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ABSTRACT

In an English language context, the ability of program participants with limited English
competency t'o participate in program evaluation processes is restricted. However, when
program participants are invited to discuss their experiences in their preferred language, they
make meaningful contributions as program stakeholders. Within the context of a program
evaluation of the Nobody’s Perfect Parenting Program (Ritch & McLaren, 1994) , a case
study approach was used to determine the utility of focus groups as a program evaluation
methodology with non English speaking program participants. Six focus groups were
facilitated by bilingual, bicultural facilitators using a set of questions to encourage participants
to discuss their experiences in the program and to offer suggestions for program
improvement. Analysis of these focus groups yielded new and useful information for program
planners and policy makers. This work showed that people who are generally excluded from
research samples because of linguistic barriers are able to participate as stakeholders in the
evaluation process when their participation is sought in their preferred language. In their own
language, participants provided feedback to program planners and policy makers which they
were not able to provide in English. Through this process, their response to the program and
their recommendations for improvement became known. The inclusion of program
participants in the evaluation of the Nobody's Perfect Program focused attention on

determining evaluation methodologies which would effectively include program participants

from diverse cultural groups who are not English speakers.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
Involving Non English Speaking Participants in Program Evaluation

The demand for accountability of publicly funded programs is on the rise creating an
increasing need for relevant and comprehensive evaluation of such programs. Family support
services such as pareﬁting programs offered through community-based non-profit agencies are
a particular type of publicly funded program which require the development of evaluation
strategies which are effective and appropriate to the settings and circumstances typical of such
services. At many community service agencies, family support programs now include
programs conducted in languages other than English for families of diverse cultural and
linguistic backgrounds who prefer to attend programs where their first language is spoken.

Evaluation of these programs offers particular challenges for program evaluation.

To date, evaluation of family support programs has been done primarily with white, middle to
upper class, English speaking populations. The omission of program participants who do not
speak English from evaluation studies leads to the underreporting of the impact of these
programs in these cultural and linguistic communities (Johnson, Beiser & Krech, 1991;

Lincoln, 1991; Madison, 1992; Morgan, 1993) . While there are numerous studies of parent

education programs using various research designs, few investigations have been directed




toward evaluating the effectiveness of parenting programs for parents of different educational

and socioeconomic status (Dangel & Polster, 1985) .

As well, the common practice of identifying bilingual, bicultural individuals (often staff) to act
as a “bridge” between program participants and the program evaluator does not address the
need to integrate program participants into evaluatioﬁ processes. In order to respond to the
cultural and linguistic barriers to participation of program participants in the evaluation of
community-based family support programs, it is crucial for evaluators to develop
comprehensive, practical and effective evaluation methods that address the reality of the

family diversity usually found in the general population today.

The important question for evaluation of social programs is not whether the process used is
capable of determining truth (Madison, 1992) . It is more critical that the “discovery of truth
entail mechanisms for input from the populations most directly affected by social policy”
(Madison, 1992, p. 1) . Madison contends that evaluators have an “ethical and moral
obligation to examine the efficacy pf existing evaluation technologies in determining the
impact of social programs on the lives of the poor and minorities” (Madison, 1992, p. 1).
Evaluators of social programs must consider evaluation methods that address the particular
needs of non English speaking participants enabling them to be included as stakeholders in the
evaluation process. It must be recognized that when people have limited English competency,

their ability to participate in meaningful, evaluative conversations conducted in English, about

their experiences in programs is limited. Within an English language context, information




gathered from program participants with limited English skills will always be less complete
than that of first language English speakers. However, when program participants are invited
to engage in the evaluation process in their preferred language, they have an opportunity to
make a meaningful contribution to the evaluation process (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) . As the
number of family support programs in languages other than English increases, it becomes
cﬁtical to address the complexities inherent in the evaluations of such programs through the
development of methodologies which will encourage the involvement of program participants

and provide useful information for program planners and policy makers.
Description of the Nobody’s Perfect Parenting Program Evaluation

The Nobody’s Perfect Parenting Program is described as being based on an “adult education
model.” The program manual describes this model as one where participants learn through
_discussion w1th others, rather than from an ‘;expert” providing information. This model
distinguishes Nobody’s Perfect from other well-known parenting programs where a particular
approach to parenting is “taught” to parents by a professional educator. Nobody’s Perfect is
based on the premise that parents attending the group have experience and knowledge about
parenting and that they come together to learn more by sharing their experiences with other
parents.
The goals of the Nobody's Perfect Program are:

o To increase parents’ knowledge and understanding of children's health, safety and

behaviour.




To effect positive change in parents’ behaviour relative to their children's health, safety and

behaviour.

o To improve parents’ coping skills.

e To improve parents’ confidence and self-esteem as parents.

To build self-help and mutual support networks.

Groups of 8-12 parents meet once a week for 6-8 weeks to discuss parenting issues. These
groups are facilitated by individuals trained in facilitation methods and who are familiar with
the content and philosophy of the Nobody’s Perfect Program. These group facilitators work
with the group to develop an agenda which relates to the interests of the group participants.
Nobody’s Perfect program materials include five books entitled “Body,” “Safety,” “Mind,”
“Behaviour,” and “Parents.” These books contain information about children’s physical,
intellectual and emotional development, injury prevention, and problem solving. These plain
language, illustrated books are published by Health Canada and are provided to all program

participants free of charge.

Criteria for participation in the Nobody’s Perfect Program includes parents with children
under six years old who may be young, single, have low education and have low incomes or
who may be socially, geographically, or culturally isolated. Program fees, lack of child care
and transportation needs are recognized as common barriers preventing many parents from

participating in parenting programs (Cross, 1981; Stevens, 1993) . In recognition of these

obstacles, the Nobody’s Perfect Program is offered at no charge and includes on-site child




minding. Transportation costs are covered for parents who express a need for this support and
snacks or meals are frequently provided.  These supports are an integral part of the
implementation of the Nobody’s Perfect Program throughout British Columbia and are
considered essential to allow parents of small children to attend. In Vancouver, many parents
participate in the program in languages in addition to English including Cantonese, Punjabi,

Spanish, Vietnamese, and other languages as required.

Over the past ten years numerous evaluations from multiple perspectives have been done
federally and provincially to determine the effectiveness of the Nobody’s Perfect Program in
meeting its goals and objectives. Each of these evaluations has identified Nobody’s Perfect as
a highly successful program (Brochu, 1992; Rivers and Assoc., 1990; VanderPlaat, 1988) .
However, none of these evaluations addressed implementation of the Nobody’s Perfect
Program with participants who speak languages other than English particularly the various
cultural and linguistic aspects of program content and delivery. Because of linguistic and
cultural barriers non English speaking parents were unable to contribute to the usual program

evaluation processes of surveys, impact studies or satisfaction scales.

In 1994, an evaluation of the Nobody’s Perfect Program in languages other than English was
conducted in Vancouver, Canada (Ritch & McLaren, 1994) . In the context of this
comprehensive program evaluation, six focus groups were implemented with non English

speaking program participants to enable program planners and policy makers to learn about

the particular experiences of non English speaking program participants. These six focus




groups formed the basis of this current study to determine the utility of focus groups to
provide new and useful information for program planning and policy making. Health Canada
was particularly interested in obtaining reactions of non English speaking program participants
to the program books which are a fundamental part of the Nobody's Perfect Program and are
provided free of charge to all program participants throughout the country. As well, the
agencies involved in program implementation and the provincial government, as a program
funder, were all interested in learning more about how this program was being implemented

with diverse cultural groups.

Choosing Focus Groups as an Evaluation Method

One of the key contextual factors which shaped the evaluation of the Nobody’s Perfect
Program was the inclusion of program participants who did not speak English as key
stakeholders (Shadish, Cook, & Leviton, 1991) . In particular, a primary consideration in the
development of the evaluation design and choice of data collection methods was an emphasis
on ensuring the involvement of participants from Nobody’s Perfect groups facilitated in
languages other than English. In this regard, the focus group, which typically consists of
approximately 8 to 12 people, facilitated in a carefully planned discussion by a skilled
facilitator, was chosen as the most effective method. Focus groups are often used in program
evaluation when the goal is to obtain in depth information about a particular topic. Through

focus groups evaluators hope to learn about issues that are best accessed through group

conversation and discussion. In this situation the focus group format provided an opportunity




to obtain meaningfill and comprehensive information about the Nobody’s Perfect Program
from group participants. Focus group questions involved them in discussions about their

experiences in the program and asked them for suggestions for its improvement.
Morgan (1997) describes focus groups in the following manner:

Focus groups are basically group interviews...where the reliance is on interaction
within the group, based on topics that are supplied by the researcher who typically
takes the role of a moderator. The hallmark of focus groups is their explicit use of
group interaction to produce data and insights that would be less accessible without

the interaction found in a group. (p.2)

Morgan’s description of focus group methodology is congruent with the central aspect of the
Nobody's Perfect Program where participants are especially encouraged to share information,
ideas and feelings with each other and build knowledge through the exchange of various
personal perspectives. The similarity between the research method and the program itself
made the focus group seem a most appropriate evaluation method for obtaining information

from program participants.

In contrast, surveys were not considered to be as appropriate for the evaluation of the

Nobody's Perfect Program because the approach did not fit well with the goals of the

evaluation which emphasized people’s reactions to the program rather than identification of




specific and measurable program effects or outcomes. Also, implementation of surveys can be
difficult with populations who may not be used to such instruments and who may not be

literate in English or other languages (Weiss, 1988) . Finally, translation of survey instruments
raises some complex issues including questions of validity in a cross cultural context (Boshier,

1991; Ervin & Bower, 1953) .

Use of individual interviews with participants was also deemed less valuable than focus groups
for this evaluation. Personal interviews with participants runs counter to the previous
experience of these individuals who had come to rely on group support in the Nobody’s
Perfect Program to express and exchange ideas. While interviews are generally ideal for
obtaining information about people’s feelings and experiences, they may not be prudent in all
situations. The interview process involves an individual participant in an intensive
conversation with an interviewer. Agency staff revealed that many program participants were
“shy” and would probably not volunteer for an individual interview. These considerations
alqng with the high cost of translation of numerous interview transcripts were strong factors

in deciding to proceed with focus groups.

Case Study of Focus Groups Using Languages Other Than English

This thesis examines the utility of focus groups as a program evaluation methodology through

a case study approach. The case study describes the development and implementation of focus

groups in languages other than English and analyzes the extent to which these focus groups



enabled participants to provide new and useful information to program planners and policy
makers. The purpose of this case study was to determine the utility of focus groups as a
program evaluation methodology with program participants from diverse cultural and
linguistic backgrounds who are not confident English speakers. In the context of this study,
utility is considered to be the extent to which the use of focus groups contributes to the ability

of non English speaking program participants to:

e Participate as stakeholders in the program evaluation process.
e Provide elaborate descriptions of their experience with the program.

o Offer information which is useful for program planning decisions.

This study indicates that people who are generally excluded from research samples because of
linguistic barriers are able to participate as stakeholders in the evaluation process when their
participation is sought in their preferred language. Focus group discussions in participants’
first language enable them to fully contribute to the evaluation process and provide program
planners and policy makers with considerable information about participants’ experience in the

program as well as very clear directions for program improvement.

