Trainers’ Guide - Research Sessions
Access the full Research module of the Adolescent Citizen Scientists training program here: uconnruddcenter.org/acs-training/
Social science research shapes evidence-based public health initiatives. In this module youth participants will explore the core differences between quantitative and qualitative research and will be introduced to how to plan and conduct focus groups.  Ethical considerations in conducting research with human subjects are also discussed, including the governing oversight of Institutional Review Boards (IRBs) and Collaborative Institutional Training (CITI). This module will help youth participants understand how research informs policies and programs and how ACS can participate as researchers in utilizing community-based participatory research (CBPR) to address community issues. 
The module consists of three sessions with a PowerPoint presentation and accompanying activities. Each session is designed to last approximately 75 minutes.

Session 1: What is Research? (Slide 1)
Learning Objectives
By the end of this session, students will be able to:
1. Able to define research and recognize its role in evidence-based decision making.
2. Understand the basics of social science research informing public health.
3. Describe qualitative and quantitative research and identify when each type of research is more appropriate to use. 
Materials: 
· PowerPoint Session 1 
· Flipcharts/white board and markers
· Handouts
1. “How you decide what food to eat?” focus group guide (questions for focus group moderator)
2. “How you decide what food to eat?” survey (1 per ACS)
Additional resources:
· Experimental vs. observational studies: https://www.iwh.on.ca/what-researchers-mean-by/observational-vs-experimental-studies
· Qualitative vs. quantitative research: https://www.scribbr.com/methodology/qualitative-quantitative-research/
Today’s agenda (Slide 2)
· What is research?
· How does research inform public health programs and policies?
· What are the differences between qualitative and quantitative research?
· How do we decide what type of research method to use?
When you hear the word “research” what comes to mind?
What is research? (Slide 3)
· Research is a systematic process of inquiry that involves gathering, analyzing, and interpreting information to increase understanding of a topic or issue.  
· Experimental studies - Changing one variable to see how it affects another variable while keeping everything else the same.
· Observational studies - Observing with no intervention
· Focus group studies - Exploring to understand something
Experimental studies (Slide 4)
· Looking for cause and effect
· Involves manipulation or assignment to a group
· Uses numbers in analysis
· Can test if a specific change fixes a problem
Discussion Question
Does turning off phone notifications for two hours before bedtime increase the average number of hours 9th-grade students sleep?
Facilitator notes: Trainer may want to introduce the research question by discussing the public health issue of high school students not getting enough sleep and how a recommendation to turn off notifications may help that, but we don’t know if it works.  Trainer can also go into details of how this experiment could be designed. 
Observational studies (Slide 5)
· Observes with no intervention  
· Watching and recording behaviors or asking about behaviors.  
· No intervention – no request to change behaviors or assignments to a group.  
· Uses observed or self-reported data.
Discussion Question
Is the number of hours 9th-grade students spend on mobile devices each day related to the number of hours they sleep each night?
Facilitator notes: Trainer may want to discuss how this is different from the previous research question (on slide 4).
Focus group studies (Slide 6)
· Group discussion led by a moderator. Used to better understand concepts, thoughts, and experiences
· Open-ended questions generate discussion. 
· Utilizes follow-up questions to probe
Facilitator notes: Give examples if research questions/goals that focus groups would address.  Example: Explore adolescents’ understanding of the common marketing techniques used to promote sweetened drinks.
Why conduct research? (Slide 7)
· Helps make informed choices. 
· Helps identifying needs. Gaps in knowledge and areas of need.
· Evaluates interventions/policy. What works, what doesn’t, and why.
· Guides policy development. Leads to better outcomes.
Discussion Question
After increasing the quality of the fresh fruit and vegetable offerings during lunch at a high school cafeteria was there an increase in consumption of fresh fruits and vegetables?  
Facilitator notes: Generate discussion by asking participants why this research question is important. 
What is social science research? (Slide 8)
· Informs public health
· Studies the social, economic, and behavioral factors that influence health outcomes within populations
· It's about understanding human behavior, actions, and beliefs
· Can be quantitative or qualitative
What is quantitative research? (Slide 9)
· It involves the collection and analysis of data to identify patterns, test hypotheses, and make predictions. 
