
Mt. SAC 
Adult Basic Education: Student Focus Groups 

Focus Group Design 
Originally conceived as an Adult Basic Education (ABE) "leavers study" included in Mt. SAC's Student Equity 
Plan, ABE staff recommended instead to focus on garnering information as to why current students stay and 
persist since it proved challenging to reach students who had already dropped from the program. For the list of 
three questions below, students were divided into groups to capture their notes on large chart paper with the 
external evaluator, Dr. Al Solano, and RIE researcher, Marcell Gilmore, guiding the process and probing for 
more questions and clarity.  It is important to note that some of the responses are program specific.  With 
that in mind, notations have been added to specify which program attributed to the comment: 

HSE = High School Equivalency 
AD = Adult Diploma 

The guiding questions included: 
1) Why do you stay? 
2) What challenges do you experience? 
3) How would you improve the ABE program? 

 
Focus Group Participants 

Date Focus Group Participants 
10/5/15 Females 20 
10/6/15 Males 22 

 

Focus Group Findings 
Female Focus Groups  (Repeated comments in bold) 

Why do you stay? 
• Unemployed -- the motivation to better myself and to be more marketable for the workforce. 
• The program is free and includes supplies. 
• My children who are older now are motivating and encouraging me. 
• Teachers are very helpful. They are patient and provide a personal touch.  
• Learn computer basics 
• Bus passes 
• Campus staff are friendly; not just at the program -- the broader campus. 
• Feel safe on campus 
• Helps prepare for credit classes. 
• Surrounded by other educated people. 
• I can learn at my own pace. 

What challenges do you experience? 
• The ABE secretary is rude, unprofessional, and unwelcoming. 
• Cost of parking. Can it be waived based on income? 
• Need to arrive an hour to hour-and-half early to class to get parking and to make sure we have access 

to a computer for the morning class. 
• Family drama. For example, nasty divorce. 
• Child care 
• 62.5 hours to complete a class should be reduced. I shouldn't wait the entire 62.5 hours if I'm done. (AD only) 
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• Can't see the screen in the computer classroom. (HSE only) 

 
How would you improve the ABE program? 

• Add a projector. We often can't see the single screen. (HSE) 
• Instructor Donna needs an assistant during class to meet the needs of all students. (HSE) 
• Instructor Donna needs classroom keys. (HSE) 
• Start classes earlier, 7am. (HSE)  
• Return to old hours (9-1 M-F & 4:30-8:30 M-Th) (AD) 
• Increase tutor availability, especially for math. 
• We need a "check-in" from staff to serve as cheerleaders. Help keep us motivated. 
• More computers and bigger classrooms. 

 

 

Other nuggets: 
• Women received more encouragement from family to stay in school. 
• Women were more likely to speak of child care, traumatic family issues (divorce, and death) as 

issues they have overcome to stay in the program. 
• It appeared that women were likely to be displaced from the workforce, cause their enrollment in 

the program at Mt. SAC. 
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Male Focus Groups  (Repeated comments in bold) 

Why do you stay? 
• Self-motivated. Understand that I used to be my worst enemy. I'm focused now. 
• Family encouragement and pressure to do well. 
• The program is free and includes books. 
• Teacher and staff support.  
• Learn at own pace 
• Small program; not overwhelming 
• Goal to get a better job 
• Basic computer skills 

What challenges do you experience? 
• Can't see the screen in the computer classroom. (HSE) 
• Instructors tend to teach to the highest level; not to the lowest level students. (HSE) 
• Need to arrive an hour to hour-and-half early to class to get parking and to make sure we have 

access to a computer for the morning class. 
• Admittedly, I'm often too embarrassed to ask for help.  
• Balancing work and school. It's usually one or the other I have to prioritize.  
• Self-esteem. 

How would you improve the ABE program? 
• It's difficult to see the screen. It's too dark. Another projector. (HSE) 
• Instructor Donna needs an assistant. (HSE) 
• More computers and bigger classrooms. (HSE) 
• The test prep material does not always match the content we are tested on. (HSE) 
• Receive credit for studying during class. (AD) 
• Start classes earlier. 
• We need staff to communicate with us once in a while to see how we're doing. Help keep us 

motivated. 
• More career learning opportunities. 

Other nuggets 
• Men seemed to be more resilient to challenges because they realized the importance of education as 

their body has broken down, and their employment options have decreased.  
• Most of the men in the group did not attend primary or secondary school in the U.S.   
• Men were much more likely to talk about the pressure by family and self to be successful. 
• Men were more focused on the economic benefits of improving their education. 
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General Recommendations for Consideration 

(The ABE program is encouraged to consider additional recommendations based on the array of student 
comments) 

 Install another projector. Students cannot see the screen well. (HSE) 
 Extra support for Instructor Donna. Students explained that she juggles too many responsibilities during 

class that inhibits her ability to concentrate on instruction. (HSE) 
 It appears that there are times when program activity is halted due to waiting for someone with a key.  

Consider providing instructor (Donna) a key so that students and instructor are not in a holding pattern 
(HSE) 

 Conduct check-in calls for older generation students. It was clear from both female and male older 
students that they would appreciate extra motivation and validation from ABE staff.  

 Evaluate whether every room is fully utilized in terms of space. If not, consider installing more 
computers in these areas. 

 Consider if ABE student parking fees could be reduced. 
 Problem solve the secretary issue. Students felt strongly that the secretary is rude.  
 Increase awareness of services such as tutoring and career planning. Students were informed of services 

during the orientation but appear to need reminders.  
 Assess the feasibility of starting the morning classes earlier. 
 Male students often do not seek help because of pride and embarrassment. Like many veterans programs 

have had to problem solve the issue of male veterans not seeking assistance, consider how to problem 
solve this issue with ABE males. 

 Free buses passes for non-credit students (only available to credit student right now). 
 

Often it is the small things (check-in calls, a friendly secretary, ability to see the screen, etc.) that can make a 
significant positive impact in students' lives and therefore retention. Document what recommendations will be 
adopted and continue to track retention in order to learn whether the changes made a positive impact on 
students.  
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