According to Brislin (1981), non English speaking participants may be invisible in the
evaluation context when their opinions are not sought in their preferred language. Through

the use of focus groups, non English speaking program participants provided information that

would otherwise have been unheard by program planners and policy makers. Program
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participants became stakeholders in the evaluation process through participation in a focus
group discussion in their preferred language. Understanding the utility of focus groups for

providing useful information which is otherwise not available will encourage the use of focus

groups as a methodology in the program evaluation field (Morgan, 1997) .
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CHAPTER TWO

- LITERATURE REVIEW
Focus Groups In Program Evaluation

The use of focus groups is a qualitative research approach designed to obtain in depth
information, understanding and ideas about a specific area of interest (Basch, 1987; Kruegar,
1994) . Focus groups are becoming increasingly popular as a program evaluation method for
evaluators of adult education programs to provide insight into the attitudes, perceptions, and
opinions of participants (Krueger, 1994; Morgan, 1993; Morgan, 1997) . Indeed, there has
been a rapid and dramatic increase in the use of focus groups in a wide range of research
situations during the past ten years (Morgan, 1997) . Originally called focused interviews, this
technique became popular during the late 1940’s after it was first used by Robert Merton to
evaluate radio programs in the United States (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990) . Merton and
others developed the focused interview technique, modifying the procedures for their own
research needs. Focus groups have since become an important tool for researchers in many
fields includiﬁg program evaluation, marketing, public policy, advertising and communications
(Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990) . In the field of health education, health educators had used
small group process as a method for program delivery, skills training, problem solving, and

organizing individuals and groups, but focus groups for research purposes were not used until

the 1980s (Basch, 1987) .
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The usefulness of focus groups as a research tool in health education, program planning and
program evaluation has been widely recognized and indeed much of the literature about focus
groups has been written in the last ten years (Basch, 1987; Kreuger, 1994; Morgan, 1997) .
Focus groups may be used in many ways for research and both Krueger (1994) and Morgan
(1997) encourage researchers to experiment with the range of possibilities for focus groups.
Morgan (1997) suggests that there is no “one right way” to do focus groups and encourages

_ researchers to make choices that will enhance both the research process and the resultant

information.

Basch (1987) suggests that along with the synergism within groups which can uncover
important understandings, there is potential for groups to provide a secure setting for
individuals to ‘express ideas, particularly those related to sensitive areas. The group process
allows comments from one participant to stimulate ideas for other participants and provides
opportunities for panic\ipants’ own thoughts and theories about a topic to be considered
alongside other ideas derived from existing theory of prior research (Morgan & Spanish,
1984) . Mullen and Reynolds (1982) argue that approaches which are concerned with
uncovering the meanings, definitions and interpretations made by the subjects of the study are
more likely to accurately depict their priorities than methods which begin by preconceiving
that world and its meaning. Basch (1987) states that “understanding the target group’s
perspective is integral to achieving the goals of health education and focus group interviews

are an appropriate method for understanding and developing sensitivity toward those we

serve” (p. 436) .
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Focus groups are particularly well suited to investigations which hope to obtain a wide range
of information, allowing participants to explore issues and suggest improvements to programs.
The focus group discussions conducted as part of the evaluation of the Nobody’s Perfect
Program allowed the researcher to draw on the rapport previously established among
participants in the Nobody’s Perfect Program and therefore begin the evaluative process with
participants in a safe, familiar and comfortable environment. The focus group has the
advantage of allowing people time to reflect and -recall experiences (Lofland & Lofland, 1995)
. Responses from individual participants can spark ideas, memories, opinions or connections
for other participants (Basch, 1987; Krueger, 1994; Lofland & Lofland, 1995) . The focus
group, where participants are simultaneously influencing and are influenced by others,
provides a natural environment for the process of exchange and building of knowledge

(Krueger, 1994) .

Focus groups have become a widely used tool for gathering information and many evaluators
have indicated a need for further work using focus groups in “special” populations (Krueger,
1994; Morgan, 1997) . However, this work has not been widely done or reported. Yet, the
focus group seems particularly suited for obtaining information from special populations
especially when program initiatives such as parenting groups are targeting populations which

may not be typically involved in health education and prevention programs (Lengua et al,

1992) .
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Program evaluation processes in prevention programs with participants who speak limited
English are often a source of great frustration for staff in community-based agencies. English
speaking agency staff report that when they seek participants’ opinions about the effectiveness
of programs, participants who speak English as a second language will typically give simplistic
responses compared to the comprehensive feedback received from first language English
speakers. Such simplistic responses are often perceived by agency staff as reticence on the
part of program participants to offer opinions about their experiences, and is often attributed
to “cultural differences”, in some cases leading to the conclusion that people from some
cultural backgrounds are either less able or less willing to reflect on their experiences and to
provide feedback. Focus groups conducted in program participants’ first languages provide an
opportunity to explore the relationship between participants’ comfort level and confidence
with the language used and participants’ ability to make a meaningful contribution to the
evaluative process. In addition, these focus groups highlight the process of language use

‘within a group context.
Under Representation Of Minority Groups in Program Evaluation
Few studies specifically address the need to conduct research in languages other than English

and there is little in the literature to guide the evaluator in working within multicultural

organizations or with group participants who speak languages other than English. Krueger

(1994) suggests that as the nonprofit sector reaches out to diverse audiences, sensitivity is
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needed to adapt focus groups to build on the strengths of the target audience. This need has

not yet been well addressed.

Morgan (1993) states that while the existing literature about focus groups concentrates on
work with relatively affluent people, there is also some discussion in the literature which
alludes to the use of focus groups with "hard-to-réach" populations. However, little
systematic attention has been given to these focus groups (Morgan, 1993) . While it may be
recognized that a particular strength of the focus group methodology is that it can be sensitive
to diverse participants, little research using focus groups has been done with participants who
are not white and middle or upper class (Kreuger, 1994; Morgan, 1993) . Madison (1992)
points out that racial and ethnic minorities as well as the poor have often been omitted as
stakeholder participants in evaluation of social service programs because of the evaluation
methods commonly used by researchers. Others agree that target beneficiaries are often the
least likely to have their voices heard. Rossi and Freeman (1993) suggest that in social
programs the beneficiaries may be “unorganized, poorly educated, and reluctant to identify
themselves” (p.407) . Lincoln and Guba (1985) assert that “all stakeholder groups can expect
to receive the opportunity to provide input into an evaluation that affects it (sic)... Anything
else is patently unfair and discriminatory” (p. 51) . In a later work Lincoln (1991) further

describes a vision of research which addresses the identified absence of various minority

groups:
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Scientific inquiry today includes commitments first, to new and emergent relations
with respondents, second, to a set of stances—professional, personal, and political-
toward the uses of inquiry and toward its ability to foster action; and finally, to a vision
of research that enables and promotes social justice, community, diversity, civic
discourse, and caring. Lincoln argues that any discussion of standards of research
today necessarily signifies a radical shift in the vision of what research is, what it is for,

and who ought to have access to it. (p. 278)

Lincoln (1991) places the onus of responsibility on evaluators saying that most people who
evaluate social programs know very little about the minority program participants’ world view
and “may even instinctively keep their distance” (p. 6) . Prieto (1992) echoes this view and
suggests that researchers may even be choosing not to work towards overcoming this barrier
in their work. In response to the recognition that évaluators may not fully understand the
experiences of those they are studying, Lincoln (1991) strongly urges evaluators to heed the

following advice:

Rely on stakeholders who want to speak for themselves, to participate in the radical
social experiment of giving voice to those who cannot be heard, and to seeing those
who have been invisible...Until we comprehend the lives that we do not lead, we will

never understand how to assess what our programs are doing for the persons who are

living those lives, and until we understand what they confront, we will never know
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how to formulate humane and decent programs which directly address complex social

problems. (p. 6)

Kirkman-Liff and Mondragon (1991) state that the language of the interview is rarely if ever
considered by researchers. In their review of 69 studies, they found that none of the studies
treated the language of the interview as a variable. In their own study of the health status of
Hispanics in the Southwest United States, the authors found striking differences in the health
of those who were interviewed in English and those who were interviewed in Spanish. Cross
tabulations for nine health status variables and access to health care measurements revealed
that Hispanics who were interviewed in Spanish had lower health status and poorer access to
care than Hispanics who were interviewed in English (Kirkman-Liff & Mondragon, 1991) .
These results clearly identified language as a variaﬁle of health and emphasized the importance
of conducting interviews in Spanish to obtain information about this particular group of
unilingual Spanish speakers. The researchers in this study emphasized that the Hispanics
interviewed in Spanish would have been omitted from the usual research sample of English
speaking participants with the resultant lack of awareness of the critical differences m health
status between English speaking and exclusively Spanish speaking Hispanics. The authors of
this study argue that the refinement of translingual and transcultural methodologies and the
use of translated instruments are critical to research and that analysis of the language of

interview will promote understanding of specific populations (Kirkman-Liff & Mondragon,

1991) .
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Stansfield (1996) identifies another example of a situation where non English speakers were
not included in the collection of research data. He describes state-wide assessment programs
in the United States which provide assessments of all students at several grade levelsin a
variety of content areas. However, where students are English language learners, they afe
routinely deferred from taking this test until they become English proficient or are seniors in
high school where the test is mandatory. Thus, these non English speaking students lose
benefits such as feedback about their progress, appropriate remediation where necessary and
can easily be overlooked and forgotten by the education system. Stansfield (1996) suggests
that the solution to this problem is assessment of students in their native languages. While
recognizing the difficulties in the accurate translation of the tests, the author recommends
translation of the test into students’ native language and content assessment of students’
responses in the native language. Such innovations in testing would ensure that more
comprehensive data were collected on student achievement and that all students would be

included in assessments of content knowledge.

Another study which focused on schools in the United States identifies the barriers to school
involvement by parents who do not speak English (Epstein, 1986) . The authors of this study
conclude that schools will need to communicate with parents in their language of proficiency
and that publications and notices must be translated for parents to ensure full understanding.

Also, interpreters must be available to help parents understand the information and enable

parents to communicate as an equal with their children’s teachers (Epstein, 1986) . These
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efforts must be made to provide the necessary supports in order for parents to fulfill the basic

obligations to support their children’s schooling.

Regarding the evaluation of parenting programs, Johnston et al, (1991) state that while
evaluations of parenting programs indicate that they are effective in promoting positive
parent-child interactions, most parent education programs have been developed and evaluated
as applied to mainstream American families or, occasionally, Canadian families. In a review of
the literature, these authors found little information about programs for ethnocultural
communities, and even less information about their evaluation. To obtain greater information,
the researchers distributed a questionnaire to 100 agencies in Canada providing primary and
tertiary care to families. Through this process, they learned that while there were some
parenting programs for ethnocultural communities, no evaluations of these programs were
available. The authors of this study strongly suggested further research and evaluation of the
effectiveness of parenting programs for ethnocultural communities. They also suggest that
with the development of programs for people of diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds,.

there is a need to develop evaluation designs and methodologies to include populations who

are often ignored due to language and cultural differences from the program evaluator.
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Using Focus Groups With “Special” Populations

One study which directly addressed the effectiveness of focus groups to obtain information
about difficult-to-reach, high risk families, conducted by Lengua et al. (1992) , implemented
six focus groups with 53 parents of children in elementary school. One goal of the study was
to determine the effectiveness of focus groups in obtaining information about recruitment of
families for programs related to the prevention of mental health problems and alcohol and
substance abuse in children. The study concluded that focus groups were an efficient and
inexpensive method of obtaining information for recruitment and retention of families,
particularly information about unique needs and concerns of specific neighbourhoods (Lengua

et al., 1992) .

The researchers emphasized the effectiveness of focus groups in enhancing the development
and implementation of community based, family focused interventions through addressing the
needs of population sub-groups such as low income families (Lengua et al., 1992) . For
example, this study identified the need for the provision of child care, transportation and a
convenient location particularly for single parents and low income parents. Also, low income
parents expressed a particular need for social support from the program. This study concluded
that focus groups were an effective method to help identify the specific beliefs and values of a

specific population and thus can provide information needed to improve or create programs

for families.




21

While the study does not mention the sub-group of parents who did not speak English and
were, therefore, excluded for the most part from both parenting programs and from the focus
groups used to obtain information about these programs, the study does suggest that focus
groups are effective in obtaining information that is useful for program planning decisions.
The study highlights the need to consult with various subgroups regarding the effective
implementation of family programs in their communities. The study also clearly invites further
research into the use of focus groups with particular subgroups with the view towards

enhancing community programs.

