
Innovations in Assessment

Guidance: 
These focus group protocols are designed to last between 45-60 minutes, but can be adapted to be 
shorter or longer. The facilitator will ask participants open-ended questions to prompt in-depth 
discussion of their feelings, experiences and wishes surrounding assessment. 

  The facilitator will begin each session by welcoming participants, explaining the purpose and 
context, and asking participants to briefly introduce themselves. The facilitator will explain that 
the focus group session will be recorded, and the information collected will be kept confidential 
and names will not be used.

Purpose: 
Depending on what stage your state is at in the through-year process, these focus groups could 
serve a few different purposes:

  Understand issues in current assessment system

  Provide input on test design and needs

  Help you to build user personas, or archetypal users whose goals and characteristics  
represent the needs of a larger group of users, to guide the design of your through-year 
assessment system.

STAKEHOLDER 
ENGAGEMENT 
PROTOCOLS

How do I engage teachers,
students and families?

This tool includes focus group protocols for engaging 
students, parents and teachers. Focus groups are designed  
to gain an understanding of stakeholders’ perspectives, 
experiences and aspirations for a future assessment system.
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Student Focus Group Protocol
Sample Script: 
Today we want to chat about what you like about your school, classroom and community. We also want 
to hear about what could make your school experience better, particularly with regards to tests.

There are no right or wrong answers. I will ask you to share some stories with me about your school, 
classes and community. Your thoughts are important and will help us continue making school a great 
place for you. We hope you’ll be as honest as possible in your reflections, as your name will not be shared 
with anyone. Any questions before we start our conversation?

Before we jump in, it would be great to get to know a little bit about each other. Let’s go around and share: 

  Your name

  Current grade and where you to go school

  A TV show you’re currently watching (optional Icebreaker question)

Section 1: Reflecting on Current Assessment Experiences
We want to start this conversation by learning about your experiences with testing at school.

  Could you tell me about the last time you took a test in school? What did you like about the test? 
What did you find difficult?

  How did you feel about the test when you were taking it? What kinds of things help you do your 
best on the day of a test? What are things that got in the way of you doing your best? (Probe on: 
confidence, focus, distractions, time, what was behind the feeling)

  How do you like to prepare for tests? What do your teachers do to help you prepare for tests? 

  Tell me about your favorite question you ever had on a test (prompt to describe features of the 
item) 

Section 2: Test Results 
Now we are going to spend some time talking about test results and what you do when you get your test 
results back. 

  When you receive your results/scores from a test, what do you do? Does this change depending 
on what kind of test it is?

  Do you talk to your teacher about the results of tests? What kinds of things do you discuss with 
them about tests?

  Do you talk to your family about the results of tests you take in school? What kinds of things do 
you discuss with them about tests? 
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Section 3: New Assessments
Now we are going to talk about what changes you would like to see in the tests and state tests you take 
at school. 

  How do you feel about our current assessment system (i.e. the tests and exams you take in 
school every year)? 

  What do you want to see in your state tests? What would be most helpful to you?

Section 4: Test Design (if the project team already has a sample design 
on through-year assessment)
As we mentioned, this project is creating a new system of assessments that we hope will better meet 
students’ needs. We would like to show you some of our sample designs so far and get your thoughts. 

  What are your first reactions to this sample design? What do you like about it? What seems 
confusing?

  What would you change in this sample design?

Thank you so much for sharing your thoughts today. Do you have anything else you would like to share 
about testing?
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Parent Focus Group Protocol
Sample Script: 
Today we want to chat about your experiences with your child’s school, particularly when it comes to 
testing.  We also want to hear about what could make your school experience better.

There are no right or wrong answers. I will ask you to share some stories with me about your child’s 
school, classes and community. Your thoughts are important and will help us continue making school a 
great place for your child. We hope you’ll be as honest as possible in your reflections, as your name will 
not be shared with anyone. Any questions before we start our conversation?

Before we jump in, it would be great to get to know a little bit about each other. Let’s go around and share:

  Your name

  Your children’s ages and the schools they attend

  A TV show you’re currently watching (optional Icebreaker question)

Section 1: Reflecting on Current Assessment Experiences
We want to start this conversation by learning about your child’s experiences with testing at school.

