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Abstract
The history of focus groups starts prior to World War II with social scientists in both academic and applied settings.  After the war they were used more exclusively in marketing research and most recently they are used across a number of fields (Morgan 1998a:37). This paper reflects on an institution of higher learning’s utilization of focus group interviews (FGI’s) as a qualitative evaluation instrument.   

FGI’s are used as qualitative evaluation instruments during programme and support services evaluations at the Vaal University of Technology (VUT).  FGI’s were introduced in the quality assurance system of the university in order to address an initial “gap” in the system.  For many years the quality assurance evaluation instruments consisted of mainly quantitative evaluation methods i.e. questionnaires.  One of the main problems with the outcome of quantitative data is that the latter cannot “go into depth” or substantiate its findings satisfactorily.  The presenter argues that FGI’s can be utilized as an effective qualitative evaluation tool at an institution of higher learning.  The paper focuses on the refinement of the evaluation method, the advantages and disadvantages of the tool.

INTRODUCTION

This presentation reflects on a case study at a public institution of higher learning and its utilisation of focus group interviews (FGIs) as a qualitative evaluation instrument in order to triangulate information and data that are gathered during programme evaluation exercises.  The presenter also agues that FGIs can be utilize as suitable evaluation instruments at all types of institutions of higher learning due to the fact that the best private universities share a significant number of characteristics with some of the best public universities.   FGIs are used as qualitative evaluation instruments during programme and support services evaluations at the Vaal University of Technology (VUT) and compliment the institution’s quality philosophy of total quality management (TQM).  FGIs were initially introduced in the quality assurance system of the university in order to address a “gap” in the system.  For many years the quality assurance evaluation instruments consisted of mainly quantitative evaluation methods i.e. questionnaires.  One of the main problems with the outcome of quantitative data is that the latter cannot “go into depth” or substantiate its findings satisfactorily.  There was also a need to “triangulate” the information and findings during the quantitative evaluation phase.

EVALUATION OF STANDARDS

Typical of institutions of higher learning in South Africa, the VUT regards its core business as Teaching and Learning, Community Service and Research.  The VUT developed instruments for the evaluation of minimum standards of its core business.  I am of the opinion that the same evaluation instruments can be utilised at private institutions of higher learning due to a significant number of characteristics that they are sharing, without ignoring the particular constraints and uniqueness of them.  

The core of TQM is the customer-supplier relationship.  The VUT as an education provider (supplier) regards the student and staff member as its “internal customers” (a concept that is very controversial in higher education).  This means that an institution should strive towards addressing the needs and expectations of its customers.  Staff and students as internal customers, as well as external role players such as professional bodies, alumni, the industry, the community, peers etc. should be involved in the evaluation exercises. 

QUESTIONNAIRES AS EVALUATION INSTRUMENTS

The quality assurance system of the VUT focused on evaluations of programme and support units.  The concept “support units” refer to library services, student support services, academic support, student administration and registration etc.  At the VUT programmes and support units are under evaluation on a three year cycle.  Internal self-evaluation is followed by external validation exercises.  The external exercise should be regarded as a typical peer review exercise.  Questionnaires based on the minimum standards that were set by academics and students for academic programmes were developed by the institution’s Total Quality Management Office (TQM), staff and students.  The institution uses the minimum standards to determine what is needed to maintain and enhance academic quality.  Questionnaires for the evaluation of minimum standards were developed and form part of the quantitative evaluation instruments of the VUT.  

The university’s self-evaluation exercise starts with the Head of the relevant Department, lecturers of the programme under evaluation and student representatives that reflect on the quality of the programme by completing the programme evaluation questionnaire.  Typical of a survey questionnaire there is a fixed set of questions that is based on generic minimum standards for programme delivery with predetermined response options.  The completion of questionnaires during an evaluation exercise has its strong and weak points.  It is surely a method to reflect on specific minimum standards that were set by the academics and students.  It can also give a good visual reference of results that are graphed (Ferreira 2003:275).  Unfortunately the completion of questionnaires during evaluations may foster a “compliance mentality”.  More and more internal evaluation panels tend to reflect only quantitatively on the questions on the questionnaire without making an effort to divert from the questions or to reflect on issues related to a specific question.  In spite of many requests by the TQM Department prior to and during evaluations to utilise the questions only as points of departure during evaluations it seems that in general there was little evidence of evaluation panels that really depart from the questions.  Questions on minimum standards were therefore answered without digging deeper into matters.  