Another study which addresses focus group use with low-income minority populations is one
described by Robin Jarrett (1993) . Jarrett’s study describes the implementation of ten focus
groups in a study of 82 low-income, African-American women in the United States and
concentrates specifically on the interactional dynamics that characterize both the recruitment
process and the group discussion itself. In discussing the recruitment process Jarrett asserts
that while generally participants are invited to participate in focus groups through a process
involving random sampling, she instead drew on personalistic strategies often associated with
more intensive qualitative methods because of the nature of the study and the characteristics

of the population (Jarrett, 1993) .

The focus group discussion described by Jarrett was informal and conversational but

maintained a data gathering purpose through the use of a topical outline which was flexible

enough to discuss issues in “the language of the women” (Jarrett, 1993, p.188) . Analysis of
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the discussion provided insight into the dynamics of the group discussion, the establishment of
rapport, the presence of “performing,” and the intensive examination of participants’
viewpoints. Jarrett says that for some women the focus group discussion had the “feel of a rap
session.” In addition, with the presence of others, an “audience effect” frequently occurred.
That is, members performed for each other and this performing encouraged women in the
groups to discuss issues with great licence (Jarrett, 1993) . Jarrett’s description of this
performance aspect of the focus group with African-American women is one example which
illustrates the need for further study of the implications of language and culture in focus group

discussions.

While discussion of the language used in focus groups is not avéilable in the literature, use of
language is commonly discussed in ethnographic studies of specific populations. One such
study by Shirley Brice Heath (1983) focuses specifically on the cultural aspects of language
use and the role of language in school “success.” Heath’s work includes extensive
ethnographic descriptions of language use in informal gatherings of people in the African-
American working class community of Trackton and the neighbouﬁng white working class
community of Roadville. Heath documents the presence of “performance” as a salient aspect
of interaction among the African Americans and the absence of such performance in the white
community. As well, Heath documents the various uses of storytelling in both communities.
One example cited is the use of storytelling in the white community for purposes of teaching

morality to children and the absence of morality tales in the African-American community.

These examples of use of language, while not situated in a formal focus group environment,
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do illustrate the importance of analysis of language and culture in focus group discussions.

Gladstone (1972) states:

Language and culture are inexorably intertwined. Language is at once an outcome or a
result of the culture as a whole and also a vehicle by which the other facets of the

culture are shaped and communicated. (P. 192)

Crick (1976) argues that language is not only a means of corﬁmunication but also a conceptual
organization. Crick analyzes the field of modern anthropology and discusses the impact of
linguistics and anthropology on each other in developing the idea that language determines
perception and that language is a symbolic organization which is understood in terms of
“meaning” and not in solely structural terms. Others state that there is a relationship between
language and social behaviour (Robinsoﬁ, 1972) and that language reflects the culture of the
speaker and reveals different assumptions, beliefs and values concerning human and physical
reality (Brislin & Yoshida, 1994; Munhall & Oiler, 1986) . Cultural concepts such as
orientation toward space and time, social hierarchy, family and personal relationships,

individualism versus collectivism, work and play are all concepts expressed through language.
Use of Language in Research Processes

As is evident in the literature, the involvement of language use in research and evaluation

processes is not frequently addressed by researchers. Instead, most research simply omits
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language as a variable (Kirkman-Liff & Mondragon, 1991) . However, there is some research
which addresses the inclusion of non English speakers in research samples and works towards
the development of processes to address the particular methodological issues that are inherent
when working with non English speaking populations. Robinson (1972) describes a number of
systems used to describe the functions of language. While Robinson describes these systems as
inadequate to describe the functions of language completely, he classifies the functions of
language as including but not limited to showing agreement, showing satisfaction, giving
suggestions, giving opinions, asking for opinions and suggestions, disagreeing, asking for help

and showing antagonism.

Mohan (19865 also outlines a framework to address issues of language and meaning and to
describe the various structures of language required for the variety of language functions.
Mohan describes the thinking processes involved in comparing and grouping or classifying as
well as the cause and effect principle which includes inferring, predicting, formulating
hypotheses and generalizing about cause and effect relationships, and then identifies the
langﬁage structures that are required for each of these language functions. Mohan illustrates a
process of evaluation and suggests that the more elaborate language structures required for

evaluating are generally learned later in the English language acquisition process.

Research on language acquisition supports this notion of sequences or stages in the

development of certain structures and the differences between second language learners from

diverse cultures is less striking than the similarities (Lightbown & Spada, 1993) . For
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example, leamers pass through similar stages in learning the negative elements, “no” and
“don’t”, and in learning question formation. Brislin & Yoshida (1994) , in a discussion of
language teaching, observes that language learners who are not confident of either their
language ability or their cultural knowledge tend to be quiet and spend their time simply
observing. Brislin & Yoshida conclude that this strategy tends to make the learner invisible to
the host. In addition, “even when a more advanced stage comes to dominate in a learner’s
speech, conditions of stress or complexity in a communicative interaction can cause the

learner to ‘slip” back to an earlier stage” (Lightbown & Spada, 1993, p. 66) .

Program participants who choose to participate in the Nobody's Perfect Program conducted in
languages other than English do so for a variety of reasons. While some participants speak
little English, others feel that the level of English they understand or speak is not adequate to
discuss complex and personal issues. Others prefer to discuss parenting in their first language
with those from their own culture regardless of their pa;ticular level of English competency.
Brislin’s (1981) discussion of studies of the effects of language fluency on newcomers
indicates that people without the ability to speak the host country language limit the
interaction they have with members of the host country. These limitations of interaction
include limited involvement of non English speaking newcomers with program planning and

evaluation.

For researchers interested in the opinions of program participants, it becomes imperative to

address this limited communication pattern. Each of the aspects of evaluation is important
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including planning, data collection, data analysis, and reporting, and each of these processes
becomes interwoven with issues of language, how people use words to mediate and construct
reality, translation and cultural sensitivity. It is important that participants express their ideas
about the program through the language in which they are most able to participate in

evaluative discourse.

Mohan and Schwab (1997) describe language as a “resource for meaning and cultural
participation” and recommend greater attention to research in language learning and the role
of discourse in institutional change. In an address to the International Conference on
Multiculturalism and Minority Groups, they provide an example of female English as a second
language students who are placed in high school physical education classes even though many
female immigrants have negative attitudes about P.E. The authors suggest that the limited
ability of the students to express feelings and reasons for judgments in English has restricted
their effectiveness in influencing school policy. Students may be perceived by school officials
as “venting feelings” rather than “making a case for change.” To enable students to
participate in the institutional change process, the authors recommend providing opportunities
for ESL students that will elicit their attitudes and judgments about P.E. as well as help them

to identify the advantages and disadvantages of proposed solutions.

Evaluative discourse may also be difficult for first language English speakers. Martin (1992)

provides an example of a student’s written response to a literary work. The student uses

words such as “afraid” and “enjoyed” to express personal feelings evoked by the work but
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fails to use the language of literary judgments. Therefore, the examiner judged these personal
reactions as an inadequate expression of understanding of the literary work. The examples
provided by Mohan and Schwab (1997) and Martin (1994) suggest the complexity of
evaluative discourse including the expression of attitudes, personal feelings and judgments. To
address this complexity and to involve non-English speaking program participants in
evaluative discourse, it is important that participants be given opportunities to express

themselves in the language in which they can communicate most effectively.

The choice of using focus groups in participants’ first language as the methodology for the
evaluation of the Nobody’s Perfect Program was based on the intention to include non-
English speaking program participants as stakeholders in the evaluation process and to gather
information from them in their preferred language. There was no need to determine the level
of English competency of participants on any kind of language test or other measure. While
such measures of English language competence are relevant to some situations, they are

unlikely to predict language readiness or the comfort level of individuals to participate in

English in a structured conversation such as a focus group.
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CHAPTER THREE

- METHODOLOGY

The Case Study Approach

The study of the utility of focus groups as an evaluation tool for non-English speaking
stakeholders is important because of what may be learned about the suitability of focus groups
for evaluation purposes with this particular population. A descriptive case study approach was
selected as the research methodology Becausé the specificity of focus of the case study makes
it an especially good design for practical problems—for questions, situations or occurrences
arising from everyday practice (Merriam, 1988) . The case study is suitable for addressing a
specific phenomenon where understanding is sought in order to improve evaluation practice

(Merriam, 1988; Stake, 1995; Yin, 1994) .

Merriam (1988) states that while the use of a case study approach is not new to the field of
education thére is little material which addresses the actual methodology of case studies.
Recent works by Yin (1994) and Stake (1995) have discussed the use of the case study
approach for evaluations such as the Nobody’s Perfect Program evaluation. Yin (1994)
discusses the use of the descriptive case study in evaluation research to describe or illustrate
specific topics within an evaluation context. Within this context, the case study approach for

this thesis was used to explore the utility of focus groups with program participants who did

not speak English. This approach enabled the researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of
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the complexity of information available through the focus groups conducted in participants’
first language. Stake (1995) points out that the knowledge gained through case studies can be
concrete and contextual and can contribute to an understanding of specific aspects of
programs being evaluated. In the study of the Nobody's Perfect Program, the case study
approach formed the basis of understanding the utility of focus groups in 6btaining evaluative
information from non-English speaking program participants. Merriam (1988) suggests that
descriptive case studies are useful in presenting information about areas of education where
little research has been conducted, that innovative prdgrams and practices are often the focus
of descriptivé case studies in education and that such studies caﬁ form a base for future

comparison and theory building.

Yin (1994) identifies five different applications for case studies in evaluation research. These
include explaining causal links in real-life situations that are too complex for survey or
experimental strategies, describing an intervention and the real-life context in which it
occurred, illustrating certain topics within an evaluation from a journalistic perspective,
exploring situations where the intervention being evaluated has no clear, single set of
outcomes, and a meta-evaluation—a study across evaluation studies. The case study
undertaken for this thesis would most clearly fall in the second category described by Yin,
which is a description of an intervention. The intervention being described is the six focus

groups that were conducted with recent non-English speaking participants of the Health

Canada parenting program, Nobody’s Perfect. This case study describes six focus groups, two
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focus groups to involve program participants and to provide new and useful information for

program planners and policy makers.

