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Summary Report from Plant Biology Program Student Focus Group 
Spring 2017 

 
 
PART 1: PROJECT DESCRIPTION AND SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
 
Background: 
The student-
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objectives. Their responses to these questions are summarized in the themes in Part 2 of this 
report. 
  
Our initial findings included the following. Students had variety of knowledge and skill sets that 
they acquired as Plant Biology Majors. Much of this knowledge and these skills related to 
specific courses. Focus group participants had different conceptions of what a Plant Biology 
Major should know by graduation based upon their specific concentration. They felt that each 
concentration required a different set of knowledge and skills. Of the things students felt they 
would like to learn more about, lab skills and techniques came up often. The focus group 
discussion touched a lot on the Learning Objectives provided by the Plant Biology Assessment 
Committee. Students discussed the ways in which they met the learning objectives inside and 
outside the classroom, but felt like the learning objective identifying communicating scientific 
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PART 2: DISCUSSION OF FOCUS GROUP THEMES 
 
Theme #1: Knowledge and Skills Learned  
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with PCR in the lab, I think you should be able to do genetics as well as ecology, as well 
as statistics.” 

• “I think you should [know]... you were talking about the identification just like a general 
knowledge of what's around here. You know like maybe not like know how to identify 
every single plant in the entire world, but like just a general knowledge of what's around 
you.” 

• “Yes, like really important families. Know that, you know, angiosperms are the biggest 
group.” 

• “Using a key to identify stuff. Also, making a microscope slide, like lab techniques yeah.” 
• “I think it's also really dependent on what concentration you are.” 
• “I think that depends which track you go into. Personally Iʼm in the molecular track so I 

think you need lab skills.” 

Would Like to Know  
During the focus group conversation, students brought up a few things that they would like to 
know by the time they graduate. Some of these things were more related to Plant Biology 
requirements that fall outside of the Plant Biology Department. Others were related to lab. One 
student spoke about knowing how to figure out a lab task on her own despite not yet learning 
the skills necessary. Typical student comments related to this topic included: 
 

• “There's a couple of specific lab techniques that I wish I could improve upon a little bit, 
but those are not specific to plant biology but rather all of the sciences that they like--bio 
core classes, that are responsible for knowing like how to PCR or something, whereas I 
don't know if I could do that right now. I think some common yet specific lab techniques I 
wish I was better at.” 

• “Making slides, using stuff in the lab that like I haven't used in a lab but I will when I do 
research. But like we havenʼt used it in a regular lab class.” 

• “I think that even though I havenʼt learned these specific skills, I think that I'm pretty like 
I'm proficient enough in a laboratory setting that like if somebody said this is what you 
have to do, I could do it.” 

• “And I think we already understand a lot of the concepts behind a lot of the different 
techniques so just like learning how to apply them should be fairly simple.” 

 
Theme #2: 
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• “I feel pretty confident about all [the learning objectives].” 
• “We have a fundamental background so I guess lab skills and chemistry, orgo we have 

skills we can apply and outside of the context of just the plant.” 
• “Yeah Iʼm applying to jobs right now and so I took the biochem lab and we purified 

proteins and so thatʼs something I mentioned when I applied for jobs. You know I might 
not have this particular lab experience that you want but I can learn it and Iʼve learned 
similar things.” 

 
Theme #3: Feedback for Classes  
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• “It would be nice if you learned specifically just in one class how diploids, triploids, and 
tetraploids are different and what that means for studying the plants and dissecting 
super-plants. Because most of the genetics we learned is applied to bacteria or humans 
and those are like easier to study genetically than plants.” 

• “Yeah, cause I'm actually super interested in like a lot of the molecular stuff. But there's 
no molecular plant biology classes. There's no plant genetics, they should have a plant 
genetics class, they should have a biochemistry, they should have a plant chemistry 
class, they should have those kinds of things.” 

• “Yeah there arenʼ
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APPENDIX A: Moderator Guide for Plant Biology Focus Groups Spring 2017 
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We will have a notetaker writing down the main ideas of what you say in the discussion, but we 
will also be recording this so that we can make sure our notes and our understanding of your 
main points are as accurate as possible.  The recording will not be shared with the 
Plant Biology Assessment Committee, and it will be erased at the end of the semester after we 
complete our summary of the discussion. The Committee will, however, receive a summary of 
this conversation that we will prepare for their review. We have short consent forms for each of 
you, outlining that you agree to be recorded, with the understanding that all quotes will be 
anonymous, the material will be used only for program evaluation, and that the recording and all 
c
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getting the most out of the program, or anything else that you think a new Plant Biology major 
should know or do to succeed. 
  
8.     Next, Iʼd like you to imagine a scenario.  You are being interviewed for a job and they are 
interested in your major, and ask  “What skills will you bring to the position from your experience 
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