
Evaluating and Improving Online  
Asynchronous Focus Groups Conducted  

via Learning Management Systems 
 

Jim Hatten NCEO Research Fellow 

Laurene Christensen NCEO Research Associate 

Linda Goldstone NCEO Research Fellow 

Kristi Liu NCEO Senior Research Fellow 
 

National Center on Educational Outcomes 
University of Minnesota, USA 

 

Utilizing Online Technologies to  
Effectively Facilitate Data Gathering  
in Large-Scale Qualitative Research 

 

AND 



PROJECT OVERVIEW 

http://www.ivared.info/�


IVARED Enhanced Assessment Grant 
(United States Department of Education) 

IVARED 

Minnesota Department of 
Education 

5 State Partners (AZ, 
ME, MI, MN, WA) 

National Center on 
Educational Outcomes  

University of 
Kentucky – 
(Evaluation) 



Who are ELLs with disabilities? 



Percent of Special Education Students 
Receiving ELL Services (Fall 2007) 
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The benefits of participating in state 
accountability assessments 

Higher 
Expectations

  
Improved 
instruction 

Access to 
general 

education 
curriculum 

Improved 
achieve-

ment 

 

Lower 
expectations

 
  

Segregated 
placements

  

Alternative 
curriculum 

Under 
achievement 

Cortiella (2006) 

The dangers of not participating 



Test Validity for ELLs with Disabilities  
(adapted from Marion, Quenemoen, & Kearns, 2006; Marion & Pelligrino, 2006) 

Observation 
(What kinds of tasks 
and tests best 
produce evidence of 
student learning?) 

Interpretation 
(How do we reason 
about student 
learning based on 
the data?)  

Cognition 
(Who are the students? How 
do they show knowledge and 
skills in the content?) 

State Assessment Policy 

Validity 
Evaluation 



How can we support states to appropriately include more ELLs 
with disabilities and make sure assessments are valid for these 

students? 
Obj. Description Activities 

1 Identify and describe each state’s population of 
ELLs with disabilities and relate this to assessment 
performance 

Statewide data analyses 

2 Describe inclusion of ELLs with disabilities in state 
assessment participation and accommodations 
policies. 

Policy analysis 

3  Identify promising practices for participation, 
accommodation, and test score interpretation 
decisions. 

Policy analysis 
Delphi expert review 
Practitioner focus groups 

4 Strengthen knowledge base of assessment 
decision-makers to improve decisions. 

Web based training 
module 

5 Disseminate project results -- 



Research Questions 
1. What are the characteristics of ELLs with and without 

disabilities?  

2. What statewide content and language proficiency tests do 
ELLs and ELLs with disabilities participate in? How does 
their participation vary by test component?  

3. How do ELLs and ELLs with disabilities perform on the state 
English proficiency test? How does their performance on 
the proficiency test relate to their performance on the 
content assessments? 

 



Research Questions 
4. Of the ELLs and ELLs with disabilities who have three years 

of data, which statewide tests do they take across the three 
years?  

5. Of the ELLs and ELLs with disabilities who have three years 
of data, does their English proficiency assessment 
performance increase? Does their content proficiency 
(reading, math) increase? 

6. For ELLs and ELLs with disabilities, what are the most 
commonly used accommodations on state tests of English 
proficiency and content? 

 



Goal 1: Identify and describe each state’s population and 
relate it to assessment performance 

 



 
 

• Review 50 states’ 
accommodation policies for 
ELLs with disabilities 

• Work with individual state to 
identify some technical 
assistance for each state in 
terms of accommodation 
policies 

 
 

Goal 2: Describe inclusion in state assessment 
participation and accommodations policies 



 
Goal 3: Identify promising practices for participation, 

accommodations, and test score interpretation 
decisions 

 

• Delphi study 

• Practitioners decision making 
study (focus groups) 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Goal 4: Strengthen the knowledge base of assessment 
decision makers to improve decisions 