The data are interpreted by using numerical summaries and data that were reduced to tables and figures.  The scores can also only be used as trend data and not as real scores.  There was also a need for the triangulation of the quantitative data.  The above-mentioned issues created a “gap” in the quality system of the VUT and emphasised the need for an evaluation method that can give an in-depth investigation as well as opportunities for triangulation.  Morgan (1998a:30) refers to the differences between the quantitative and qualitative methods and refers to focus groups as a method that allows for considerable flexibility in how questions are asked.  The possibility for the implementation of a qualitative method alongside with the quantitative evaluation methods was investigated by the TQM Department in order to bridge the gap in the system.  Focus Group Interviews were pilot tested as a method of qualitative evaluations.  The history of focus groups starts prior to World War II with social scientists in both academic and applied settings.  After the war it was used more exclusively in marketing research and currently they are used across a number of fields (Morgan 1998a:37).  The TQM Office utilized prior to the pilot testing phase focus groups primarily as methods to identify standards during the development of student and staff satisfaction survey questionnaires.  This exercise soon proved Krueger and Race right, i.e. that focus groups can be used at a preliminary stage of a study and to evaluate a programme (Gibbs 1997:3).

DEVELOPMENT OF A QUALITITATIVE EVALUATION METHOD

According to Morgan (1998a:13) the way in which you use focus groups will depend on what your purposes are.  Focus groups are first of all a research technique for the collecting of qualitative data with a long history in both medical and market research (Gibbs 1997:1).  The adaptability of focus group makes it an obvious technique to pilot test in the TQM Department’s search for an evaluation method that bridges the above-mentioned “gap” in the VUT’s quality evaluation system.  FGIs are basically group interviews where a moderator (facilitator/ interviewer) guides the interview while a small group discusses the topics which the moderator raised.

It became clear during the pilot testing phase that focus groups are valuable methods because they are particularly suited for obtaining:

· Several perspectives about the same topic (Gibbs 1997:1).

·  Information for the purpose of triangulation

· In depth information of issues

· Perceptions of customers.

· Clarification on issues.

The utilising of  focus groups as an effective evaluation tool is demonstrated by a case study of Morgan (1998a:19) in a non-profit training centre that conducted focus groups with its graduates as part of a nationally mandated accreditation review.  The purpose of the latter was to learn how well the centre’s programmes were preparing graduates for their experiences in the workplace.  Morgan (1998a:18) refers also to a case study where focus groups were used as a quality improvement initiative for a software training department at a large organisation.  The utilisation of focus groups in order to enhance quality is therefore a well-known technique for training and education providers.    Although private providers in South Africa do not have the same structures in place in comparison with larger public institutions, the utilisation of FGI’s promised to be a method that can be used at all types of institutions of higher learning.

CONDUCTING FOCUS GROUPS AS EVALUATION METHODS
Focus group interviews at the VUT are held during the self-evaluation cycle of programme evaluations.  During this process the relevant department completed a self-evaluation exercise by means of reflection on the questionnaires for the evaluation of minimum standards of a programme or support service.  The focus group follows the completion of the evaluation form and usually after the moderator has received the completed questionnaires on the evaluation of minimum standards of the programme under evaluation/support unit.  The moderator is a staff member of the TQM Department.  After an analysis of the data that was collected during the first cycle evaluation, the moderator has an idea of the possible weaknesses or deficiencies as well as the good practices and strong points of the program or the support unit under evaluation.  The moderator is therefore in a better position to triangulate issues.  In a certain sense the triangulation of issues is a step towards “validation” of the outcome of the quantitative evaluation.