· Used in economics, health sciences, and market research.
· It typically uses –Surveys, Observations, Experiments, Existing data sets
What is qualitative research? (Slide 10)
· Captures:  Opinions, Experiences, Perceptions
· It typically uses – Interviews and Focus groups
Qualitative vs quantitative research (Slides 11)
· Qualitative - explores "why" and "how" using non-numerical data to understand concepts and experiences, participants provide their perceptions
· Quantitative - uses "how many" and "how much" with numerical data from surveys or experiments to measure and test variables.
Facilitator notes: Have participants determine which example is qualitative/ quantitative and explain why. 1) Conducting a focus group (small group discussion) with classmates to determine how they choose what clubs to participate in. 2) Surveying students to determine how many participate in clubs.
Focus group – Let’s talk about food! (Slides 12 and 13)
Facilitator notes: Explain to students that they will participate in a brief focus group. Utilize “How you decide what food to eat” focus group guide (see handout) and have one researcher be the moderator with the youth as participants.  
Upon completion of the focus group have youth participants take the “How you decide what food to eat?” survey (see handout). Compare and contrast the type of information gained from each using slide 14 as a guide.
A group discussion will follow in the next slide to determine the differences between both research methods
Survey research vs focus groups? (Slide 14)
Survey research:
· Can collect info from large groups
· Not flexible. Need to know what to include.
· Fast and efficient—good for large groups, can be anonymous
· The results are generalizable.
· Can be easily compared and turned into charts or statistics
· Less detail because answers are limited to the choices given
Focus groups:
·  Interactive conversation
· Guided discussion to explore and understand
· Flexible, follow-up questions can be asked to further explore 
· Perspectives shared, and participants hear and consider other people’s perceptions.
· Results are not generalizable but researchers get rich details
Wrap Up (Slide 15)
Thinking about information you’ve heard about research…
· What stood out to you? 
· Do you think about research in a new way?
· Would you like to conduct qualitative or quantitative research?

Session 2: Conducting Research (Slide 1)
Learning Objective 
By the end of this session, students will be able to:
1. Understand the ethical considerations in conducting research and the role Institutional Review Board’s play in protecting participants and ensuring researchers are trained to adhere to ethical guidelines and legal requirements. 
2. Describe community based participatory research, what it means to be an adolescent citizen scientist (ACS), why it is important for ACS to be involved in community research
Materials: 
· PowerPoint Session 2
· Flipcharts/white board and markers
· Printed copies or electronic access to: van der Wal, Amber & Valkenburg, Patti & Driel, Irene. (2024). In Their Own Words: How Adolescents Use Social Media and How It Affects Them. Social Media + Society. 10. 10.1177/20563051241248591
Today’s Agenda  (Slide 2)
Steps to conduct research (Slides 3-4)
· Identify a research question 
· Review existing information 
· Design a study 
· Collect data 
· Analyze data 
· Make conclusions 
· Consider implications
Facilitator talking points (Slide 4): Discuss why a researcher needs approval to conduct research
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval is needed (Slide 5)
· What is an IRB? A safety committee that ensures your project won't harm the people you are studying or break any privacy rules 
· Researchers working with people require a high level of responsibility to participants. 
· Institutions that have researchers as employees (e.g., universities) have an IRB and researchers must apply for approval.
· Ensures that research is ethical.
IRB ensures core principles of ethical research (Slide 6)
Discussion Question
Respect for people, beneficence and justice. What does this mean?
· No Harm: Make sure nobody gets hurt physically, gets stressed out, or feels unsafe.
· Privacy: Ensure participants' private data and secrets stay locked and only researchers can access them.
· No Tricking People: Check that participants know exactly what they are signing up for.
· Fairness: Prevent researchers from taking advantage of people or treating them unfairly.
