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INTRODUCTION
What follows is a discussion guide that can be used to facilitate conversations with tribal college students 
about their experiences.

To access the full CCCSE Focus Group Toolkit, visit https://cccse.org/resources/focus-groups. Featured 
on this page is the Focus Group Manual, which provides comprehensive guidance around planning 
and conducting focus groups with students, faculty, and staff. This manual contains several appendix 
resources, such as templates for invitation emails and consent forms as well as sample intake survey 
questions and basic focus group opening questions. In addition, the Toolkit includes a variety of 
discussion guides (including this one) devoted to a diverse array of topics important to community 
college student engagement and success.

STUDENT DISCUSSION GUIDE
OUTCOME #1
To understand what tribal college students expect from higher education.

1. When did you decide to go to college? While in high school? After high school?

a. Did you work for a while before deciding to return to school?

2. Why did you decide to go to this college?

a. Was it important to you to go to a tribal college? Why?

b. Has anyone in your family attended this college? If so, who was it?

c. What about friends? Did they or do they attend this college?

3. Before you came to this college, what did you expect college to be like?

a. Where did those expectations come from? High school counselors and teachers? 
Employer? Friends? Family? Information you read? Other?

b. How did your actual experience differ from your expectation?

4. Think back to the first time you came to this campus. You’re sitting in the parking lot or getting 
off the bus, or walking to the college, and you are preparing to walk into the building to register 
for your classes. What’s going through your mind? What are you worried about? What are you 
excited about?

a. What did you think you would learn about Native American experiences, culture, 
and people? 

https://cccse.org/resources/focus-groups
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OUTCOME #2
To understand the importance of various college services in helping tribal college students reach their 
academic goals.

Admissions

5. Think about the first time you walked into a college building to get information, apply for 
admissions, register for classes (in person or online), or for any other reason. How would you 
summarize what the process of getting started at this college was like for you? (Rate it on a scale 
in which 1 is really easy and 5 is really difficult.)

a. What made it easy? What made it difficult?

b. Describe your best experience as you went through the steps needed to start college.
Describe your worst experience.

c. What did you see?

d. Whom did you see?

e. Were you greeted? By whom?

f. How did you feel?

g. Did anyone ask you about your tribal affiliation?

6. How did you learn what steps to take to apply for admission, enroll, register, and sign up for 
classes? Online? On campus? From college staff? What offices or programs? From friends?

7. During the process of registering for classes, did you ever consider walking out the door and not 
attending this college? If so, why? What made you stay?

8. As you think back to your early experiences at this college, is there anything you wish you had 
known before you came to campus to enroll and register?

Advising and Planning

9. When you first started at the college, did someone (advisor or individual you initially met with) ask 
you about your academic goals—such as the benefit of having a goal, how long it would take for 
you to reach your goal?

a. Did someone discuss job or career opportunities based on your goal and career interests?

10. Before you signed up for classes at this college, did anyone talk to you about your commitments 
and life outside of school such as the number of hours you spend in a week working, caring for 
dependents living with you (parents, children, spouse), etc.?
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a. If so, did that conversation involve planning how you would balance those commitments 
with your college work?

i. Did it affect your thinking about how many classes you would take?

ii. Has someone talked with you about commitments and life outside of school 
every semester that you’ve signed up for classes?

iii. Did a staff member at this college ever recommend that you take more or fewer 
courses than you originally planned to take?

iv. For part-time students, did a staff member ever suggest that you try to 
go full time?

11. Did anyone talk with you about making a plan that lays out specifically what classes you would 
have to take each semester to reach your goals? Did they talk about how you would track your 
progress on this plan?

Finances and Financial Aid

12. Do you work? If so, what do you do? How many hours do you work each week?

13. Did you meet with a financial advisor when you first arrived on campus? Why or why not? Were 
you required to do so?

14. Did you fill out a FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid) prior to first registering for 
courses at this college?

a. If so, when?

b. How did you find out about the form?

c. Did someone encourage you to fill out the form? Did someone help you fill out the form?

15. On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being the easiest and 5 being the most difficult, how would you rate 
the ease or difficulty of going through the financial aid process?

16. If you did not fill out the FAFSA, why didn’t you?

a. How do you pay for college? Your own income or savings? Money from parents or other 
family members? Loans? Scholarships? Other?