The design of this case study involved implementing a logical sequence that would connect the
data to the study’s research question and to its conclusions (Yin, 1994) . The process involved
a number of components which included developing the focus group questions, identifying
and working with bi-lingual and bi-cultural focus group facilitators, inviting participants,
conducting the focus groups, translating the focus group transcripts, analyzing the data and
developing conclusions. Each of these aspects of the process is described in this and later

chapters of the thesis.
Developing the Focus Group Questions

Focus group questions were initially developed by the researcher in English and then refined
through a consultative process with the Evaluation Steering Committee from the agency
sponsoring the program evaluation of the Nobody's Perfect Program. As the implementation
of the parenting program with non English speaking participants had not been included in
previous program evaluations the committee hoped to learn about the experiences of non

English speaking participants. Questions were intended to enable program planners and

funders to obtain comprehensive information that was previously unknown.
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The intent was to develop a set of questions that would encourage the discussion required to
elicit information about participants' experiences and reactions to the Nobody’s Perfect

Program. Seven areas of interest were explored:

1. Why did you choose to participate in Nobody’s Perfect?

2. What did you like about the program?

3. What did you learn?

4. Did the leader of the Nobody’s Perfect Program seem more like a teacher or a facilitator?

5. Did the Nobody’s Perfect Program seem appropriate to your culture?

6. How were the Nobody’s Perfect books useful to you and what suggestions do you have
for improvement?

7. What ideas do you have for improving the Nobody’s Perfect Program?

Focus group interviews cannot be pre-tested in the manner used by mail out or telephone
surveys where some people from the intended audience are selected for a pilot test. For focus
groups the process of determining appropriate questions must consider a range of factors such
as the information required, the characteristics of the participants and the interaction between
participants and the facilitator (Krueger, 1994, p. 68) . Accordingly, the focus group questions
were reviewed by program staff familiar with both the Nobody’s Perfect Program and the
evaluation goals. It was acknowledged that the questions could not be fixed, as they would be

in a conventional survey for example, but, rather, would evolve during the group process. It

was the responsibility of the focus group facilitator to encourage group process in such a way




32

that participants would feel comfortable in sharing their experiences and opinions about the
program. Facilitators would begin with the fixed set of questions and would also be ready to

* alter the questions as required to elicit the desired information from the group.
Focus Group Facilitators

The importance of the focus group facilitator in the collection of data is paramount (Basch,
1987; Krueger, 1994; Morgan, 1993) . Focus groups provide an environment where open
discussion is encouraged and nurtured, but it is the facilitator who ensures a focused
discussion (Krueger, 1994)‘. The data are the result of the interaction between and amongst
the facilitator and group participants (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990) . Most of the literature
concerning focus groups and the collection of qualitative data suggests an advantage in having
the researcher moderate the group directly (Merriam, 1988) . After all, the researcher is most
familiar with the research topic and with the research questions. However, in this case study,
where focus groups were to be conducted in several different languages, it was necessary that
the English speaking researcher work with bilingual, bicultural facilitators from several
language groups. The facilitators bécame key players in the focus group process,
strengthening the process by addressing a variety of cultural perspectives (Berrien, 1967,
Bomstein, Tal, & Tamis-LeMonda, 1991; Slaughter, 1991) . For the purpose of the
implementation of the focus group discussion these individuals took on a “co-researcher

function” or acted as what Pomerleau, Malcuit and Sabatier (1991) call "co-linguistic

interviewers."
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The literature addresses the contributions that can be made by researchers working together in
various roles. Anderson (1990) suggested that researchers from diverse cultures should be
involved to assist in explaining the research to participants, in obtaining informed consent and
in interpreting research results. Bornstein et al (1991) , identified benefits from using "cultural
natives” to make observations. Krueger (1994) says that such persons may have skills,
connections, energy, and ideas that can enhance the potential of the study. He asserts that
when the facilitator is trusted and the study is considered acceptable to local participants, the
focus group can be conducted in a variety of successful ways. For the focus groups
implemented in this evaluation of the Nobody’s Perfect Program, bilingual, bicultural focus
group facilitators provided the mechanism by which the voices of non English speaking focus

group participants could be heard by the researcher.

Successful selection of focus group facilitators was largely the result of the enthusiasm with
which involvement of non English speaking program participants m the evaluation was
welcomed by agency staff and program participants. Participants were pleased to have the
opportunity to offer their views of the Nobody’s Perfect Program which had been popular
within their cultural communities since 1989. Both agency staff and program participants

welcomed the chance to raise issues specific to their particular experiences with Nobody’s

Perfect in languages other than English.
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Agenéy staff identified several individuals with the required language skills who also were
respected within their cultural communities, understood the Nobody’s Perfect Program, and
possessed the necessary facilitation skills to act as focus group facilitators. Typically,
candidates included individuals who were settlement workers or instructors at one of the
agencies offering the Nobody’s Perfect Program. It was necessary that focus group facilitators
be credible individuals who were trusted by focus group participants. The importance of trust
between the facilitator and group participants cannot be underestimated. Issues of credibility
and trust were carefully considered and consistently indicated as key components in the choice
of individuals for the facilitator role. This notion of trust is discussed in the literature in the
context of how researchers establish trust and the importance of personal relationships in
gathering data in social research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) . It also became evident that trust
and relationship building weré viewed in diverse ways in various cultural communities and

while this diversity is an exciting area for future research, it was not the focus of this work.

The individual experiences and circumstances of individuals chosen as facilitators varied. For
example, the Spanish speaking facilitator was an individual who was working with groups in a
number of settlement organizations in the city. She was familiar with the goals aﬁd content of
the Nobody’s Perfect Program through discussions with staff at those settlement agencies.
She was described by program staff as someone who was known to, and trusted by, “the
Spanish speaking community” through her various political and social connections. The

Chinese speaking focus group facilitator had not worked in parenting programs but was

experienced in the child care field and thus considered familiar with similar issues. She came
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highly recommended from a variety of sources for her knowledge, experience and facilitation
skills. The Vietnamese and Punjabi speaking facilitators were chosen from among trained
Nobody’s Perfect facilitators as no other candidates could be identified. Facilitators who were
familiar with parenting programs but not directly involved with Nobody’s Perfect would have
been preferred because there was a concern that focus group participants might not be as
frank in their discussion if the focus group facilitator was the same individual who had
facilitated their own Nobody’s Perfect group. To offset this, Vietnamese and Punjabi speaking
focus group participants were selected from a number of different Nobody’s Perfect groups
which had been conducted in those languages. However, there is no way to know what effect

familiarity with the facilitator might have had on the data gathered from those particular

groups.

The researcher met with each facilitator to provide a general orientation to the philosophy and
goals of the Nobody’s Perfect Program and to review the focus group questions. There was
no attempt to train these individuals in group facilitation or group process as each of the
individuals had been chosen specifically for their identified skills in those areas. Rather, the
researcher’s intention was to ensure that each facilitator had sufficient underétandjng of the
Nobody’s Perfect Program and of the evaluation goals to guide the discussion as required.
Additionally, the researcher and facilitators identified cross cultural issues related to the

philosophy, content and materials of the Nobody’s Perfect Program and the translation of the

focus group questions.
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Cross Cultural Facilitation of Focus Groups

The focus group question guide prepared by the researcher was reviewed by each of the group
facilitators. Specific cultural issues related to the Nobody’s Perfect Program were identified by
each of the facilitators. For example, discussions with the Chinese speaking facilitator about
the title of the program, ‘Nobody’s Perfect,” raised some significant cultural issues. The
meaning of this term had long been a great source of discussion and learning for those
interested in the cultural relevance of this parenting program to the Chinese community.
Nobody’s Perfect was chosen by Health Canada as the program title based on the principle
that no one is a perfect parent, that parents need only try to be the best parent they can, and
that no one should expect perfect children. This principle is contrary to a strong tenant of
Chinese culture which does not have a verbal expression to indicate that it is desirable for an
individual not to be perfect. Rather, the culture encourages people to strive for perfection and
has a clearly articulated sef of criteria which describe ideal parenting and ideal children. This
discussion identified an area to be explored in the focus group discussions with Chinese

speaking parents.

The discussion between the researcher and the Spanish speaking facilitator focused on the
relevance of the philosophy of the Nobody’s Perfect Program to Latin American culture. In
the Spanish speaking Nobody’s Perfect groups, one of the issues which had often been raised

was the role of the mother and the father in parenting and to what extent these roles changed

with immigration to Canada. As a result, this community had frequently directed some
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Nobody’s Perfect groups specifically to couples. Therefore, this research included two focus
groups for Spanish speakers, one for parents from “couples only” Nobody’s Perfect groups

and one for parents from other “mixed” Nobody’s Perfect groups.

The planning process between the researcher and the Vietnamese facilitator also highlighted a
cultural issue. Although only one individual had been selected for the facilitation role, when
the researcher arrived at the agreed upon meeting place, two women were present. One of the
women was the facilitator previously identified in the selection process and the other was a
trained Nobody’s Perfect Program facilitator and colleague of the first woman. The two
women explained that they intended to co-facilitate the focus group as they had done in the
Nobody’s Perfect groups. While co-facilitation of focus groups had not been in the research
plan, there seemed no reason to oppose the idea. Further consultation with knowledgeable
professionals provided the cultural context for this occurrence. Because we had approached
the facilitator who was somewhat less experienced than the other, she was obliged to invite
the other facilitator to work with her. This action would maintain the “balance” between the

two facilitators in the eyes of their community and between the facilitators and the researcher.

After the discussions between the researcher and the focus group facilitators, the focus group
questions were translated by each facilitator and a copy of the translation given to the

researcher. It was the role of the facilitator to facilitate the group process in such a way that

participants would be invited and encouraged to share their responses to the topics outlined in
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the focus group questions. The facilitator would ask the predetermined questions in ways that

would elicit the information required for the research.

One issue frequently discussed in the literature pertaining to cross cultural research is the
comparability of research instruments (Berrien, 1967) and the equivalence of measurement
primarily related to the equivalence of various types of measures used in psychological tests
(Adler, 1977; Bornstein et al, 1991; Hui & Triandis, 1983) . While these issues are clearly
important for quantitative research methods, they are not of primary importance in the analysis
of the qualitative data obtained from the focus groups in this study. As focus groups are
discussions among groups of people and as these discussioﬁs vary from group to group as
well as from culture to culture, the comparability of research instruments and the equivalence
of measurement are not central methodological issues. Rather, the translation process of the
focus group. questions and the translation of the data for the Engﬁsh speaking researcher are

of primary importance (Brislin, 1976) .

Focus Group Composition

Former Nobody’s Perfect Program participants were invited to participate in one of six focus
groups according to their preferred language. Two focus groups involved Cantonese speaking

parents who had participated in Nobody’s Perfect in Cantonese and two other focus groups

involved Spanish speaking parents from Nobody’s Perfect groups conducted in Spanish. A
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fifth focus group involved Punjabi speaking parents and the sixth focus group was conducted
in Vietnamese. It was decided to hold two groups in Chinese and Spanish because of the
higher enrollment in Nobody's Perfect groups offered in these two languages as compared

with Punjabi or Vietnamese groups.

The composition of focus groups is frequently discussed in the literature (Stewart &
Shamdasani, 1990; Morgan, 1993; Krueger, 1994; Morgan, 1997; Vaughn, Schumm, &
Sinagub, 1996) . This discussion focuses primarily on the “strangers versus acquaintances”
composiﬁon and heterogeneous versus homogeneous composition.. Generally, the accepted
guidelines favour groups composed of “homogeneous strangers” and several authors offer
suggestions as to how to achieve this composition. For example, in a recent work, Morgan
(1997) discusses the recruitment of strangers and describes a process of segmentation in
which potential participants are matched according to specific categories such as gender, age,
or race. He suggests that such homogeneity is sought to promote free flowing conversation

among people who feel comfortable with one another.

At the same time, Morgan (1997) posits that the notion that focus groups must consist of
strangers is a myth. Instead, both Morgan (1997) and Morgan and Krueger (1993) argue for a
kind of realism where researchers must account for “real life” situations in which
acquaintanceship in naturally occurring groups is unavoidable and often beneficial to the

investigation. Also, both Morgan and Krueger acknowledge that there are many examples of

groups which seem to “work” perfectly well with mixed genders, or races, or other
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characteristics. In an article describing focus groups which discussed doctor-caregiver
relationships, Morgan (1992) argues for informed design choice rather than adherence to a
specific set of rules for focus groups. Both authors assert that the important criterion to
consider is whether people can comfortably discuss a topic in a way that is of interest to the

researcher.

For the focus groups discussed in this thesis, the primary considerations for participant
selection were completion of the Nobody's Perfect Program delivered in the participants’ first
language and a willingness to be an active part of the focus group discussion. In this context
researchers saw no need to gather further demographic information from participants and in
fact, agency staff suggested that asking for such information would severely inhibit program
participants from agreeing to participate in the study. Instead, researchers made an assumption
of homogeneity among focus group participants based on the criteria outlined for participation
in the Nobody’s Perfect Program. Participants in tile Nobody’s Perfect Program are parents of
children from newbom to six years of age who need support in parenting their children
because of conditions related to limited income and education, because they may be young or

single parents and because they may be socially, geographically or culturally isolated.