CITI (Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative) (Slide 7)
·  Online educational platform that teaches people who will be involved in conducting research the ethical guidelines and legal regulations required to conduct research
· Format: A series of web-based reading modules with short, multiple-choice quizzes to ensure the user’s understanding of the material
· Required by University Institutional Review Boards (IRB)
· Time commitment: Depends on modules that need to be completed
· Certificate: Provided upon completion
· A “research driver’s license”
Small group activity (Slide 8)
Facilitator talking points: Distribute a published focus group paper/access online, and have students read through as a group and identify ethical protections mentioned throughout report. See open access article: van der Wal, Amber & Valkenburg, Patti & Driel, Irene. (2024). In Their Own Words: How Adolescents Use Social Media and How It Affects Them. Social Media + Society. 10. 10.1177/20563051241248591. 
Point out that names are not listed, acknowledgement of approval by IRB, explanation of assent and consent, explanation of purpose, disclosing to participants that there is a one-way mirror, consent for recording.
High school students can get CITI (Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative) training by registering through a partnering university or institution, or by paying as an independent learner. Because CITI primarily serves academic institutions and research hospitals, most students access it for free by affiliating with a research program they are participating in.
What is community-based participatory research (CBPR)? (Slide 9)
· Partnership - academic researchers and local community members work together as equal contributors to the entire process of research.
· Work together in:
· Identifying a research question
· Reviewing existing information
· Designing a study
· Collecting data
· Analyzing data
· Making conclusions
· Considering implications
[bookmark: _Int_1s0Ha1Oj]Why do community-based participatory research? (Slide 10)
· The community has knowledge needed to solve issues. 
· Builds community support and buy-in.
· Key personnel are heard and valued - crucial for gaining support when it’s time to implement a new program or policy.
· Maximizes resource efficiency - research helps determine cost-effective and practical use of limited resources
· Avoids unintended consequences - poorly planned solutions can sometimes create new problems.
Example (Slide 11)
· To increase water consumption and decrease disposable plastic water bottle use among high school students and staff the board of education allocated money to install water bottle filling stations and fountains throughout the high schools in the school district. Stations were installed.
Discussion Question
· Was CBPR used? How could this intervention have been improved? 
· Are there risks to the success of this intervention?
Guide students to consider how CBPR would improve this intervention. Do the people who implemented the change know if this is a priority for high schools? Would engaging the school staff and students improve the intervention? 
Community-based research would have taken into consideration student and staff concerns and priorities. For example, staff and students may not trust the water quality due to negative experiences in the community (e.g., poor water taste, distrust of quality because reports of contaminants in the water supply have been reported in nearby cities, fear of getting sick as water in home country was not safe to drink). Further, if most people drink people drink bottled water because of this distrust then students don’t carry refillable bottles. If community-based research was conducted the intervention could have been improved. Here are some suggestions: 1) clearly visible high quality water purification system added to the stations so users are aware the water is safe, with water promotion efforts explaining that purification has been prioritized; and 2) distribution of refillable water bottles
Engaging youth in community-based participatory research (Slide 12)
Discussion Questions
What does it mean to be an adolescent citizen scientist (ACS)?
· Engaging young people in the community as full partners in community research.
ACS research benefits the community (Slide 13)
· Community impact: ACS can identify local health, environmental, or social issues and contribute to solutions, driving positive change and improving community well-being.
· Empowerment and ownership: Involving adolescents in research empowers them to take ownership of issues that affect their lives and communities. Training next generation to be advocates and community leaders.
· Relevant perspectives: Provides unique insights and perspectives on community issues, particularly those that affect their age group.
Youth who participate in an ACS program benefit (Slide 14)
· Informed decision-making: By participating in research, teens can better understand the data and evidence that inform community decisions. 
· Skill development: Participating in community research helps teens develop critical skills such as data collection, analysis, teamwork, and communication. 
· Building networks: Engaging in research allows teens to connect with peers, mentors, and community leaders, fostering a sense of belonging and collaboration.
Wrap up (Slide 15)
Discussion Questions
· Was anything you heard new or surprising?
· Do you think about research in a new way?
· How do you feel about being an Adolescent Citizen Scientist?

