what the student needs
· I will develop the skills required to teach to different learning styles

· I will teach the students to use their notes a a resource
· I will ask students to explain back to me how to solve the problems 

These practice guidelines have clearly made the tutor a favorite for many students, including several who make sure they go to the lab when he is working.  
Accessibility 

Two disabled students commented that it is difficult for them to get to the lab because of accessibility issues.  If the class is conducted in Batmale, “it is a long ride down to the lab“ one student said.  One student explained that he has two labs he needs to go to this semester, one for English and another for math. 
Videos
There is only sketchy awareness of the videos among students and math instructors.  Students who described themselves as visual learners and had used the videos loved them.  One student attributed his ability to “whip through the chapters” to the videos.  There were other students who had tried the videos, but said they “prefer the tutors.”  

Students who had used the videos suggested that the college might consider training tutors and instructors to describe and showcase the videos in a way that quickly conveys to students how this learning tool may work for them. 
Effective Instructional Strategies
Students in several focus groups reported having tried to take math before and failing.  All attributed their persistence in the current class or successful completion of a previous class to a particular instructor.  “XX is the only reason I am here today,” one student said.  “YY is an amazing teacher,” and “ZZ makes math fun.”  Comments such as these were heard many times in most of the focus groups.  

When asked to identify what made the instructor in question so effective, students identified the following attitudes, instructional strategies and characteristics: 

· She/he is patient

· She is approachable

· She makes it comfortable to ask questions
· She breaks information down into the smallest details
· She makes sure everybody is onboard so class moved forward as a whole

· She teaches to different learning styles and considers students with learning differences
· She shows interest in students’ lives, their families, life outside of class
· She sees students as individuals
· She doesn’t allow students to make fun or each other 
Math Fear Factor

Students in Math E3 and in two of the Math 840 classes talked extensively about how scary math can be and how the fear of math itself can remain an obstacle to success unless “something happens” – often an encounter with a different type of math instructor. Several students described incidents and moments that contributed to diminish their fear.  In one class, an instructor had commented before a test: “It won’t make you a worse or better person to do well on this test.”  Hearing this “from a math teacher” really made a difference and students referred to this comment several times throughout the focus group. 

Other students remarked that they feel vulnerable having placed in such a low level of math and “almost shameful to be working on level we should have mastered years ago.”  For these students, it does not take much to remind them of past math failures and to give up or under-perform once again. 

Students in two focus groups said they hoped instructors and math tutors would stop once in a while to consider how nervous students are about math.   

Several focus groups included testimony from students who with the help of a great teacher had overcome their math phobia and to their surprise found that they actually “were okay” in math. 

SNAPSHOTS:  Math 840 Experimental Components 

Math 840 with Study Groups for Credit:  The jury is still out on this experiment.  Some students found the opportunity to meet once a week with a tutor in a small group to be extremely helpful. Others felt that they may not need this support  “if you go to the lab every day to do your homework” and “with the math lab right there.” Some students also reported they had difficulty keeping their commitment to the study group and admitted they have missed several sessions. 

Math 840 with Online Homework:  Students were almost unanimously enthusiastic about this feature, but complained about bugs still in the system.  “You need to proof the program” one student said and everybody else nodded vigorously.   In commenting on what they like about the online homework, students immediately answered “hints,” an online function they use if they get stuck.  They also liked the opportunity they have to access their math homework anywhere and anytime. 

SNAPSHOT:  Math Instructors  

Math Instructor Focus Group Highlights:  Two of six instructors attending the focus group had not been in the remodeled lab.  The other four, who taught 840 and/or Math E, were very familiar with the lab and two of the instructors take their class on a lab tour early on in the semester.  One instructor teaching an evening class pointed out that his students cannot use the lab since it is not available during evenings and on Saturdays.   The instructors had several suggestions for how to increase the use of the lab through class visits, putting the math videos online, and offering practice quizzes for Math 840 in the lab.   The instructors who had not been to the lab for many years expressed interest in participating in “a lab tour” for faculty. They thought many of their colleagues would like to join since “we can all end up teaching the lower level math courses.” 