Online training module 



Goal 5: Disseminate project results  
within states and nationally 



IVARED online environments 
• Focus groups 

– 232 participants 

– 35 focus groups 

– Non-assessment coordinators & assessment coordinators 

– Moodle platform 

– http://www.ivared.info/focusgroup 

• Delphi 
• Training module 
• Website 

– http://www.ivared.info 

http://www.ivared.info/focusgroup�
http://www.ivared.info�


ONLINE DELPHI ENVIRONMENT 
Using Google Apps for effective qualitative research data collection 



IVARED Delphi Online Environment 

• Combination of Google apps 
– University of Minnesota server space 

– Google Sites 

– Google Forms 

– Google Documents 

• Password protected 
• One address was desired by research team 

– https://sites.google.com/a/umn.edu/delphi/ 

https://sites.google.com/a/umn.edu/delphi/�


IVARED Delphi Online Environment 

• Positives of Google Apps for methodology: 
– Quick data collection 

– Anonymity (pseudonyms) 

– Data viewable and shareable within IVARED team 

– Data collection automatic 

– All-in-one instructions, examples, questionnaire, 
and resources  

– FREE! 







Round 1 
(Paragraph responses) 



Round 2 
(ratings & comments) 



Round 3 
(review ratings & comment) 



Content  
Summary 



ONLINE FOCUS GROUPS 



PROCESS OF IVARED’S FOCUS GROUPS 
Iterations, recruitment, registration, consent, demographics & participation 



Conducting online focus groups 

• Focus group methodology 
– Characteristics of focus groups 

• Involve people (5-10) 
• The people possess certain characteristics 
• They can provide quality data 
• Focus groups have a focused discussion (using 

questions that are carefully predetermined and 
sequenced) 

• Are used to help understand the topic of interest 

From Focus Groups: A Practical Guide for Applied Research  
(4th Ed.), by Richard A. Krueger & Mary Anne Casey (2009) 



Conducting online focus groups 
• Uses of focus groups 

– Help with decision-making 
– Guide product or program development 
– Provide insight on organizational concerns/issues 

• Organizational development 
• Needs assessment 
• Planning and goal-setting 
• Understanding concerns 
• Quality movements 
• Policymaking and testing 

From Focus Groups: A Practical Guide for Applied Research  
(4th Ed.), by Richard A. Krueger & Mary Anne Casey (2009) 



Conducting online focus groups 
• Focus groups work best when participants 

feel comfortable, respected, and free to give 
their honest opinion without being judged 

 
• Is this scientific research? 

– “It is scientific research because it is a process of 
disciplined inquiry that is systemic and verifiable.”  
(Krueger & Casey, p. 199) 

 
From Focus Groups: A Practical Guide for Applied Research  
(4th Ed.), by Richard A. Krueger & Mary Anne Casey (2009) 



Conducting online focus groups 
• Qualities of focus group data analysis: 

– Analysis is systemic 
– Analysis is verifiable 
– Analysis is sequential (a sequential process) 
– Analysis is continuous 

From Focus Groups: A Practical Guide for Applied Research  
(4th Ed.), by Richard A. Krueger & Mary Anne Casey (2009) 

• In analysis, researchers are looking for: 
– Frequency (how often people said something) 
– Specificity 
– Emotion 
– Extensiveness (how many different people) 



Communication model 



Types of focus group environments 
• Face-to-face 

– Most common 
– Often used in marketing and academia 
– Involves a moderator, recording device, and 

gathering in a location at the same time 

• Synchronous via technological tool 
– Synchronous = “immediate” 
– Conference call (telephone) 
– Video conference 
– Internet-based (video, audio, text “chatroom”) 
 



Types of focus group environments 

• Asynchronous via technological tool 
– Asynchronous = “delayed” 
– Email 
– Discussion board 
– Blog 
– Social network 
– Wiki (wiki or Google document) 



IVARED’s online focus groups 
• Initial iteration was face-to-face focus groups 

with contracted local moderators 
• Then, conference call or video conferencing 
• Finally, decided on online asynch discussion 

– Participation increase 
– Good plan for educators’ schedules 
– Consistency of moderator; consistency of data 
– Depth of data 
– Transcription time 

 





Why online focus groups? 
• Burton and Goldsmith (2002) researched  

asynchronous text discussions online: 
– participants in the asynchronous discussion felt 

comfortable in the setting 
– described speaking more freely online than when 

in-person 
– found there is some attrition of participants online 
– moderator involvement was an important factor.  