Session 3: Focus groups (Slide 1)
Learning objectives
By the end of this session, students will be able to:
1. Define what a focus group is and explain its purpose in community research.
2. Explain how focus groups help researchers understand community experiences and perspectives.
3. Identify the key components of a focus group.
4. Describe basic guidelines for writing a focus group discussion guide. 
Materials: 
· PowerPoint Session 3
· Computer or projector
· Assignment 1. Analysis of focus group report: If students have laptops or tablets they can access the Focus Group Final Report on this website for discussion. See Adolescents’ Experiences of the Hartford-area Food Environment: Focus Group Research with Support from Hartford Public High School Adolescent Citizen Scientists
(ACS) at https://uconnruddcenter.org/acs-focus-groups/
Trainer may want to distribute hard copies or provide a link to the report and assign students to read it outside of the session in order to be prepared for the group discussion at the end of the session. 
Additional resources:
· How do focus groups work? https://www.ted.com/talks/hector_lanz_how_do_focus_groups_work/transcript?subtitle=en
· Conducting focus groups to address community issues. https://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/assessment/assessing-community-needs-and-resources/conduct-focus-groups/main
· A guide to authentic & student-centered data collection for schools https://kern.org/homeless-innovative-programs/wp-content/uploads/sites/51/2023/07/Conducting-Focus-Groups-A-Guide-to-Authentic-Student-Centered-Data-Collection-For-Schools.pdf
· Sample focus group guides https://youthrex.com/measure/samples-of-youth-interview-focus-group-guides/
Lesson Outline
What are focus groups? (Slide 3)
· Small-group discussions guided by a trained leader
· Used to learn about opinions on a designated topic
· Often used to guide future actions
Facilitator can share examples: 
· An agency wants to open a group home for developmentally disabled adults in a quiet residential area and needs to understand how this will be received. It convenes a group of prospective neighbors. What are their concerns? What ideas do they have to make this work?
· The program coordinator of a new senior center wants to be sure the programs offered are serving the needs of the seniors who attend them.  She/he organizes focus groups of senior citizens at the center. What do they think of the programs being offered? What are their own suggestions and ideas?
What are focus groups? (Slide 3)
· A focus group has a specific, focused discussion topic
· A trained moderator/facilitator guides discussion with a semi-scripted list of questions and prompts
· The group's composition and the group discussion are carefully planned
· Nonthreatening environment 
· Members are actively encouraged to express their opinions.
How are focus groups different from group discussions? (Slide 4)
· There is a specific, focused discussion topic
· A trained moderator/facilitator guides discussion with a semi-scripted list of questions and prompts
· The group's composition and the group discussion are carefully planned
· Nonthreatening environment 
· Members are actively encouraged to express their opinions.
When should you use focus groups in community research? (Slide 5)
· Considering introducing a new community program or service
· Want to understand priorities or needs 
· Want opinions and experiences
· Considering introducing a new community program or service
· Want to understand priorities or needs 
· Want opinions and experiences
· Requires asking questions that can’t easily be asked or answered in a written survey asking questions that can’t easily be asked or answered in a written survey
Discussion: When should you use focus groups in community research? (Slide 6)
Facilitator notes: Read scenarios and discuss if focus groups would be useful. For #1 focus groups may not be useful as managing the spread of the flu does not require gaining opinions from community members. For #2 and #3 focus groups would be useful 
How do I know if I should use focus groups instead of other methods? (Slide 7)
· What is the research question?  
· Consider
· Do I want to use open ended questions to explore?
· Do I want experiences, opinions and perceptions?
· Should you collect your opinions from groups or from individuals?
· Interviews – fully understand someone’s thoughts, but can take a great deal of time
· Focus groups –  explores a topic in depth and group members may stimulate new thoughts for each other, but requires skilled team (need a good facilitator and space to hold group sessions)
Focus group planning – people and setup (Slide 8)
· A moderator: One person to lead the talk and ask the questions.