17. Think about the money you’re bringing in—from your job, from scholarships, grants, loans, other 
sources—and think about your current expenses, both school expenses and living expenses. List 
your current expenses for school and current expenses outside of school (things like mortgage or 
rent, child care, food, clothing, etc.).

a. Are you bringing in what you need for living expenses? For school expenses?

b. What else do you need money for right now?
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18. Do you and the people living with you bring in enough money to buy groceries for everyone that 
lives in your house each month?

a. If not, what do you do?

b. Do you worry about running out of food? Not having money to buy food? If yes, do you let 
someone know at the college? If no, why not?

19. How far do you live from this college? What types of transportation do you use to get to the 
college? Do you drive yourself? Get a ride from someone else? Take public transportation? Walk?

a. Do you ever think about dropping out from this college because of transportation issues, 
if any?     

20. Is there anyone you talk with inside or outside the college about managing money or who helps 
you when you are faced with financial difficulties and decisions? Describe who that person is and 
how they help you.

Academic Experiences

21. What kind of expectations do you think teachers have of you at this college?

a. Did these expectations motivate you? As an individual? As a Native American? Do these 
expectations of you seem any different from expectations for other groups of students?

b. How do your teachers’ expectations match your own personal expectations?

22. Think about any class experiences—has there been a time you have come to class without 
completing readings or assignments? Skipped class? Submitted an assignment late or not at 
all? If so, why?

23. During your first couple of classes at this college, did your instructors have any activities to help 
you and other students get to know each other? Please share an example.

24. Do you know your instructors’ names? Do they know yours? How easy or difficult is it for you to 
talk with your instructors?

a. When you do talk with an instructor, what leads to that conversation? Do they come to 
you? Do you go to them?

25. Think about any class experiences you’ve had so far that have not been so good. What about 
that experience didn’t work for you?

a. What could have improved that experience for you?
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26. Do you know how well you’re doing in your classes so far? If so, how do you know? Did your 
instructor give you that information or did you go to your instructor to find out?

a. If you don’t know how well you are doing so far, are you concerned about it? Do you plan 
to talk to your instructor?

b. What is different about the instructors that you talk to and those that you don’t?

27. What are the characteristics of an instructor that you would say is the best type of instructor 
for you?    

28. Overall, do you feel prepared academically to succeed at this college? What reasons make you 
believe you are or are not academically prepared to succeed at this college?

Support Services

29. Has anyone given you information about services available to help you with your coursework if 
you need that help? Tutoring? Study groups? Other?

a. If so, who gave you this information? Have you used any of these services yet? 
Why or why not?

b. If you need additional help, how likely is it that you will use one or more of these services? 
Why or why not?

30. Does your college have a computer lab that is available to you? If so, is this type of support 
important to you?

a. What’s your main reason for using the computer lab? Access the internet? Write 
papers? Other?

b. Do you have a computer and internet access at home that you prefer to use? If you 
don’t have a computer and internet access at home, then how does that impact your 
academic progress?

OUTCOME #3
To understand the impact of Native American culture on the student experience.

31. In what ways, if any, do you think your race, ethnicity, or cultural background is important in 
influencing/defining your experiences in school?

32. What Native American cultural practices have you experienced at this college—such as learning/
speaking a Native American language, developing a Native American identity and values, 
storytelling, connecting with elders, etc.

a. What types of Native American cultural practices would you like to experience at the 
college? Why are these important to you?
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33. Overall, how do you feel the college nurtures your experiences regarding the mind, body, and 
spirit—such as integrating ceremonies and traditions into college activities and classroom 
instruction?

a. Do you feel like these experiences have strengthened your connection to your tribal 
community, if you are Native American? Can you please give me an example?

34. How has attending this college impacted the way you understand, interact, and communicate 
with your tribal community, if you are Native American? What about communicating with people 
from other cultures?

35. What do you believe are the one or two most important things the college could do to improve 
the experience for Native American students?

OUTCOME #4
To understand how tribal college students perceive the college’s effectiveness in meeting their needs.

36. In your opinion, what are this college’s strengths?

a. What is this college doing well that is helping you feel comfortable and able to stay 
on track?   

37. What aspects of college cause you the most worry, frustration, or stress? Have you done 
anything to deal with that? If so, what? What has been the result?

38. Is college different from what you expected it to be? If so, in what ways?

SUMMARY AND CLOSE

39. What’s the single most important factor that is keeping you moving toward success at this college?

40. Have you ever considered not continuing on with your education here at this college? If so, what 
was the reason? What would cause you leave?

41. How confident are you that you can stay and complete your academic goals? 1 being not very, 5 
being extremely confident. Explain your answer.

42. If you were giving advice to a friend or family member who was planning to attend this college 
about what they could do to be successful here, what advice would you give?