Prior to a focus group interview, six to eight students of the programme under evaluation are identified as participants.  The department under evaluation is responsible for the recruitment of participants.  In order to ensure that the participants will show up for the interviews the TQM Department promise to supply light refreshments.  The duration of an FGI is usually not longer than one hour.  It is important for the moderator to have a few short ground rules that sustain participation.  McNamara (1999:1) refers to the following rules: keep focused, maintain momentum and get closure to questions.

The focus group interviews generally begin with an introduction of the moderator and co-moderator.  The TQM system and philosophy are then explained to the participants.  It is imperative to explain to the participants the importance of participation of each member in the FGI.  The participants should take cognizance of the fact that the approach of the quality assurance system is towards development.  It should be clear to the participants that members may not misuse the focus group for their own personal agendas or vendettas.  The moderator should therefore set boundaries that define the acceptable levels of the discussions in advance (Morgan 1998a:93).  The moderator assures the participants that their names will not appear in the report.  Focus groups are “focused”.  This means that they are used for a specific purpose and that a fair amount of planning is required.  The moderator should determine what he or she will ask with reference to the issues for clarification, triangulation, clarity etc.  The quantitative data that were collected during the self-evaluation exercise provide enough information on issues that have a significant value to focus on during the focus group. 

After the introduction two opening questions i.e. what are the positive issues regarding the programme, and the quality of the students’ experience of the service rendered by the institution.  Following this question is a reflection on what is viewed by the participants as not satisfactory or as “deficiencies”.  After the participants’ reflection on the opening questions, the moderator asks in-depth questions or open-ended questions for clarification or validation purposes.  The participants are also motivated to identify possible commendations.  At the end of the interviews the moderator will ask “generic” questions that reflect on questions similar to the topics in the satisfaction survey questionnaire.  The formulation of questions thus depends largely on the extent to which the moderator has a need for the clarification of issues, to validate certain information that was gathered during the quantitative evaluation and the gathering of information on the generic questions.  After a question has been answered, it is imperative for the mentor to summarise in order to ensure that the information that is gathered is precisely what was said.  McNamara (1999) assigns this task to the co-moderator.  Regarding the formulation of questionnaires for focus groups, Morgan (1998a:12) stated that it is one of the few forms of research where you can learn a great deal without really knowing what questions you want to ask.  The recording of interviews is an acceptable practice (McNamara 1999:2).  The TQM Department does not record the interviews but involves, if possible, a co-moderator to take notes.

The analysis phase of a focus group interview starts with a systematic reflection on the interview notes of the moderator and co-moderator.  These data are compared with the quantitative data that were collected during the self-evaluation exercise.  Key issues are summarised as well as the key changes that the participants suggested for dealing with certain deficiencies.  Commendations as well as recommendations are then formulated.  The moderator then presents the preliminary results to the relevant Head of Department for his/her perusal and comments.  The final report is then drafted.  The FGI reports have “generic introductions”.  The introductions refer to the purpose of the FGI, the size of the groups, and the statement that the data are based on perceptions of the participants and should be regarded as non-verified information.  The HOD is then invited to discuss the outcome and remedial action plan for rectifying with the TQM Department.  The TQM Department receives a progress report after a period of 6 months.  The outcome of the FGI reports is regarded as valuable in identifying tendencies.  The latter is communicated by means of a tendency report to senate and top management for strategic planning purposes.

VALUE OF FOCUS GROUPS AS AN EVALUATION TECHNIQUE

At the VUT the introduction of FGIs as evaluation methods followed after a pilot testing period.  The method were then included in the TQM Policy and approved by senate for implementation.

The focus groups have the following benefits for the quality system:

· The data that were collected by using quantitative evaluation methods give no in-depth information on the data or the context in which it should be interpreted.  They help only to indicate where deficiencies occur or the issues that should be regarded as of “significant value”.  In her study Ferreira (2003:275) draws the conclusion that questionnaires can tell you what people think, but unfortunately not why they think it.  The focus groups allow for comparisons between the outcome of the quantitative evaluation and the data of the qualitative evaluation. The completed questionnaires show the values to be of significant value.  The latter can further be investigated and in a certain sense be validated by the moderator through triangulation.  As a qualitative method useful exploration and discovery can be done.  The use of focus groups was a means of closing the gap because “…context and depth help you understand the background behind people’s thoughts and experiences” (Morgan 1998a:12).