  Could you tell me about your experience with your children taking tests in school?

   Probe on: through-your such as interims (e.g. weekly quizzes), end of year summative (e.g. 
state required testing)

  How do you help your child prepare for these tests? What kinds of things do you do to support 
your child in preparing for tests at school?

  What kinds of things does your child tell you about their experiences with taking tests at school? 
What kinds of questions do they ask you about taking tests?

  What does your child say about their feelings about taking tests? How do you feel about the 
tests and exams your child takes at school?

  Are there any things that get in the way of your child doing their best on tests at school?

 
Section 2: Communication Around Assessments
We want to ask some questions about how your child’s teacher and school communicates with you 
around your child’s test results.

  How does your child’s teacher and/or school communicate with you about the tests they 
administer to your child? How do they share the results of the tests with you? 
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  Do you talk to your child’s teacher about the results of the test? What kinds of things do you 
discuss with them about tests?

  Can you tell me about how you have used test results to help support your child with their 
schooling?

  How do you read and interpret your child’s test results? What information is useful? 

Section 3: New Assessments
Now we are going to talk about what changes you would like to see in the tests and exams your child 
takes at school.

  What would you like to see in your child’s tests? What do you think needs to change about 
testing in schools?

  What is missing in your child’s testing experience?

  What would you like to see in terms of test results and communication from your child’s school? 

Thank you so much for sharing your thoughts today. Do you have anything else you would like to share 
about testing?
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Teacher Focus Group Protocol
Sample Script: 
Today we want to chat about your experience with testing, and particularly your state’s summative 
assessment, and how that can be improved for the future. 

There are no right or wrong answers. I will ask you to share some stories with me about your school, 
classes and community. Your thoughts are important and will help us as we think about improving our 
state’s assessment system. We hope you’ll be as honest as possible in your reflections, as your name will 
not be shared with anyone. Any questions before we start our conversation?

Before we jump in, it would be great to get to know a little bit about each other. Let’s go around and 
share: 

  Your name

  Grade and subject taught, school

 Length of time teaching

  A TV show you’re currently watching (optional Icebreaker question)

Section 1: Reflecting on Current Assessment Experiences
We want to start this conversation by learning about your current experiences with testing.

  How do you define assessment? 

  Tell me about your experience with testing in your district or school - what is it like when it is 
time to administer state or district wide assessments? What do you think about the content that 
is currently on assessments? 

  What is it like when you and your students receive the results of an assessment? How do you 
use the results of assessments? 

  Thinking about your experience with assessments, could you tell me about a time that you felt 
an assessment helped you improve a students’ education for the better?

   Can you tell me about a time when you felt an assessment wasn’t so helpful? 

Section 2: Current State Summative Assessment
  What is working is our state’s current assessment system? What changes would you like to see?

  What is working in your district’s interim assessment system? What changes would you like  
to see?

  How do you use state exams and other tests to guide your instruction and practice?
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  How do you currently measure students’ progress toward end-of-year goals? 

  How connected to a curriculum do you believe the state summative test should be?

  What kind of test score reports do you find most valuable? Why? How could tests and score 
reports help you use data more effectively?

Section 3: Test Results/Reports:
  Thinking about assessment reports, what kinds of information have you found to be valuable for 
you to use? 

  What kinds of information on a report do you tend to overlook or ignore?

  What would an assessment need to be able to do for it to be really valuable to you in your 
teaching? (probe on: features that would help adjust instruction for whole class, for  
individual students)

  What are your goals when using interim and summative assessments?

  What do you think is missing from the assessments that you have given? 

  What would an assessment need to be able to do to help your students’ parents better support 
their children? 

Section 4: New Assessments
We are working on piloting a new innovative through-year assessment system and I’d like to show you 
our initial thinking and a pilot design. 
 
Show sample language about purpose/concept statements of new assessment system

  What are your first reactions to this statement? What could be valuable or beneficial about this 
new system? 

