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Student Focus Group Guide

Objectives: 
· To obtain a broad perspective of middle and high school students, including their impressions of food choices and the nutrition environment at their school site.  

· To understand students’ reactions to the overall food environment and to any changes that have been made to food and food availability on campus.
· To use the guide to reflect the experience of each school, recognizing that individual schools may focus more heavily on different areas. The guide provides a range of questions to insure that the experience of all schools can be captured.
	A. Introduction

*5 Min.*

If there is any discomfort with recording, do not tape the session.

* Throughout the session continue to stress the point that we want to know their opinions about how they feel about food choices, not what their parents or teachers think.
	Hi, I’m ____________ and this is ___________. We are from _______________.  We are working with your school and other schools in Rhode Island to find out what students think about the foods available at your school.

We want to thank you for being here.  We really appreciate your willingness to share your thoughts with us.  The information you give will be used to improve school programs for students.

Everything we talk about will be confidential. This means that we will use general ideas from our conversations in a report but there will not be any names used and no one at your school will know specifically who said what.  You can let us know what you really think. We also ask you to respect this confidentiality to assure that everything that is said in this room stays in this room. 

We sent a letter home to your parents/guardians describing this group. In that letter we explained that we would tape record the conversation and take notes.  This helps us remember what you said.  Is it OK with all of you that we tape record our conversation? The notes and the tapes will be kept private in our office.

Today we would like to ask you about food available at school including in the vending machines and the a la carte line in the cafeteria here at (name of school).  We plan to be here for about 40 minutes. We have brought some food for all of you, so please help yourselves while we are talking. Before we get started, are there any questions?

	B. Icebreaker
*5 Min.*

The group facilitators should go first. Have fun with this! Try to make it conversational

	Let’s begin. We’ve placed name cards on the table in front of you to help us remember each other’s names. Let’s find out some more about each other by going around the table and introducing ourselves.

· Please give your first name and, just for fun, tell us what your favorite food to eat is from the cafeteria. I will start... When I was in high school, my favorite food from the cafeteria was ...

	C. Introductory Questions about vending and a la carte

*10 Min.*  


	We want to start by getting a sense of the places where you can buy food on campus.



	Probe for: 

· On and off campus

Probe for: 

· where they are located 

· how often students are allowed to use them 

· hours 

· how often do they change what is available 

· how often most students use the vending machines or a la carte line

· do students ever use the teachers’ vending machines?

Probe for: 

· Do they use candy or food as a reward?
· Are there rules about the types of food for classroom celebrations?
· Are students allowed to sell food as part of fundraisers in the classrooms?
	· During the school day, where are all of the different places where you can buy food?

· Tell me about the vending machines at your school.  

· What can you tell me about the a la carte line in the cafeteria?

· How about the snack bar or school store?

· Can you describe how different teachers use food or candy in the classroom?

· In what types of situations do teachers allow you to bring food into the classroom?



	D. Main Questions – Food Choices

*15 Min.*


	(If not specifically discussed above, continue with:) We want to talk more about the kinds of food that are available to you here at school and your opinions of the choices you have. 

So first, thinking about the a la carte line…



	D1. A la carte, vending, snack bar food choices
Be sure to probe for additional information.  Ask for examples of what they mean, to be specific…

Probe for: 

· What is cool for kids to eat? 

· What does the food “culture” say about each place to get food?

· what kinds of foods are available

· what respondents typically purchase
· product freshness
· importance of time (how quick it is to get)
· any effect of the cleanliness of the cafeteria – if that affects their choices


	· What do you think about the food offered in the a la carte line?

Now, thinking about the vending machines…

· What do you think about the food offered in the vending machines?

Now, thinking about the school stores and/or snack bar…

· What do you think about the food offered in the school stores and/or snack bar?



	D4. Suggested changes

Be sure to probe for specifics things that they may consider such as what is “cool,” calories, fat, carbohydrates, sugar, caffeine, price concerns, concerns for health

	So, now I would like you to think about what you would do if you were in charge of the vending machines, the a la carte line, and the school store or snack bar.

· What food and beverages would you put in the vending machines or a la carte line or stores? 

· Why would you pick those items?

· How would you decide what to sell?

	E. Main Questions – Changes in food options

*5 Min.*
	We just have a few more questions.  We are curious to know about any changes to the food choices here at school that may have taken place this year or last year.



	Be sure to probe for specifics such as removing soda, reduced hours, no French fries

Probe for positive and negative reaction to changes and student involvement in the changes


	· Can you describe any changes that have occurred to the food offered in the a la carte line or vending machines?

· Why do you think the school has made these changes?

· What do you think about these changes?

	G. Final Questions

*5 Min.*
	Finally, we want to get your opinion on how to stay healthy, and how to eat healthy food.

	Be sure to probe for specifics such as price, selection, quality, freshness, taste, food culture – of what is acceptable or cool
	· What does it mean to you when people talk about eating more nutritious foods?

· What things would encourage students to buy healthier foods? 

· What does your school do to promote healthy eating?

· In what ways have students been involved in promoting healthy eating here at school? 

· (If discussion is not moving try: )We know of another school who tried to encourage students to eat more healthy foods by reducing the price of water in the vending machine and increasing the price of soda. Another school had special days when they gave out free healthy snacks. How do you think people would react to ideas like that here?

	H. Wrap Up
	Our time is just about up, and I would like to give you the chance to say or ask anything else you feel is important. What else would you like to add?
You have been great talking about the things that happen here at school. Thank you so much. 
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