· The use of focus group interviews allows more participation from the students in the evaluation exercises.  This is in line with the customer focused philosophy of TQM.  The students and staff are regarded by the institution’s quality assurance system as the internal clients.  Unfortunately the “voice of the students” was almost not heard in the initial system when only quantitative evaluation methods were used.  The focus groups ensure that at least eight students of the relevant programme under evaluation have the opportunity to reflect on the quality of service that they received.  This allows the collecting of information from those who are on the “receiving end” and planning for remedial actions in an effort to enhance quality.  This is in line with, and complements the goals of total quality management i.e. customer satisfaction and continuous improvement (Ferreira 2003:124).  The participation of the students in the evaluation exercise as participants in a focus group session offers them the opportunity to share and contribute to the enhancement process of quality as well as an understanding of “why things are the way they are” (Morgan 1998:12).  It even seems to have therapeutic value in the sense that the frustrations of the customers are at least heard and there are signs of intervention in order to remedy deficiencies.

· There is an advantage of focus groups to clients as participants as they can become a forum for change (Gibbs1997:3).  It is therefore important to give feedback to the participants on the outcome of the evaluation and to reflect on the remedial actions that are planned in order to address the deficiencies.  The students are regarded as the VUT’s internal customers. They regard their participation in the FGIs as an opportunity to be involved with the enhancing of quality at the institution, and in a certain sense part of the decision-making process.   

· The new additional data that are collected during focus groups discover new insights, and new information draws the attention to areas that need remedial actions.  The latter usually resulted in the establishment of ad hoc quality improvement teams.  Although the quality assurance system of the VUT has a strong developmental approach the information gathered may lead to departmental/unit or follow-up programme audits and in extreme cases even allows for top-down interventions.

· Validity checking regarding the information that was gathered during the self-evaluation exercise as well as triangulation (Morgan 1988) takes place by means of focus groups.

Focus groups have limitations too, especially when they are used to evaluate service rendered to students as clients.  Gibbs (1997:4) mentioned that focus groups may discourage some participants from trusting others with sensitive or personal information.  This behaviour is experienced during focus groups with students and staff of the VUT.  The participants are sometimes very careful to comment on issues pertaining to issues of a sensitive nature that might be in one or other way harmful.  A second limitation is what Henning (2004:54) refers to as the sanctioning of responses in an interview as a form of self-protection and because of an innate sense of insecurity.  Henning refers to an example where the interviewer is a researcher with academic status and the respondents are labourers with little relevant academic knowledge.  The latter might be the case with the VUT’s evaluation interviews where the moderator is an academic and a staff member and the interviewees are undergraduates.  
The language barrier is also a limitation of which to take cognizance especially if the interviewees are using a second language.  The majority of students at the VUT are African students and they are using English as a second language.  The way in which the interviewees construct their speech “how they say what they say and how they sequence what they say are all important discursive qualities that can enlighten the researcher’s understanding and interpretation” (Henning 2004:54).

TRIANGULATION

As mentioned in this paper, programme and support unit evaluations were conducted by means of the evaluation of minimum standards.  Questionnaires were drafted as evaluation instruments for the evaluation of minimum standards initially.  Triangulation was considered as a possible option for the validation of the “quantitative data” that was collected during the evaluation exercise.  Triangulation can be regarded as the application and combination of several research methodologies in the study of the same phenomenon.  The implementation of focus groups as an evaluation method and instrument for the purpose of triangulation proved to be a good alternative of founding credibility of both qualitative and quantitative analysis. 

TABLE 1: EXAMPLE OF TRIANGULATION OF DATA 

Please take note that only a few deficiencies are tabled as an example for the purpose of this paper.  

The table reflects on the outcome of an evaluation at one of the university’s satellite campuses:

(*Satellite campus of the VUT – a remote site of delivery)

RATING SCALE (QUESTIONNAIRE ON MINIMUM STANDARDS)

The following rating scale explains the value in the column “response on quality level”.