A significant commitment and considerable effort were required from the agency staff to
ensure an effective recruitment process. This involvement in the recruitment of focus group
participants and the organization of groups ensured that most participants who had been

recruited did actually attend the focus group (Morgan, 1997) . Typically, informants
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participate in qualitative field studies because of their relationship with the researcher, (Jarrett,
1993) however, individuals participated in this study because of their relationship with agency
staff or the Nobody’s Perfect group facilitator who invited them to attend the focus group.
Each potential participant was contacted by agency staff or group facilitator on the telephone
or in person and invited to be a part of the focus group. All discussions regarding the purpose
of the group, expectations of the participants and logistic considerations were conducted in
the individual’s first language. These initial contacts by agency staff and facilitators produced
considerable interest in participation in the focus groups resulting in 23 people attending the
two Chinese language groups (12 in one group and 11 in the other group), 8 attending the
Punjabi language group, 22 attending the two Spanish language groups (11 in each group)
and 13 attending the Vietnamese language group. In summary, 66 people attended the 6 two-

hour focus groups.

Permission To Participate

It is required that participants in any research study sign a document agreeing to participate
and indicating that they understand the nature of the study as well as their rights and
responsibilities (Anderson, 1990) . Focus group participants were invited to participate in an
evaluation of the Nobody’s Perfect Program (see Appendix) . In consideration of the need for
participants to provide informed written consent, focus group facilitators provided an oral

word-for-word translation of the English document prepared by the researcher and then

answered questions from participants as needed. After this process, all participants signed the
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document, retained a copy and gave one copy to the researcher. Ideally, this document would
have been translated into each of the participants’ first language. However, budget

implications precluded such translation.

Data produced in the context of the program evaluation of the Nobody’s Perfect Program
included transcripts of the six focus groups conducted with non English speaking program
participants (Ritch & McLaren, 1994) . The researcher conducted a secondary analysis of
these transcripts to study the utility of these focus groups to produce new and useful
information for program planners and policy makers. As Thome (1994,) suggests, “analytic
expansion, in which the researcher makes further use of his or her own original database to
answer questions at the next level of analysis or to ask new questions” (p. 266) is an

appropriate rationale for the use of secondary analysis of qualitative data.

Support For Parent Participation

The researcher worked with parents and agency staff to determine the specific supplorts
needed to enable them to participate in the focus groups. These supports included convenient
locations and time of day and concurrent on site child care. The six focus groups were held in
locafions determined to be the most comfortable and accessible for participants and at times

most convenient for parents of young children. Past experience with the Nobody’s Perfect

Program indicated that many participants were reluctant to travel outside of their own
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neighbourhoods. Often people who relied on public transportation did not have the required

bus fare and so for all six focus groups, bus fare was provided as needed.

Caregivers for participants’ childrén were hired from the available list of childminders who
had provided care to children at Nobody’s Perfect groups. This meant that the parents and
children were familiar with the caregivers and parents felt assured that their children were well
cared for &uring the focus group session. In all cases, at least one of the childminders spoke
the language of the parents. This was crucial to facilitate the smooth transition of parents
leaving their children to participate in the focus groups and /to ensure the comfort of the

children in the child care setting.

Participants were offered an honoraria of $25.00 as one way of expressing the value placed by
the researcher and the sponsoring agencies on participants’ time. These honoraria were

distributed at the completion of each focus group session.
Conducting the Focus Groups

The focus group facilitators were responsible for promoting the group discussion necessary to
respond to the topics outlined in the focus group questions. The role of the researcher during
the focus group was primarily to operate the tape recorder and to provide other assistance to

the facilitator. At the beginning of each of the six focus groups, the researcher was introduced

to the group as the individual who was responsible for the evaluation of the Nobody’s Perfect
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Program. During the focus group process, the researcher observed the group but no attempt
was made to document the process itself. At the conclusion of each focus group, the
researcher and the facilitator discussed the group process in relation to how well the focus

group questions had elicited evaluative comments from participants.
Recording, Transcription and Translation Of Focus Group Data

Each focus group was audio taped using a tape recorder and a PZM multi-directional
microphone specifically designed for use in focus groups. This equipment produced a cléarly
audible tape of the focus group discussion. Written transcripts of the audio tape were
prepared by the focus group facilitators, all of whom had previous experience preparing
transcripts. These transcripts were translated into English by experienced bicultural translators
with knowledge of the area of parenting and family issues (Casagrande, 1954; Slaughter,
1991). The process for the translation of the focus group transcripts was a crucially important
aspect of this evaluation because the analysis of participants’ responses was based on the

English translation of the transcripts prepared from the audio taped focus group sessions.

While Krueger (1994) identifies that transcript-based analysis of focus groups is
extraordinarily slow and cumbersome, the element of translation of data from one language to

another necessitated a reliance on accurate transcripts. Also, as the discussion in focus groups

depends heavily on the facilitator and since there is some uncertainty in the field as to
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standards which should apply to interpretation of qualitétive data, it is important to record the

group and to prepare transcripts that can be analyzed and reanalyzed (Basch, 1987) .

One of the primary issues related to conducting focus groups in languages other than English
is the requirement for accurate translations of focus group discussions. Brislin (1976) , whose
work has been in the area of the use of translation as a research tool in cross-cultural studies,

defines translation as:

The general term referring to the transfer of thoughts and ideas from one language to
another language whether the languages are in written or oral form; whether the
languages have established orthographies or do not have such standardization; or

whether one or both languages are based on signs, as with sign languages of the deaf.

®.D

One technique often described as effective towards ensuring accurate translation is a
technique called “back translation”. This technique involves two bilingual individuals—one
who translates from the source to the target language and the other who translates from the
target language back to the source language (Brislin, 1970) The authors suggest the
following process for back translation: the investigator prepares the interview schedule and
two translators work on it, each translating half into the target language. Then each takes the
other’s work and translates it back to English. The researcher then has two versions of the
English text and through them a triangulation on to the target language. This process

highlights any discrepancies in the translation. Regarding back translation, Werner and
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Campbell (1970) suggest that this technique is very useful when the researcher is interviewing
through an interpreter and when the researcher knéws little of the target language. The
researcher is in a “helpless” situation and the use of back translation offers some degree of
discipline. Others suggest that while back translation ﬁsuaﬂy uncovers considerable
difficulties in the translated material, researchers should view this as the strength of the

‘ technique—it confronts the researcher with the difficulties of researching in contexts where
the researcher is not familiar with the target language (Sinaiko & Brislin, ‘1973; Werner &
Campbell, 1970) . Back translation is also suggested as a method by which the researcher may
assess the competency of the translators (Werner & Campbell, 1970) . Other techniques
described for translation include the use of bilingual individuals, pretesting to complement
back translation and the use of numerous translators to arrive at the best possible translation
(Ervin & Bower, 1953; Prince & Mombour, 1967) . In these processes, if there is consensus
or a high level of agreement on a single version, one might assume that it is an accurate
translation. “Consensus is, after all, the ultimate arbiter of linguistic usage” (Casagrande,

1954, p. 339) .

The researcher worked with community agencies to identify translators in each of the focus
group languages with translation experience in the content area of family issues. While the
researcher recognized the strengths of back translation, and while this technique would have
made a contribution to the accuracy of the translations, back translation was not conducted

primarily due to its cost implications. Translation by more than one translator was also

considered but not used because of budgetary restrictions.
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Both the inherent complexities of language which describes diverse parenting approaches and
practices and the number of languages being translated into English were significant factors in
the selectiqn of a translation process for the focus groups described in this study. Community
groups involved in the translation of print materials related to issues of family, child
development and child care have identified that translators’ familiarity with particular concepts
and terms used in these content areas is as important as accuracy of the language. This
knowledge and understanding is known to contribute to greater accuracy and more
meaningful translations. This was the primary consideration in the selection of a translation
process for focus group transcripts. Where transcripts contained sentences which were not
grammatical in English, these were brought into standard English for clarity and easy reading.

There seemed no advantage to using flawed English which resulted from a limitation of the

translation and not a limitation of the focus group participants.
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CHAPTER FOUR

ANALYSIS OF FOCUS GROUPS
Understanding Participants’ Response to the Nobody’s Perfect Program

The preferred approach for the analysis of data obtained through a case study is to interpret
the findings in light of the theory which led to the case study (Yin, 1994; Merriam, 1988) .
One is encouraged to consider the original objectives and research questions upon which the
case study was designed (Yin, 1994) . For the purpose of the research described in this thesis
it was established that the literature described focus groups as an effective tool to involve
participants as stakeholders and to obtain considerable information from focus group
participants regarding their experience. It was also established that while the literature
encouraged researchers to use focus groups with “special” populations, this method had not
been used with non Eﬁg]ish speakers. The analysis of the focus groups with non English
speaking program participants implemented for this study examined the extent to which the
discussion produced information for program planners and policy makers which was not

previously known and which was useful for program evaluation.

Focus group transcripts translated into English were analyzed using a descriptive approach for
organizing results based on the set of focus group questions used in each of the focus groups
(Yin, 1994) . The primary purpose of this approach was to organize the responses of the

participants to the structured set of questions. Then, an analysis grid was developed to
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systematically code the focus group participants’ responses to each of the focus group
questions (Knodel, 1993) . Two categories were developed to enable the researcher to
determine the substantiveness of participants’ responses to the questions. These categories
served as an heuristic device to analyze and describe the complexity of responses from focus
group participants and to “illuminate the reader’s understanding of the phenomenon under
study” (Merriam, 1988, p.13) . Transcripts were reviewed and each statement coded as either
category one, “‘simple responses” or category two, “elaborate responses.” Simple responses
were those where the responses provided basic information with little or no detail. Elaborate
responses were those where participants provided enhanced descriptions, specific details or

complex explanations.

For the purposes of this thesis, no attempt was made to systematically analyze either
similarities or differences between the various focus groups or language groups.v Morgan
(1997) suggests that when a study design involves several groups which are highly segmented
in their composition, the analysis process often invites the researcher to make comparisons
between the various groups. Knodel (1993) suggests, however, that in spite of this invitation,
researchers are advised to concentrate on drawing conclusions based on similarities rather
than those based on differences. He suggests that when similar views are expressed by various
groups, it is likely that these represent shared views and it may be difficult to distinguish
differences among groups that may not be attributable to factors such as the way the group

was facilitated, particular group dynamics or personalities of the individual participants. In

spite of this caution, analysis of the focus groups done for this thesis indicates that there are
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certain cultural factors which may influence the implementation and results of focus groups

and further research in this area is strongly advised.

As could be expected in any focus group, there were both simple and elaborate responses to
each question. However, the vast majority of responses in these focus groups provided
important and relevant information that was previously unknown to program planners and
policy makers. These responses provided much insight into the attitudes, perceptions and
opinions of participants (Krueger, 1994) and permitted the study of selected issues in depth
and detail (Patton, 1990) . This research confirmed anecdotal reports from those working in
programs with limited Eng]ish speaking participants that while participants will often sit
silently during discussions conducted in English, these same individuals will enthusiastically
offer extensive feedback when they have opportunities to discuss their experiences using their

first language.

The findings regarding the Nobody’s Perfect Program that resulted from analysis of the focus
groups discussions in languages other than English substantiate the utility of focus groups for
purposes of program evaluation. None of the individuals participating in these focus groups
would have been able to provide such in-depth information in English. In addition, the focus
group process suggests that the secure setting of group discussion involving participants who

were familiar with one another contributed to the uncovering of important information for

program planners and policy makers. The remainder of this chapter describes the extent to
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which participants provided substantive responses to focus group questions and suggests ways

that the discussion process itself contributes to particpants’ responses.

Why Did You Choose To Participate In Nobody’s Perfect?