The instructors also discussed why so many students fail Math E and Math 840.  Two important points were made: 

The step you have to take to get from Math E to Math 840 is substantial--some instructors feel too substantial.  One instructor said he feels he should dedicate some of 840 to bridge the gap, but doesn’t know how to do this as there is barely enough time to cover the entire 840 curriculum. Several instructors pointed to 835 as the bridge between Math E and Math 840 and everybody expressed disappointment that so few students take this class. 

One big step students are required to make relates to their level of reading comprehension.  “The length and complexity of sentences in Math 840 is far beyond what they have seen in Math E,” one instructor commented. Several others agreed.  One instructor said he had been wondering “whether there is something the English Department could do.” 
Conclusions and Recommendations

Study Design:  Because of recruitment challenges, the original goal of selecting for the focus groups the lowest-level lab users did not entirely work out.  It appears instead that the students who participated represented a range of users and a few non-uses, from those who go all the time to those who almost never do. 

Conclusion & Recommendation: While word-of-mouth is the most powerful recommendation and one that persuaded several focus group participants to first use the math lab, the math department’s primary lab advocates are the instructors.   While some of them, especially instructors included in this study, are enthusiastic lab promoters, others who teach Math E and Math 840 may not be fully aware of the role the lab can play in augmenting and supporting student learning.   This point was underscored by students’ testimony that they have taken classes from math instructors who were lukewarm or less in their references to the lab. 

To increase use of the lab, the department should consider reaching out to these instructors with offers of lab tours, evidence of the lab’s impact on student success, and first-hand student testimony of how the lab has made a difference for them. 

It is also important that instructors know how to effectively promote the lab to students.   Much could probably be gained if instructors took their students to the lab for a tour or, better yet, planned to deliver a “real” class in the lab—like some English instructors are doing in Cyberia.  Such a class could include a preview of the math videos and an explanation of the tutoring services. 

Several students also suggested that the lab needs to be promoted many times during the semester.  Only mentioning it in the beginning is simply not enough.  This is particularly the case in Math E1 where attendance is less than perfect and where the probability is especially high that students who really need to use the lab are not in class the day the instructor describes the resource. 
The tutors could also be trained to promote the lab and serve as lab-advocates and “docents” for math instructors who are not familiar with the lab.  In addition, the department should make sure that all the tutors are aware of the videos and have guidelines that will help them identify students most likely to benefit from this learning resource. 

Additional and specific recommendations include: 

· Increase math instructors’ awareness of the lab, its offerings, and potential impact on improving student success

· Continue to recruit to the math department “enthusiastic basic skills instructors”

· Have math instructors who are assigned to teaching Math E or Math 840 after a long hiatus meet with and sit in on classes taught by some of the instructors who form the “enthusiastic” core of the department’s basic skills team

· Try to avoid assigning instructors who don’t want to teach basic skills to these courses

· Consider having students who have gone through a “math conversion” come and speak to faculty members who will be teaching basic skills after a long hiatus

· (Probably on the counseling side) augment efforts to direct students who have a history of failing or doing poorly in math away from the self-paced E1 and toward the hybrid or lecture-based E3 classes

· Find innovative ways to take advantage of the fact that the department now has a core group of highly effective basic skills instructors on board. 
· Continue to monitor and compare student outcomes (including attrition and persistence) in basic skills math classes. Use findings to drive decision-making regarding which type of classes to offer and expand in the future.

· De-bug the online software and use it extensively across 840 and possibly other math courses.  
· Survey all students in the next 840 with the study-group-for-credit component to get more feedback on how effective this added learning opportunity is for all the students enrolled in the class.  In addition, interview the tutors to get their opinion on how effective the service really is, especially for students who are struggling to keep up.     
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