Quality level
Performance level
Guidance

1
No formal approach
No systematic approach evident, no results, poor results or unpredictable results

2
Reactive approach
Problem- or corrective-based approach; minimum date on improvement results available

3
Stable formal system approach
Systematic process-based approach, early stage of systematic improvements; data available on conformance to objectives and existence of improvement trends

4
Continual improvement emphasised.
Improvement process in use; good results and sustained improvement trends; evidence of the use of benchmarking

5
Best-in-class performance. 
Strongly integrated improvement process; 

best-in-class benchmarked results demonstrated

NA
Not applicable
The issue does not apply

QUES-TION NR
ISSUES TRIANGULATED/ STANDARDS EVALUATED
RESPONS ON QUALITY LEVEL
SUMMARY – FOCUS GROUP INFORMATION
RECOMMENDATION
COMMENDATIONS


STUDENT SERVICES





1
Student cafeteria
1
Menu – no provision for dietary requirements. Need for pool tables and campus radio music
Change menu in order to accommodate dietary requirements of customers (needs analysis).  Management of cafeteria and stakeholders to investigate music needs and other available opportunities.



TEACHING





4
Practical component (engineering students)
2
Laboratories not on standard (not sufficient).  Students have to visit main campus to do practical components.  Satellite campus lack of sufficient funds.  Students for entire day at main campus – missing lectures
Resource allocation imperative for maintenance and updating of instruments.  Remedial actions by dean and campus director.


7
Preparation of lecturers for lectures
4
Students in general satisfied with the quality of teaching, staff always well prepared.  Attention to teaching methods in general.
Follow-up workshops by Dept Teaching Development.  Class feedback within one year.
Accessibility of lecturers to students and the quality of teaching in general.

8
Lecturing time table for full time students
3
Majority of full time students have to stay an entire day at campus until late (transport problems, safety risk). 
Rescheduling of time tables in order to ensure that day students are not attending lectures after hours



ACADEMIC SUPPORT





11
Tutor system
4
Tutors are not paid in good time.  Students in general satisfied with tutor system.
Department Academic Development and Directorate Finance to rectify deficiencies 
Success of students due to the implementation of tutor system.  Tutors well trained and supportive.

24
Lecture rooms/ venues
1
Some of the rooms too hot/ cold, no air conditioning.  Health risk, safety risk, venues have no ventilation, extreme conditions in summer and winter
Interim arrangements by director and dean imperative.  Planning and resource allocation by management.


31
Student health and support
1
No arrangements for student health (first aid kids etc), counselling or clinic services
Student clinic service of main campus to intervene.  Director to plan and establish campus clinic service.  Interim arrangements imperative.


The value of the implementation of focus groups for the purpose of triangulation with reference to table 1 is evident.  The data that was collected during the self-evaluation exercise are substantiated due to the in-depth information that was collected and analysed during focus group sessions.  Question number 1 of the questionnaire on the evaluation of minimum standards, as an example, received during the evaluation a quality level of 1.  The latter means “poor results” without an in-depth reflection on what precisely is meant by this statement.  Any value less than 3 is regarded as of “significant” nature.  The moderator of focus groups usually formulated questions in order to go into more depth with these issues and to verify the outcome of an evaluation exercise (completion of questionnaires or focus group information).   The column on “focus group information” explains the value that was allocated to a specific standard and helps in the analysis of information as well as preparation for remedial actions.  The information collected through focus groups and the data that is gathered during the completion of the questionnaire on minimum standards, as well as the participants’ response on possible commendations and recommendations is valuable for the TQM Office in the drafting of an evaluation report.  

SUGGESTIONS FOR THE IMPLEMENTATION OF FGIs

The following lessons have been learned by the TQM Department after the introduction of FGIs as a qualitative evaluation method:

· Establishment of balanced focus groups:

According to the TQM Policy of the university it is the role of the relevant HOD to do the recruitment of the participants.   The establishment of focus groups determines to a great extent the success of an FGI.  Greenbaum (1998:1) emphasises that the quality of the output from focus groups depends on having the right people in the room.  This is an essential requirement for the establishment of focus groups.  The scope of the programme evaluation dictates to a large extent the combination of the participants.  It is the TQM Department’s responsibility to set clear guidelines for the HODs regarding the 

selection of participants.  It is imperative to recruit senior and junior students, to ensure that the groups are a good representation of demographics and gender. 