When focus group participants were asked to discuss why they had chosen to participate in
the Nobody’s Perfect Program, they offered a variety of explanations. Of the 49 separate
responses to this question 14 were coded as category one while 35 responses were
considered “elaborate” and coded as category two. Elaborate responses from English as a
Second Language parents are rare when feedback is invited in English, however, when given
opportunities to express opinions in their first language, these parents provided valuable
information for program planners and policy makers as to their reasons for participating in the

Nobody's Perfect Program.

In category one responses, parents briefly described their reasons for attending the program.
Typically these parents reported that they attended because they wanted to learn more about
parenting and the program was available in their first language. As basic as these responses
are, it is likely that they provided more information than these parents could have provided in
English. This confirmed for planners and policy makers the importance of providing programs

in parents’ first languages. The following are typical of category one responses to this

question:
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Since my kids were at the right age I attended this group for my personal benefit and

Jor the benefit of my children.
I wanted to learn how fo treat my children in a different way.

I would like to know how to educate my children and how to prevent them from

danger.

Staff at the Neighbourhood House told me they were doing a parenting group in

Punjabi so I came.

Typical category two responses contrast sharply with the previous examples in terms of the
complexity of the ideas expressed and the richness of information given. These responses
describe parents’ awareness of the need to understand Canadian culture to better understand
the cultural influences faced by their children. Program planners and policy makers were
provided with information which indicated the concern parents had for the successful
integration of their family into Canadian culture. Previously, some program planners had
suggested that parents did not want to be influenced by Western parenting practices and that
distinct parenting programs for diverse cultural groups needed to be developed. As each
pafent in the focus groups discussed their éoncems, others followed with similarly elaborate

descriptions of their own concerns. The following provides examples of the richness of the

discussion related to this topic:
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We are in a new culture with different patterns and values. We wanted to understand
how our children were going to be and to try to understand them better in their new
world. We wanted to learn how to deal with the new ways because we are aware that

the outside is going to have a major influence in our children's life.

Now I am living in Canada, and I have two children who will grow up in the
Canadian culture; therefore, I would like to learn this program in order to educate

my children.

The reasons which encourage me to attend this program are: [ want fo learn more
about how to educate children in the Western culture; I also want to compare the

differences between the Western and Oriental education for young children.

We are in a new culture with different patterns and values. We want to understand
how our children are going to be in their new world. We wanted to learn how to deal
with the new ways because we are aware that the outside is going to have a major

influence in our children'’s life.

No matter if you are a new or old immigrant to Canada, our upbringing and

backgrounds are different from the Western culture. We hope fo be able to know how
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to raise our children in the Western culture and how fo communicate better with

them.

The old Chinese method of child rearing may not be completely suitable for today’s
needs. Some ideas are not applicable anymore. This motivated me to come to

Nobody'’s Perfect.

We are always interested in knowing about our children’s development. When we
arrived we did not know how to guide our children in this new environment. We didn't
know what Nobody’s Perfect was all about but while doing it we liked it a lot. We

would have like to have gotten deeper into some topics but there was not enough time.

These parents’ complex statements helped program planners and policy makers to understand
more fully the motivations and personal goals of program participants. Although, as in the first
group, the primary motivation expressed was a desire to learn about parenting, these
respondents expanded upon this basic idea to offer reflections of their particular challenges
related to parenting in western culture. These parents identified an intense desire to guide their
children appropriately in a culture which they themselves did not fully understand. This was
new information for program planners who previously had been unaware of the degree to
which immigrant parents felt it important to learn “new ways” in order to feel successful in

parenting in a new environment. This expanded understanding of the settlement process led to

the decision not to proceed to develop other parenting programs for newcomer parents.
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Rather, program planners understood the need to promote discussion related to parenting in a
“new” culture within the current structure of the Nobody’s Perfect Program. The expression
of the complexity of the settlement process and the extensive information provided through
the focus groups was possible because the discussion was in parents’ first language and
involved a discussion process in which parents felt comfortable to discuss their struggles in the

new culture.

What Did You Like About The Nobody’s Perfect Program?

There were a total of 36 responses from parents to this question. Nearly 90% of these were
category two elaborate responses. In all of the focus groups, this question seemed to prompt
parents to discuss benefits they had derived from the program vand to some extent the
structural elements of the program itself including the provision of on-site child care, program
books for each participant and identification by parents of favourite topics of discussion. For
the most part, however, parents’ comments addressed the benefits derived from the program
as well as specific information parents had learned in the program that improved their

parenting.

Discussion within the context of each of the focus groups produced information about a range
of topics. In one group most of the participants expressed a personal reaction to the program

facilitator. When one participant expressed a dislike for the facilitation style of the individual,

each of the other participants expressed a personal reaction to the facilitator, some positive
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and some negative. As well, in response to the question regarding what they liked about the
program, each of the participants commented on aspects of the program such as the sharing of
information among participants and the reduced sense of isolation as a family. In another
group, when one individual mentioned liking the visit from the Public Health Nurse and the
discussion about children’s health, there followed a discussion in the focus group about the
positive and negative aspects of inviting “professionals” to meet with parents as part of the
Nobody’s Perfect Program. This discussion became related to the role of the facilitator in the
program which was actually a later planned question in the focus group process. Because
parents were comfortable in their spoken language, the discussion could develop naturally
with participants responding both to the questions asked by the facilitator and to comments

made by focus group participants.

In another group the first respondent mentioned the helpful sharing of information among
first-time mothers. Subsequently, each of the other participants addressed the aspect of

sharing informatioﬁ among group members. In this group a simple statement made by one
participant regarding shared information was followed by six elaborate descriptions of the
same aspect of the Nobody’s Perfect Program. The following comments from parents are

examples of elaborate statements which indicated that the program was indeed successful in

promoting the development of such support networks:
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Staying home all the time taking care of our children is tiring and stressful and makes
us grumpy. Coming to Nobody’s Perfect we can share our ups and downs with each

other. Having a group to lean on we become more happy and not so grumpy.

We are quite lonely in Canada with few relatives and friends around. Even if we have
friends they are busy with jobs, house-work and family. We seldom get in touch with
them. Coming to Nobody's Perfect, we can actively share, get support, and release

our stresses. We are happier after joining the group.

Before I joined the group, I was very quiet, very private and not used to sharing. Now
I have learned to open up myself and to share my feelings with others. My husband

said that I have become a new person.

It is very important that the couple can do the program together, because there are a

lot of programs offered for women but not for men. We met new people and created

good friendships.

I liked the Nobody’s Perfect Program because I learned to educate my children and
prevent them from danger at home or school. I liked everything in this program
because I could share my concerns about my children. Also, 1 liked the group. We

shared experiences when we got together and the group encouraged me to make

decisions. I feel more relaxed.
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These discussions in parents’ first languages allowed program planners and policy makers to
gain insights into aspects of the program which were most appreciated by program
participants. More importantly, they also obtained detailed descriptions of the benefits derived
from the group dynamics and from sharing experiences with other parents. Discussions were
characterized by the “building” of the conversation which is a hallmark of focus group
discussions (Krueger, 1994; Morgan, 1993; Morgan, 1997) . Within the context of the focus
group participants seemed to be honest about the stresses they had been experiencing within
their families and the contribution the Nobody's Perfect Program had made to their well-being.
They noted the sense of isolation within their families and their communities and indicated that
participation in the Nobody's Perfect Program had helped reduce some of that isolation.
Program planners learned the extent to which the Nobody's Perfect Program was achieving its
goal of building self-help and mutual support networks among non English speaking

participants.

What Did You Learn From The Nobody’s Perfect Program?

Responses to this question enabled pfogram planners to understand more about what parents
learned through participation in the Nobody's Perfect Program. The 32 responses to this
question provided information about practical, knowledge based learning related to child

safety, child development and discipline. Because of the concrete nature of this question, it is

not surprising that the proportion of simple and elaborate responses was fairly even with




59

category two responses accounting for slightly more that 50% of the total number of

responses.

The focus groups with non English speaking parents providgd considerable information about
how program information was used and what outcomes were realized from the program. In
both category one and category two responses parents described in some detail actual
situations where they had applied the knowledge they gained from the Nobody’s Perfect
Program. In most cases situations described involved incidents that compromised health or
safety where parents were able to intervene resulting in a positive outcome for the child.
However, elaborate responses extended this type of description to include expressions of
parents’ growing confidence in themselves as competent parents that stemmed from their
ability to respond to their children’s needs. These elaborate responses contained insightful
descriptions of parents’ understanding of their own children’s needs as well as some
discussion of how parents learned to meet those needs more effectively. As well, the
complexity of the focus group discussions allowed the link between parental confidence and

knowledge about safety and child development to be made clear.

Information about the extent to which parents’ sense of confidence had increased through
. greater knowledge of child development and safety demonstrated the importance of providing
information to parents. OVerall, in the secure environment of a group of parents with similar

experiences, parents were able to express their difficulties and describe how the Nobody’s

Perfect Program had helped them be more competent and confident parents. The following
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comments show examples of situations where newly acquired knowledge had a direct effect

on both the child’s well-being and the parents’ self-esteem:

My son complained of severe pain in his arm one time. I didn’t know what the
problem was. I wondered if it was a fracture. I remembered the first aid that I
learned from Nobody's Perfect. I then used some cloth to tie around his arm and
gave it support before taking him to hospital. It felt good to know what to do for

him.

I learned child safety along with taking care of them and loving them no matter what
they do. And that we should be more understanding of them because they are just

kids.

When we talked about health and age development I started observing my child
carefully. I realize that something was wrong with his ear. With the information I had
I went to the doctor with my child. I was right and because it was early enough, my

child is doing great.

Through this program I can understand the emotions of my children, their ups and

their downs. They are just like us adults, and they also need to release their

Stresses.
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I learned that they have needs and that I should fulfill those needs to make them feel

that there is support for them.

I am a new immigrant. I don't have many friends or relatives around me. My
daughter cried a lot, and I didn't know what to do to take care of her. For a while, I
was so frustrated and bored with staying home taking care of a crying baby, that

wanted to quit. But the group gave me a lot of help and support and I can go on.

Sharing experiences with other mothers I realized I was not a bad mother after all.

Parents also noted that the Nobody's Perfect Program had influenced their approach to
discipline and guiding their children’s behaviour. In their first language parents were able
to reflect on this complex aspect of parenting and eloquently express changes in their
attitudes and their actions. Most parents identified an approach to discipline which
included corporal punishment as an integral part of their cultural background. Some
parents emphasized an abrupt change in their approach that resulted from the program
while other parents’ comments described a gradual transition from a traditional approach
that utilized corporal punishment to a more “Western” approach characterized by verbal
guidance techniques. Most of the comments seemed to indicate agreement with the notion

that “Western” discipline was preferable. The following are examples of the statements

made by many parents:
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I learned to discipline my kids the way that we both can benefit and not just me
yelling at them and they not knowing what they did wrong. You should teach them
right and wrong things as you go along and not expect them to do the right things all
the time.

Sometimes we had unhappy times between wife and husband or parents and our
children annoyed or disturbed me. I wanted to spank them but I realized what I have

learned in the program and I stopped doing it.

It is an excellent program. I learned to use reward and consequence systems on my

children to encourage them to do good and to develop virtuous characters.

I now stop and think over the whole matter when I am about to apply physical

punishment on my son. I don’t force him to do things my way anymore.

Westerners are more concerned about manners and showing respect to their children.

That is what we should learn from them.

Did The Leader Of The Nobody’s Perfect Program Seem

More Like A Teacher Or A Facilitator?

This focus group question related to the learner-centred model upon which the Nobody’s

Perfect Program is based. A basic principle of this model is that parents want to learn more
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about parenting and can learn parenting and build a support network through participation in a

group learning experience. The program literature describes this model as one which values

the participation of all parents, where there is no expert or teacher and where the knowledge

about parenting is shared through group discussion. The theory behind this approach stems

from the emphasis on a health promotion approach which attempts to shift responsibility for

health from the “expert” to the “consumer.” The Nobody's Perfect Leaders' Guide lists six

guidelines for the implementation of the learner centred approach:

e Involve the parents in deciding what they want to learn in the program and how they want
to leam it.

e Create a friendly, safe, and non judgmental atmosphere.