  What questions do you have or what is confusing? 

Show sample of test design in current stage (These questions must be adapted based on your test 
design)

  What are your thoughts on this design? What is missing?

  How would you approach administering these tests? 

  How interested would you be in administering shorter assessments closer-in to when the 
content is delivered vs. assessing all the content at end of year? What factors drive your 
preference?
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Show sample score report

  What are your first reactions to this score report? What is clear? What is confusing/ missing?

  How might you use this score report? What could make it more useful?

  How well does this report communicate how an individual student is doing and how the class is 
doing?

  How likely would you be to share this with parents/ caregivers? 

  How might you use this information in this score report to inform instruction? 

Notes
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Analysis Guide
 
We recommend the following process to analyze data from your focus groups: 

  Conduct an Initial scan to establish codes

   Scan all focus group data 
   Establish codes based on research questions and other themes that emerge 

  Code Data

   Read through all interview data again, and highlight sections of text corresponding to 
established codes

   Copy coded material into separate document, one document per code 

  Analyze coded materials

   Read through each code document and look for themes/ patterns for each code
   Write up data from this level of analysis, linking findings to research questions and articulating 

unexpected patterns 

The following can serve as a potential template to organize and code your data. 

Purpose: Use the following workspace to input and organize quotes from focus group/interview 
protocols. Synthesize multiple quotes into one sentence (i.e. a theme) descriptive of a high-level 
learning based on pulled quotes.  

Directions: Please pull quotes/themes from the interviews you conducted and organize them 
under the appropriate high level research question.

Themes/Code(s)
Feel free to include any themes/codes that surfaced in your interview.
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Themes
One or two sentences

Quotes
Verbatim evidence from interviews that align to the code. Best practice is to note quotes as soon as 
an interview is completed. Be sure to attribute the quote to the appropriate individual (even if your 
team opts into keeping identifying information confidential). 
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Outstanding Questions
Optional for outstanding questions.
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Appendix: Additional resources
Sample Email Language: 
Hello, I’m _____________ and I work for ________________. We are working with the state of 
_______________ to pilot a new system of assessments with the goal of better addressing the needs of 
educators, students and parents. I am contacting you to schedule 45 minutes for a focus group (OR to ask 
for assistance in reaching out to parents and students). Focus group participants will be asked about their 
general feelings and experiences with assessments. I have the following dates and times available and can 
work with your availability to find a time that fits within your schedule. Please let me know which option 
works best for you.

Focus Group Framing Script:
Thank you for taking the time to talk with me today. I am [Name] with ______ and we have partnered 
with _________ to  pilot a new system of assessments with the goal of better addressing the needs of 
educators, students and parents.

Before we begin, as we mentioned in the email we sent ahead of this interview, we will be recording this 
interview to aid note taking during the interview. This recording will not be shared with anyone outside of 
the project team. It will be deleted at the conclusion of the project. Is that ok? 

In addition, our findings will include both quotations and synthesis from the dozens of interviews and 
focus groups we are conducting. We want to ensure you feel comfortable openly sharing during this 
conversation. We will not attribute quotes to any individuals to protect your anonymity unless we reach 
out for your permission first. If we do, you’ll have the opportunity to review and correct any quotations we 
attribute to you. Any questions before we begin? 

Focus Group Agreements/Norms:
Before we start, we’d like to share a few group agreements and norms for this focus group: 

  Let’s try to stay at one speaker at a time, so that we can hear & take notes 

  As much as possible, let’s try to keep responses focused, so that we can make sure everyone’s voice is 
heard and shared 

  We encourage participation from everyone present, since each person’s perspective is important. We 
won’t be calling on people to answer, but we do want to make sure everyone’s voice gets heard so we 
invite you to un-mute as a way of “raising your hand” 

  Build from each other’s comments, to leverage the collective power of those in the room/on the call  

  We encourage differing perspectives and want to hear if you disagree with each other, as long as 
we’re respectful of other viewpoints 

  We ask that you share as much as you are comfortable with sharing in response to our questions, and 
know that your reflections will be confidential and used in the aggregate, and not traced back to you. 