Why online focus groups? 
• Atkinson et al. (2006) declared online focus 

groups successful at gathering information in 
the manner as described by Krueger and 
Casey (2004, 2009)  
– two major affordances:  

• (1) the cost-effectiveness of bringing together 
subjects from a wide-ranging background (physical 
distance and cultural differences) 

• (2) the immediacy of having the transcription done 
for them (by printing the screen) and the ability to 
code in a timely manner  



Recruitment 
• Initial contact 

through state 
offices 

• Interested 
participants 
emailed Linda 

• Linda sent consent 
form 

• Required to fill out 
a Google form 



Recruitment 

• Assigned to a focus group 
• Given login and password 
• Change password 
• Check-in 
• Discussion 
• Completion; thank-you email with request to 

volunteer to fill out anonymous survey 
• Survey via Google forms 



Registration form for participants 



Participant demographics 



Participant demographics 



Participant demographics 



Participant demographics 



Participant job titles 



Participant assessment status 



Participant language fluency 

• 232 total respondents 
• 153 fluent in English only 
•   79 multilingual 

• 68 bilingual 

• 21 fluent languages represented 
English 239 
Spanish 49 
French 11 
ASL 9 

German 4 
Arabic 2 
Urdu 2 
Italian 2 

 

Romanian 
Dutch 
Albanian 
Russian 
 
 

Finnish 
Mandarin 
Gaelic 
Hindi 
 
 

Greek 
Javanese 
Hmong 
Filipino 
 
 



Online focus group environment 

www.ivared.info/focusgroup 

• Moodle-based 
− Modified design 
− “Stripped down” 

• Hosted on secure, 
professional server 

• Password protected 
• Pseudonyms 
• Assigned initial password 

http://www.ivared.info/focusgroup


Participant view 



Participant view 



Participant view 



Participant view 





RESEARCHER OBSERVATIONS 
General observations regarding IVARED’s online focus groups 



General observations about OAFG 
• Low attrition rate  

(97% retained; 225 of 232 participants) 
 

• Amassed rich data  
(over 2,300 pages of transcripts; 
conversations provided an 
abundance of quality text) 
 

• Smaller groups facilitated 
stronger interactions 
 (5-6 participants) 



General observations about OAFG 
• Moderator interaction 

very important to success 
 

• Participants enjoyed the 
discussion 
 

• Online asynchronous 
works well for educators 
 



PARTICIPANT FEEDBACK 
Reactions to the Online Focus Groups 



Post participation survey 

• Day after final participation, send a thank 
you email 

• Include a link to a survey of participants 
• Also include information about incentive 

($100 Target gift card) 
• Created in Google Forms 
• Completely voluntary and anonymous 



Google Forms survey 



Survey questions 

• Where were you when you accessed the 
IVARED online focus group discussion? 

• What type of device did you use to access 
the focus group discussion? 

• What hours did you most often access the 
IVARED focus group site? 

• On average, how much time did you 
spend participating in the online focus 
group? 



Survey questions 

• With respect to the incentive you will 
receive … how would you rank amount 
of time …? 

• Rank your ability to log into the sytem 
• Rank your ability to post a response 
• Please give some feedback on the initial 

log-in, passwords, usernames, and 
instructions 



Survey questions 
• How would you rank the aesthetic design of 

the IVARED focus groups site? 
• Did your school filter out or block the 

IVARED online focus group site? 
• Please share any other comments revolving 

around your experience in the IVARED focus 
group discussion 

• Would you participate in a similar project? 