¢ Encourage discussion.

e Create learning activities which enable parents to understand their situations and solve
some of their own problems.

o Be prepared to change your session plan to suit the needs and interests of parents.

e Encourage self-help and mutual support.

Because of the centrality of this model to the program design it was important for program
planners to learn about the degree to which various groups adhered to this model and the
perceived effectiveness of this approach by non English speaking parents from a variety of
cultures. Prior to this research, program plannérs had speculated that parents without a

Western educational background would not accept a learning model that was not based on the

central leadership role of a teacher or an expert. It was argued that these group participants
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would expect to have an “expert” teaching them the “right way” to parent and without this
approach parents would not feel they had learned anything. This notion was shown to be

incorrect as parents in these focus groups expressed strongly positive views on the

effectiveness of the learner-centred program model.

Focus group participants were asked to reflect on the effect of the program structure on their
experiences in the program and to consider whether their Nobody’s Perfect group had been
“facilitated” or “taught.” Parents’ descriptions of the group sessions indicated that delivery of
Nobody's Perfect adhered very closely to the program guidelines. Of the responses to this
question, 85% were elaborate and described the atmosphere of Nobody’s Perfect as a
program where parents learned and shared with other parents and with the facilitator. Many

parents were able to identify the specific aspects of the model that they appreciated:

I liked the fact that in the first session we lay down the ground rules of what was

acceptable behaviour. We had a framework that we were working from so we
understood and felt comfortable. We had a lot of chances to input to Nobody's

Perfect and to address the issues we wanted to talk about.

She explained what was happening. We were talking all the time and she listened. She

never said you should.
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I liked it because she was also a mother and she had a struggle coming here and
starting over and raising a family. And I liked it that she shared that with us ... She

could give us some insight.

This group sharing format gave us opportunities to learn from the book, our

Jacilitator, and gain support from other members.

What I liked the best about this program was that when we came here we all had a lot
on our minds including the stresses of our home lives and when I came to the group 1
Jelt a sense of ;'elief and support and there was no pressure here. And everyone was
very understanding and supportive of everyone's feelings. We all talked openly about
our problems and we discussed our kids openly and how we all differed in child
rearing. Our ideas were shared with everyone and we all learned from all of the other

parents. We were all very friendly with each other it was a very amicable, learning

atmosphere.

Some parents’ comments created an understanding of a developmental process where, over
time, parents became increasingly comfortable with the learner centred approach. For
example, when participants reflected on their experiences with the leamner centred approach,

their comments were highly descriptive and enthusiastic toward the model, but noted that it

took some time to adapt to it:
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At first I didn't want to talk about my child not behaving but after a while I talked

about it and everyone helped me.

It did take some time before we could feel comfortable to open ourselves up in

sharing.

Our facilitator did a great job in encouraging us to share our experiences freely. It is
not too difficult to share our problems regarding our children. It took time to begin

sharing husband and wife conflicts and in-law conflicts. We may be afraid of losing

Jace.

In most cases the discussion which followed this question was a thoughtful reflection of each
individual’s experience with the group process itself. Overwhelmingly, parents were able to
identify the facilitation techniques used by the facilitator to encourage sharing among
participants and they were very positive about the outcomes of this process. At the same time,
some parents expressed a desire for the program to invite special speakers who are “experts”
on specific parenting topics. The abi]itir of the focus group discussion to uncover both aspects

of parents’ reactions is indication of the usefulness of focus groups in learning about complex

issues such as a particular model of program implementation.
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Did The Nobody’s Perfect Program Seem Appropriate To Your Culture?

Since 1989 when Nobody’s Perfect had first been used in Vancouver, the implementation of
the Nobody's Perfect Program in languages other than English had been controversial. Some
of the criticism of other-than-English implementation wds probably related to a general
reluctance to provide services in languages other than English (and perhaps French) based on
the view that immigrants should learn English. However, public discussion of this issue
centred around questions of the “cultural appropriateness™ of the program and whether the
program which had been developed for a certain “target group” could address the needs of
parents from diverse cultural backgrounds, especially those parents with limited English
speaking ability. Some argued that the program content included in the five parent books did
not address the specific parenting experiences of newcomer parents. Others had said that the

program was “too Western” and many immigrant parents would not like it.

The information provided by program participants in the focus groups described in this study
made an important contribution to this discussion. Overwhelmingly, parents spoke positively
of their experience in the Nobody's Perfect Program emphasizing the contribution the program
had made to their ability to successfully parent their children in a Canadian context. Of the 56
responses to the question about the cultural appropriateness of the program, 48 responses
were elaborately descriptive providing insight into the process of settlement into a new

culture. Parents reflected deeply on their experiences with parenting in the Canadian cross-

cultural environment and how this had been addressed in the Nobody's Perfect Program.
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Parents’ discussions allowed planners to understand the complexity of the settlement process
and to recognize the careful and thoughtful consideration immigrant parents giye to cultural
differences and similarities as they explore various parenting approaches. Parents indicated
that much of the discussion in the parenting program had addressed similarities and differences
in child rearing amongst various cultures. Within the “safe” environment of the Nobody's
Perfect Program parents had discussed the complex issues of parenting and in the equally safe
environment of the first language focus groups these sanie parents were able to describe their
views of cultural differences in pérenting practices. The following quotations provide some

insight into parents’ reflections:

Our background and life style as Chinese is different in many ways from the
Westerners. The Westerners are more focused on their children while the Chinese are
more focused on our job. The Westerners oppose giving physical punishment toward
children. Chinese culture is for physical punishment. But I think we should keep a

balance. We should give them the right degree of discipline.

We are more conservative. We are not used to verbally and physically expressing and
showing our love to our children by telling them "I love you" or giving them a hug.
We prefer to hide our feelings in our hearts. Hugging and telling our children "I love

you" while they are young is ok. But it is kind of awkward to do so when they are

older. Anyhow, I am getting more used to the hugging now.
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fn this book, there are some similarities with the Vietnamese culture in teaching
children, but there is a dissimilarity such as training children to be independent. It is
the good way but being a Vietnamese mother, I am always worried that my children '
do not have enough warmth and food. Actually, in Canada, to let children be

independent since they are young is a better way.

There are some similarities with the Vietnamese culture. One is that we need to be
good so children can follow our example. Also, we train children when they are

young because when they are older we cannot train them.

How Were The Nobody’s Perfect Books Uséful To You And

What Suggestions Do You Have For Improvement?

The Nobody's Perfect Program includes five books intended for use during the group sessions
and by parents at home. The five books are entitled Body, Safety, Mind, Behaviour, and
Parents. Each book is about fifty pages in length and consists of both written text and
accompanying illustrations. Each of the five books addresses sub-topics related to the title of
the book. For example, the Safety book includes sections related to accidents, childproofing
the home, toy safety, car safety, road safety, safety outside the home and first aid. The
Behaviour book has sections entitled, “Love and Spoiling,” “How Can I Teach Them to
Behave?,” “Spanking” and “Solving Some Common Behaviour Problems.” From parents’

comments in focus group sessions, program planners learned that parents greatly appreciated
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the information contained in the books and used this information within their families.
Planners also leamed, however, that the usefulness of the books was significantly tempered by

the inability of most participants to read English.

The use of the program books by participants both during the program itself as well as at
home was discussed at length in all of the focus groups. In total, 88 statements were made
concerning what parents had learned from the books; 90% of these statements were elaborate
descriptions. Regarding the use of the books during the Nobody's Perfect Program sessions,
participants indicated that the degree to which the books were used depended primarily upon
the group facilitator. Where the books had been used extensively, it was because the facilitator
had provided either written or verbal translation of various sections of the books. In other
groups facilitators had made verbal reference to information which they said was in one of the

books.

Use of the books at home was much more common. Some parents indicated that they looked
in the books for information when they had a concern or a problem. Many parents said they
had tried to read the books at home, but often said they could only partially understand the
text. Parents reported reading or “looking at” the books with their children primarily to teach
children how to behave. Some parents reported that they looked at the illustrations and

guessed at the message being communicated. Some reported discussing these “guesses” with

their children. The following quotations are examples of parents’ comments:
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I don't know English but I imagined and sometimes guessed what is in the

books.

We use the books with our children. Both parents and children enjoy them very much.
We read; then put the books aside for a while and pick them up again. The pictures
are very attractive and helpful. Just by looking at the pictures the children can

understand the message.

I'm trying to use the Mind book but I'm having trouble with the English. I've
been looking for ways to help my daughter when other children take

advantage of her at school.

1 think this book is useful to me even though I can understand only about 50%
of the book. I have almost finished reading all of them except the safety book.

This one I do not understand clearly.

Our English level is not very high. It's not easy to understand the messages in
the books. Even though we try to find out the meaning from the dictionary it

takes time and sometimes we don’t know which definition to pick. There are

times when we were frustrated and lost interest in continuing reading.
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I have not learned too much from the book. The book is not good for people who do
not know how to read in English. Also, for people whose English level is low, there is
lots of new vocabulary that needs to be looked in the dictionary; it will take lots of

time to do it.

The difficulties parents had accessing information from the books was important information
for planners and policy makers. The realization that the program content might well be
incorrectly interpreted by parents who could not read English and were dependent on the
illustrations alarmed Health Canada officials. A specific example of this is the use of the terms
“sorry” and “‘safe” with accompanying illustrations in the Safefy book. Various typical
situations are illustrated with one illustration showing an “unsafe” situation and the other a
“safe” situation. However, without an understanding of the written words there could easily
be confusion regarding the safety of specific situations. As well, it was realized that most of
the illustrations were adequate when accompanied by the written text but could not take the

place of the text in communicating the intended meaning.

Almost all participants in the focus groups identified translation of the Nobody's Perfect
parent books as the most critical need for change in the Nobody's Perfect Program. Without
translation of the books, parents felt they were not receiving the full benefit of the program. A
few parents used the simple, yet meaningful imperative, “translate the books™ to express this

idea. Most parents, however, used elaborate statements to explain why translation was needed

and how translation of the books would benefit their learning. Parents provided very articulate
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and convincing arguments in support of translation of the program books to increase the
effectiveness of the program. As a result, funding was provided to translate all five Nobody’s
Perfect books into Chinese, Punjabi, Spanish and Vietnamese and to distribute the books in
translation to Nobody’s Perfect groups as needed. The following provides examples of

parents’ comments about the language of the Nobody’s Perfect books:

The books are a resource but they are difficult because of the language. We need the

information in our language to help us take care of our children.

I would like the book translated because my English level is not enough to understand
the book. I can get the information in the group, but not from the book. I only can see

the pictures.

Translate the books to meet the needs of those who are poor in English. When we use
the English version we are just like little kids who have to guess the meaning by

reading the pictures.

The books have to be translated. They were made for Canadians but we need them

now. I take the books home and I can't understand them.
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Translate one book at a time if it is too expensive to do all of them. It may take quite
a while before the whole set can be finished. But it is still worth it. It can benefit other

mothers in the future.
What Ideas Do You Have For Improving The Nobody’s Perfect Program?

Experienced planners of the Nobody’s Perfect Program had learned over time that English
speaking program participants typically suggested three improvements to the program. Focus
group discussions analyzed for this study suggested that non English speaking parents,
regardless of their linguistic or cultural background, made the same suggestions for program
improvement: programs with more sessions, opp ortunities to continue to ﬁleet periodically,
and follow-up prégrams for parents of older children. In addition to the suggestions for
translation of the Nobody's Perfect Program books, many parents in the non English speaking
focus groups suggested the program be promoted through advertising in the media of specific
cultural communities. The following comments from parents in the focus groups indicated
their appreciation of the program and their desire to have the program extended and

promoted:

There should be more programs like this one and the length of these programs should

be longer. There should also be a follow up group after the program finishes.
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We would have liked to have gotten deeper into some topics but there was not enough

time.