· Support staff: People to help moderator check-in participants, collect permission slips (if minors are participants), organize refreshments, distribute thank-you gifts 
· Participants: Need to organize getting groups of 5 to 10 people who you identified as the appropriate target
· Permission: Create consent forms if participants are under age 18 and determine how you will have them sent, signed, and returned. 
· A space: A quiet classroom, a library room, or an online video link. 
· Tools: A phone or voice recorder
Focus group preparation (Slide 9)
· Write data collection procedures in detail – all members of the research team should be informed of these
· Pretest your focus group questions – interview a potential participant to make sure questions are clear
· Determine how confidentiality will be protected (will need to explain this to participants and include in parent/caregiver consent forms)
· Data: How will you collect, analyze and store data?
· Determine if you need approval from an Institutional Review Board (see Session 2 of Research module)
· Determine thank-you gift for participation (e.g., gift cards)
Minors – permission and assent (Slide 10)
· Parent permission (consent)
· A legal guardian is informed of all aspects of the research relevant to allowing the minor to participate 
· Confirms willingness to allow minor to participate
· Assent
· Minor is informed of all aspects of the research in clear appropriate language for age of participants
· Agrees to participation
Parent/caregiver permission form (Slide 11)
· What's included in this?
· Description of the study procedures 
· Clear explanation that the minor can stop participating at any time without negative consequences 
· Statement that the minor's participation is voluntary 
· Statement that the minor will not be affected if they choose not to participate 
· Contact method for parents to ask questions 
Focus group guide for moderator (Slide 12)
· Welcome: Greets participants, states the purpose of the study, and explains how data will be used
· Ground rules: Reviews confidentiality, voluntary participation, permission to record, and basic rules like speaking one at a time
· Warm-up (icebreaker): Asks a simple, low-risk question to build comfort and rapport, usually related to theme of the discussion
· Core discussion:
· Open-ended questions moving from broad ideas to specific topics
· Probes to gain more information and include quieter participants: "Can you say more about that?" or "How do others feel?"
· Wrap-up: Asks if anyone has final thoughts or missed points, followed by thanking the group and distributing incentives
Focus group moderator’s role (Slide 13)
· Create a supportive environment
· Ask questions that are clear, specific and direct
· Keep your guide short and the questions relevant Explore comments that are not fully explained in a neutral way
· Avoid terms that are biased
· Ask the most important questions first, and ensure flow feels natural
· Do not force participants to respond
How do you decide how many focus groups you will have? (Slide 14)
Should reach “saturation” - The point where no new insights or ideas emerge. Typical rules of thumb, but can vary:
· Total Groups: 6 to 10 focus groups overall
· Group Size: 5 to 10 participants, 6-8 preferred
· Session Length: 60 to 90 minutes per group
How is focus group data analyzed? (Slide 15)
· Audio recording of each discussion are transcribed into written text (data)
· Read text: Label parts of the text with codes/short text to describe
· Group themes: Put similar codes together and determine how they fit into bigger themes
· Report: Real quotes are used to explain the themes
Putting it all together: Let’s review a focus group report (Slide 16)
Note to facilitator. If students have laptops or tablets they can access the Focus Group Final Report here: https://uconnruddcenter.org/acs-focus-groups/. 

Alternatively, trainer may want to distribute hard copies. Suggestions: assign reviewing the report as homework and provide questions that will be discussed in the group session for: (1) students to consider and be prepared to discuss or (2) students to write answers and submit to trainer. Below are suggested questions. The trainer may add to or reduce the list. 
· What are the research questions?
· Who was recruited? How did researchers recruit? 
· How did researchers get permission slips completed for those under age 18?
· How many participants? How big was each group? How many groups?
· Where did the focus groups take place?
· How long was each focus group?
· Review the focus group guide: Were best practices adhered to?
· Explain how participants’ confidentiality was protected
· How was data analyzed?
· What are some of the results/findings?
· How can these findings be used?
Wrap-up (Slide 17)
Thinking about the information you’ve heard about focus groups
· What aspect of planning a focus group do you think is the most challenging?
· What aspects of focus group research do you think are the most interesting?
· Would you like to assist in conducting focus group research?
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