Survey responses 

• 135 of the 225 participants who completed 
the FG discussion participated in survey  

• 60% of participants replied to survey 
– Average >1 dropout per week (7 dropouts total) 
– Average ~1 person per week with technical 

issues (1 out of every 24 subjects) 



Survey results 



Survey results 



Survey results 



Survey results 



Survey results 





1. Peer interaction is highly valued 
A. Collaboration and connections 
 

2. Hope for future impact of their discussions 
 
1. Having a “voice” or being considered an expert 

is very important  
 

2. Focus group discussions led to changes in 
teaching practices; pedagogical decisions 
 

3. Positive response to online focus group format 
 
 
 

Survey findings 



PARTICIPANT FEEDBACK COMMENTS 
Online Focus Group Survey Results 



Survey finding 1: PEER INTERACTION 
• “It was great to connect with other ELL 

facilitators around ______ State and hear their 
comments, opinions, how things are run in 
different districts. We don't often get an 
opportunity to do that as we are so involved 
within our own districts. It's good to get a 
more global picture of what's out there as well 
as affirmation when we find commonalities 
in our work with students.” 



• “As a newly retired ESL teacher, I found the 
discussions a way for me to still feel connected 
to the ESL world. The experience was 
stimulating and allowed for my reflection of 
some important issues, along with other ESL 
professionals.” 
 
 

Survey finding 1: PEER INTERACTION 



Survey finding 1: PEER INTERACTION 
• “This was a very interesting and thought 

provoking group.  It was very informative to 
hear the thoughts of colleagues.  It also 
confirmed how much we all interpret state 
rules differently and left us all wondering who 
were following the rules correctly.  It 
definitely pointed out a need to investigate 
some areas with the state for clarification!” 



Survey finding 1: PEER INTERACTION 
• “It was a nice opportunity to see how various 

other educational institutions struggle with 
ELL students with disabilities.” 
 

• “It was interesting to see what other teachers 
with similar students were experiencing in my 
state.  We don't get to do this very often.  It 
would also be interesting to do this with other 
teachers in other states.” 
 



Survey finding 1: PEER INTERACTION 
• “I appreciated reading the responses of the 

others because I felt validated in knowing 
that my concerns were not unique.”  
 

• “This was a great tool.  I was able to give my 
experience and gain knowledge from others. It 
wasn't just a survey of my knowledge, but 
rather a short term learning community. “ 
 
 



Survey finding 1: PEER INTERACTION 
• “Talking with other professionals was very 

interesting.  As an educator, one of the deficits 
I feel in our role is lack of time and opportunity 
to collaborate, learn from others and share 
good ideas.  I know that wasn't the intent of 
the focus group, but it was a very welcome 
side benefit!!  Thank you! 

 
 



Survey finding 1: PEER INTERACTION 
• “I found that comments were similar to mine 

and validated my own experiences. 
• “good questions and gave me some insight 

as to how other schools/districts operate 
when testing ELLs” 

• “I enjoyed reading participants responses to 
see how other schools are facing issues with 
ELL/D and everyone was very professional 
with their responses.” 
 

 



Survey finding 1: PEER INTERACTION 
• “I enjoy learning how others are solving the 

same challenges that we all face.  It is 
interesting to see how differences of rural 
schools vs. city schools tackle the same 
problems.  I enjoyed participating in the 
focus group.” 
 

 
 



Survey finding 2: HOPE FOR FUTURE IMPACT 

• “I don't even remember what the incentive 
amounts were and participated because I am 
concerned about fair evaluations for special 
needs students.” 
 

• “I hope all of the info gathered is used to make 
a difference in assessing ELL students with 
disabilities.” 
 



Survey finding 2: HOPE FOR FUTURE IMPACT 

• “I would like to be informed of any changes 
made because of our comments.  How did it 
influence our state?” 
 

• ” I am really excited to see where this goes 
and how ELL students with disabilities will 
benefit from this!” 

 
 



Survey finding 2: HOPE FOR FUTURE IMPACT 

• “I could tell the make up of the group was 
varied which I think was good to provide 
different perspectives.  It also made me realize 
that it would be great if the State Department 
could start some kind of online discussion 
group or Wiki site for sharing of information 
and ideas because there are alot [sic] of 
different models taking place and things 
happening in this area.” 
 