There should be a group for parents of older aged kids and teenagers. We are
worried about raising teenagers in this culture. The culture's influence is very strong

and we want to be ready for what is coming.

I hope that there will be a weekend or evening Nobody's Perfect program for working
mothers for I will soon be going back to work after my maternity leave. I would like to
take the program again in the future. I was ignorant of how or what to feed my baby.

Through Nobody's Perfect I am doing fine now.

This is an excellent program. It should be widely promoted. There are many other
parents who need this kind of information and education. Especially those mothers
who have to work full time, come home and take care of the family. The stress they

Jace is tremendous.

The Nobody's Perfect program should be advertised in the Vietnamese television, and
be emphasized that it is in Vietnamese language. Also, the phone number should be

given.
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CHAPTER FIVE

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
Involvement of Non English Speaking Program Participants in Program Evaluation

The purpose of this research was to determine the utility of focus groups as a program evaluation
methodology with non English speaking program participants. A case study approach was used to
study six focus groups which were conducted in the context of a program evaluation of the
Nobody’s Perfect Program conducted in Vancouver, Canada (Ritch & McLaren, 1994) . These
focus groups were implemented with non English speaking program participants to involve
participants as stakeholders in the program evaluation process, to enable program planners and
pblicy makers to learn about the experiences of non English speaking participants in the Nobody's
Perfect Program and to improve the program based on the suggestions of those program

participants.

The English speaking researcher worked with bilingual, bicultural focus group facilitators in a
“co-researcher” relationship prior to conducting the groups to establish a shared understanding of
the focus group questions and to ensure consistent wording of the questions that would enable
participants to contribute to the group conversation. Six focus groups were implemented, two
each in Chinese and Spanish and one each in Punjabi and Vietnamese. An average of ten program

participants attended each of the two hour focus group sessions. On-site child care was provided

with caregivers who spoke the language of the parents attending. Each focus group was audio
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recorded and the researcher was an observer at all sessions. Audio tapes of the sessions were
transcribed and translated into English by bilingual, bicultural translators who were familiar with
the content area of parenting programs. This familiarity with the language and approach of the
Nobody’s Perfect Program contributed to the production of meaningful transcripts in English.
These transcripts were then analyzed by the researcher to determine whether focus groups in
participants’ first language had produced new and useful information for program planners and
policy makers regarding the experiences of non English speaking Nqbody’s Perfect Program

participants.

Much of the information that was gathered through these focus group discussions was “new”
information for program planners and policy makers and provided suggestions for improving the
effectiveness of program delivery of Nobody’s Perfect to non English speaking parents.
Information obtained through the focus groups conducted in this study regarding the use of the
program books by non English speaking program participants is a case in point. Where previously
the developer and publisher of the books, Health Canada, had been aware for some time that both
staff and program participants had suggested translation of the books into several languages, it
was the realization stemming from these focus group discussions that some infdrmation in the
books was actually being misinterpreted by non English speaking readers that prompted officials

to take immediate action to translate the books into four additional languages.

The information gathered from these focus groups and the resulting policy and program changes

supports the notion of the utility of focus groups as a program evaluation method with non
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English speaking program participants. However, given the absence of information in the
literature related to the use of focus groups with “special” populations, more research is needed to
understand the process more completely. Jarrett (1993) suggests that the existing literature on
focus group interviewing is usefiil for focus group implementation generally but that further work
is needed to understand focus group interviewing with low-income and/or ethnic and racial
minorities particularly addressing issues such as group composition, facilitation, advantages and
limitations. The research for the study reported in this thesis also suggests the need to more fully

understand the group discussion process itself within a specific cultural context.

The focus groups described in this study were most certainly influenced by the fact that all
program participants had completed the Nobody's Perfect Program and had become familiar with
a group discussion format to express and exchange ideas. At the same time, regardless of their
readiness to participate in such a group process, their participation in the Nobody's Perfect
Program evaluation would not have been possible without the opportunity to provide feedback in
their first language. Through these focus groups conductéd in théir first language, participants
were able to participate as program stakeholders and to describe their experience in the program.
And although parents were not directly asked to describe changes in their parenting resulting from
the program, many parents did suggest ways their everyday lives were affected by their

participation in the program. This information would have been inaccessible if the “first language

focus group” methodology had not been utilized.
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The recent direction in social services towards greater user involvement in program planning has
had significant implications for program evaluation including how and from whom information is
gathered (Croft &' Beresford, 1990) . Conducting focus groups in participants’ preferred language
is a response to the need to include diverse stakeholders in program evaluation. It is a call for the
application of methods which facilitate the meaningful participation of stakeholders in program
evaluation (Kruegar, 1994) and highlights the importance of doing research with specific sub
populations in order to explore their particular needs (Kirkman-Liff & Mondragon, 1991) . Where
people feel that their language ability will not allow them to fully express themselves, they may
feel disempowered to participate in the process. Inviting their input through methodologies that
allow participants full expression through use of their first language assures equity of outcome for
these individuals and thus the ability to influence decision-making processes that may affect their

own lives.

Morgan (1997) suggests that we judge the utility of focus groups by whether they help us reach
our research goals. The important information resulting from implementation and analysis of focus
groups with non English speaking program participants in this study is evidence of the usefulness
of this qualitative method in eliciting information from specific populafions which are generally
excluded from research samples. In this study of the utility of focus groups for non English
speaking participants, the information obtained from participants was crucial in helping evaluators
realize the overall goals of the evaluation of the Nobody's Perfect Program. The involvement of

these participants was also important in that it gave these groups the opportunity to provide input

into an evaluation that would affect them and to exercise some control on behalf of their own
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interests (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) . Through meaningful participation in the evaluation process,

non English speaking parents can begin to take on the stakeholder role in their own services.
Limitations of Focus Groups

The primary limitation of focus groups discussed in thevliterature is that of the lack of
generalizability of the information gathered. In quantitative research, sampling methods are used
to ensure generalizability; such generalizability is not possible with focus group methodology.
Even if quantitative sampling techniques could be used to assemble groups, the variations present
in any group including how much individuals within the group talk and how they share views
within the groups would always preclude generalizability. In addressing the issue of focus group
generalizability, Krueger (1994) suggests that focus groups are a valuable and useful methodology
for programs in community-based. social services agencies specifically because within such
organizations, considerable credibility is given to the experience of the individual. Also, where it is
important to hear from program participants directly concerning the value of a particular program
to them, there may be sufficient reason to sacrifice some precision in measurement with the hope
that this will increﬁse the usefulness of the findings to persons in and around the program (Shadish
et al, 1991) . Another limitation cited for focus groups is that the people included in the focus
group are generally those who are ready to voice their views publicly. Potentially valuable

contributors such as people with hearing or speech problems, very young and very old individuals,

and people intimidated by articulating their views in public are likely to be excluded (Basch,1987).
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A further limitation is the general lack of direction in the literature regarding analysis of the results
of focus groups. Much of the literature concerning focus groups describes methods for
conducting the focus groups, but there is little discussion of what to do with the results. In the
absence of such direction, researchers generally follow qualitative analysis procedures. For focus
group analysis within a program evaluation context, researchers generally describe and analyze the
responses to focus group questions in terms of the usefulness of the information they provide to

program planners and policy makers in making decisions regarding program delivery.

In addition, information that would help researchers analyze the group dynamic among focus
group participants or the dynamic of the facilitator and the participants is generally absent from
the literature. While the literature does somewhat address the capacity and indeed the strength of
focus groups to build knowledge through “group think” the dynamics of the group process are
not sufficiently described. The limited information about group process in English language focus
groups contributes to the difficulty of conducting analysis of the group dynamics within other

cultural and linguistic groups.

While the analysis of the focus groups for this study made no attempt to compare or contrast the
focus group discussions of diverse cultures or to draw inferences regarding the role of cultural
background in either the focus group process or the evaluative information generated by the focus
group discussion, it seems evident that culture is an important factor in aspects of the focus group

discussion such as turn-taking, leading the discussion, and “triggers” for the topic or pace of the

discussion. One example of the influence of culture was noted in the focus group discussion in
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Vietnamese in the way in which participants seemed to be “triggered” by statements made by the
facilitator. In this group the facilitator periodically summarized what recently had been said by
participants and in this summary the facilitator often included an idea or topic which had not been
previously mentioned by group members. Following the facilitator’s remarks, this “new” topic
was usually addressed by many of the participants. This pattern of conversation was congruent
with cultural practice in the Vietnamese community where individuals who are held in high esteem
are often emulated by others. The focus group facilitator would hold such a place of honour and
respect and, therefore, participants would follow the facilitator’s lead regarding topics for

discussion.

While this pattern may suggest to some analysts that the focus group may not be a useful method
for program evaluation because participants are to some degree “led” by the facilitator, this
conclusion may be a misunderstanding of the process in its cultural context. This example of the
“triggering” process is only one example of aspects of cultural dynamics which are deeply
embedded in the focus group process and which require further study so that focus groups may be
utilized effectively with diverse populations for program evaluation purposes. Because it is not
possible to draw definitive conclusions from this one study, cultural dynamics in these areas
warrant further study in order to extend our understanding of the utility of this methodology for

program evaluation.
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Translation Processes

The need for translation of research instruments and research data is a major factor which is cited
as hindering the amount of research done with linguistic minorities and which has contributed to
the reluctance to conduct research with non English speaking populations. The cost of translation
and a lack of confidence in the reliability of translated instruments are the two most prevalent
reasons cited for avoiding situations where translation of research instruments would be required.

The strengths and weaknesses of several methods for translation are described in the literature.

Clarke (1992) describes the analysis of qualitative studies as a process of attribution by the
investigator of meaning or importance to the data. She raises the question of whether sets of data
give rise to the same categories when interpreted by various investigators. Interpretation and the
attribution of meaning is of special concern where analysis is being done using transcriptions
which have been translated from one language into another. It is important that adequate care be
taken to define and check terminology as far as possible (Clarke, 1992) to ensure that the
speaker’s intended meaning is translated accurately. Because of the need for sensitivity to
culturally-specific terms, it is important that translators be familiar with the concepts that are
inherent in the program being evaluated. For example the term “Nobody’s Perfect” cannot easily
be translated into the Chinese language because the notion that one might not strive for perfection
is so incompatible with the values of this culture that an equivalent phrase simply does not exist.

Translators used Chinese terminology that suggested ideas that were compatible with the

intention of the program title and were understandable within Chinese culture. Careful attention to
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definitions and checking of terminology as well as back translation techniques or verifying
translation through more than one translator, while costly, can serve as mechanisms to ensure

consistent attribution of meaning to the data.

Program Evaluation Standards

Focus groups conducted with non English speaking participants of the Nobody's Perfect Program
will contribute to the ability of evaluations to address the Program Evaluation Standards published
by the Joint Committee of Standards (1994) . These standards call for evaluations which have
utility, feasibility, propriety and accuracy. The utility standards are intended to ensure that the
evaluation will serve the information needs of intended users (The Program Evaluation Standards,
1994) . One of the aspects identified as contributing to this utility is the identification of
stakeholders in the evaluation and attention to addressing their needs. As programs are developed
to encourage participation of people from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds, program
evaluation must develop methodologies to include stakeholders who are often omitted because
their language and cultural differs from the program evaluator. As these programs are initiated
and become more and more established in the community, the need to evaluate them becomes
paramount. Clearly, evaluation designs and methodologiés must be developed to include these
stakeholders in program evaluation processes. Focus groups in program participants first language
are one method which can be effectively utilized to include non English speaking stakeholders in

program evaluation and to help researchers learn more about program delivery in diverse cultural

groups.
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