· Reflection on the report

It is essential that the moderator drafts his report soon after the FGI and submits it to at least three of the participants for their reflection.

· Non-validated information
The information that was gathered during the interviews should be regarded as non-validated and based on perceptions.  The contents of a FGI report sometimes for practical reasons contain sensitive information that is not verified.  It is therefore important to state it very clearly to the receivers of the report to view the contents in the above-mentioned context.    

· Remedial actions
FGI reports should be perused by the relevant departments.  The recommendations of the focus group report together with the quantitative information that was gathered during the self-evaluation exercise, should inform the relevant department’s remedial action plan.  The success of the evaluation exercise depends largely on the degree to which the deficiencies that were identified are remedied.  The evaluation process does not end with a report on the findings.  The institution should utilise the outcome of the evaluation as management information in the process of planning, resource allocation, implementation and continuous monitoring of progress made.  Oakland (1998:18) emphasises the importance of the role of the individual in the planning and organising processes.  This fosters a culture for quality.  The establishment of ad-hoc quality improvement teams is advisable during the remedial action phase.  

· Informal setting
The informal mode in which the focus groups are conducted creates an opportunity for the participants to take part in a less-controlled environment that is conducive for wide-ranging discussions.  

· Incentive for participation
It is advisable to compensate students as participants of focus group interviews in order to ensure that they will attend a scheduled session.  The TQM Department usually provides refreshments and cold drinks.  This eases the tension created by focus groups and makes participants more open for discussions.   

· Utilisation of quantitative data
The quantitative data that were generated during the self-evaluation exercise should inform the development of the FGI questions.  The FGI allows the moderator to triangulate and to go into depth with certain issues.  The moderator should therefore be well prepared in order to focus on the issues which will fill the gap and uncertainties.  The quantitative surveys, according to Geenbaum (1977:1) are supplemented with properly conducted focus groups; then the full picture can be understood.   The moderator should be able to focus the efforts of the groups on specific topics so that the discussion can be directed towards those areas that will prove to be most important to understand, “relative to the issues which will help improve quality” (Geenbaum 1977:2).

· Accommodation of disagreements
The moderator and the HOD may have differences of opinion regarding the interpretation of the findings of an FGI.  It is advisable to submit the report to the HOD for his/her reflection and response before it is officially available to the university.  If there are disagreements with the interpretation of the moderator the HOD should have the option to attach a cover note to the report.  The latter should be brief and should identify only the issues of disagreement.  This will ensure that the moderator will still retain his/her objectivity and integrity.  Geenbaum (1977:2) stated that it is best not to address the differences by making changes in the document.

· Compensate for participants that will not show up
There is no assurance that all participants will show up.  The role of the relevant HOD is very important in assisting the TQM Department’s administrative staff in this regard.  It is advisable to invite more participants for a session in order to ensure that a minimum of 8 participants will show up.  HODs should receive reminders prior to the date of the interviews.  The TQM Department designed a declaration form that should be signed by each participant after recruitment.

· Name tags
Name tags can help the moderator to address questions to specific participants during a session.

· Moderating the sessions
The moderator should prevent the participants from getting off track.  The duration of a session should not last longer than 1 or 1 and ½ hours.  

CONCLUSION      

Morgan (1998a) refers to focus groups as means to identify problems that should be addressed.  This statement coincides with the motivation why the VUT utilises focus groups as evaluation instruments.  The implementation of focus groups as qualitative evaluation instruments create opportunities for institutions of higher learning to listen to the internal clients of the university, to obtain in-depth knowledge by sharing and comparisons, to obtain knowledge on the customers’ experience and perceptions, to close the gap that was created by a system that only relied on quantitative data for evaluation purposes and to move one step further in the validation of information.  
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