Survey finding 3:  HAVING A VOICE 
• “I hope the time I invested will be helpful in 

making changes in the language used for test 
questions, the purpose for testing and 
recognition of the time taken from 
instruction. Tests given and data collected 
that does not drive changes or differentation 
[sic]  instruction is time wasted.” 
 
 



Survey finding 3:  HAVING A VOICE 
• “I enjoyed it, although am equally as 

interested to find out what the state(s) are 
going to do with the information.  Not that 
I don't think things will change,but...” [sic] 
 

• “It was a wonderful experience.  Educators 
like to feel that their opinion matters and I 
was thrilled that this study was even being 
done.” 
 
 



Survey finding 4:  IMMMEDIATE IMPACT ON 
PARTICIPANTS’ PEDAGOGY, PRACTICES 

• “While not more than two hours every day, the 
reason I noted more time spent was because I also 
engaged in conversation with our largest districts 
ESL Coordinator about some current practices.  I 
became so interested I also started doing some 
online searches to see what some other states 
were doing.  I'm pleased to have had the 
opportunity to be part of this.” 



Survey finding 4:  IMMMEDIATE IMPACT ON 
PARTICIPANTS’ PEDAGOGY, PRACTICES 

• “This was an interesting experience for two 
reasons:reading the posts of others and 
answering the questions myself forced me to 
think about the issues as well as the 
practices where I work.” 

  



Survey finding 4:  IMMMEDIATE IMPACT ON 
PARTICIPANTS’ PEDAGOGY, PRACTICES 

• “I found it helpful to listen to the struggles that 
other schools are having regarding assessment 
for ELs with disabilities as well as what they are 
doing well.  This informs my own practice..” 



Survey finding 4:  IMMMEDIATE IMPACT ON 
PARTICIPANTS’ PEDAGOGY, PRACTICES 

• “As an ESL teacher … this focus group has drawn me to 
discuss more issues with the SPED teachers at my school 
about the ELL SPED and how they are served. The entire 
daily questions and/or discussion have made me a 
better educator as I work with my ELLs because they are 
going through the interventions prior to being referred 
as ELL SPED and it has made me aware of their 
difficulties/challenges so that I can meet their needs as 
they try to gain proficiency in the English language. ” 



Survey finding 4:  IMMMEDIATE IMPACT ON 
PARTICIPANTS’ PEDAGOGY, PRACTICES 

• “I think that ELL teachers and special educators 
are sometimes isolated by the nature of the 
work. It was good to discover, through our 
limited communication in the study, that some 
_____ educators in these fields feel the same 
about a number of things.  For me, it opened 
a discussion with the building ELL teacher.” 



Survey finding 5:  ENJOY ONLINE FG 
• “This was a new experience and I do feel this is 

viable avenue to get more teachers to 
participate or lend their views and 
experiences.” 

 
• “This was the first time i truly felt there was a 

discussion on an online venue - it was easy to 
add to the discussion and I do feel that the 
facilitator played a very positive role in this by 
asking either clarifiying [sic] questions or asking 
us to expand.” 



Survey finding 5:  ENJOY ONLINE FG 
• “It was fun. It was all about sharing and 

learning. I enjoyed the opportunity of sharing 
my opinion and experience. As well as getting 
information from other participants. Great!” 
 • “This was a great platform to collaborate 
regarding the focus questions and issues.” 

 

• “I liked that the group size was so small.  It 
made it much easier to read and respond to 
postings without feeling to bogged down.” 



Survey finding 5:  ENJOY ONLINE FG 
• “This was a new experience and I do feel this is 

viable avenue to get more teachers to 
participate or lend their views and 
experiences.” 
 

• "It was fun and surprisingly easy to do.  I liked 
the anonymity and the unique user names 
and passwords. I appreciate being a part of 
this process.  Thank-you for the opportunity to 
learn and grow in this area.” 
 



Survey finding 5:  ENJOY ONLINE FG 
• “Everything went very smoothly and I would 

participate agin [sic]with no reservations!” 
 

• “I like the idea of having it online and I can 
access it when I want to and can.” 
 

• “I think this is a very cost effective means for a 
focus group. You are getting the best input 
from people in the field who represent a great 
amount of expertise. “ 
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