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This qualitative study investigated the educational experiences of first year human 

service diploma students at the Truro campus of the Nova Scotia Community College.  The 

focus group inquiry provided a research approach whereby students, faculty and the center 

for student success personnel and academic chairs could engage the moderator and each other 

in making meaning of students’ motives, expectations and readiness for pursuing human 

service education. 

The study examined the psychosocial and academic readiness of first year students to 

engage immediately is critical discourse regarding human needs, society and self.  This 

inquiry also explored whether a parallel existed between psychosocial identity status and 

lived experiences of students.  Multiple factors of readiness were considered in order to 

assess the extent to which these psychosocial factors impact the quality of learning, levels of 

success and goal attainment of individual learners.  Disclosures, shared experiences and 

perspective taking of focus group participants generated similar and distinct themes revealing 

the complexity of psychosocial readiness unique to each student.  Identified themes included 

motivations for enrolling in the program, learning demands of the first year, student 

perceptions, expectations and success among others. A second layer of analysis revealed 

examples of Marcia’s identity statuses from the student focus group data (Marcia, 1991). 

The results will serve to educate the public about the academic, psychosocial 

challenges and demands of the Health and Human Services program. The results also 

affirmed the need for the community college to consider non-cognitive factors of success in 

accommodating students and knowing where they actually are psychosocially. These insights 



hopefully will further participatory research with students and faculty to enhance program 

development, quality of education and student self realization. 
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Why did you initially choose Human Services as your program of study? 

How would you describe your experiences with first year studies in terms of demands, 
challenges and expectations compared to previous educational experiences? 

Did the learning and experience provide added value to your life beyond course credits? 

Was there anything missing from your previous education (academic or otherwise) that would 
have eased the transition and adaptation to first year studies? 

How were you challenged by the assumptions of adult learning principles and approaches? 

How were you able to benefit and take advantage of adult learning approaches? 

To what extent did your experiences in the Human Services program align with and differ from 
your initial expectations?   

Did the course offerings and approaches in the Human Services program make sense to you in 
light of industry demands? 

What did you find easiest and most difficult in your studies?   

What supports were in place to help you meet the challenges that you encountered?  

Can you think of any supports that were not available that might have helped you to    meet the 
challenges of the program? 

Before entering the program were you aware of the student (achievement) success rate in first 
year studies? 

Based on your individual experiences and shared narratives of your colleagues, what do you 
think student success means and how would you explain the achievements and difficulties of first 
year students? 



What do you believe are motivations for enrolling in a Human Services program? 

How psychosocial/interpersonal ready do you believe students are to pursue human service 
education and training? 

How academic ready do you believe students are to pursue a program in Human Services 
concentrations? 

How does the psychosocial/interpersonal and academic readiness of Human Service students 
compare with that demanded by the schools of Access, Business, Applied Arts and New Media? 

How ready are students to: a) pursue adult education? b) take advantage of adult learning 
principles and approaches? 

a) To what extent do you believe that programs align or differ from student’s initial expectations 
and perceptions? b) Do you believe that students perceive their course offerings as relevant in 
connection to industry demands? 

What do you believe that students find easiest and most difficult in adjusting to the challenges 
and demands of Human Service education and training? b) What supports are available to help 
students meet these challenges?  c) What supports are unavailable that might help students meet 
these challenges? 

How effective are the admissions processes and the practices of screening, training and insuring 
equitable work experiences? 

What do you attribute to student success and difficulties among first year human service 
students?  How might these factors reflect individual readiness? 

What social cultural changes have occurred over the past half century that has redefined the adult 
learner?  To what extent might social cultural and economic changes impact the general 
readiness and employability of learners pursuing occupational education?  



Dear Participants: 

My name is Daniel Criss and I am a graduate student in the Masters of Arts Educational 
Psychology program at Mount Saint Vincent University.  I would like you to participate in a 
research study of human services students and their perceptions of and experiences with human 
services education and training. This study is investigating psychosocial development and 
scholastic readiness of learners in the human services program at the Truro campus.  The study 
requires group participation and collaboration across several subgroups.  The information 
gathered from group discussions will be used to understand and identify themes, trends, 
similarities and perspectives of individual’s experiences.  The project will be under the 
supervision of Dr. Anne MacCleave.  

Fonda Smyth will be moderating focus groups of second year human service students, human 
service faculty and the centre for student success/academic chairs.  A series of focus group 
research questions have been designed for students as well as a separate series of research 
questions for faculty and center for student success/academic chairs.  The focus groups will take 
place during the 2007 fall semester at the Truro campus.  Each focus group will consist of 
between 4 to 8 members.  Those who express interest will be invited to participate in a 
confidential group.  If more people than required volunteer for the focus groups, a random 
process will be used to select the required number of group participants.  Before beginning the 
focus group, I will describe the study and participants will have an opportunity to ask questions 
about the project. 

The consent form will be distributed for your perusal and you will be asked to sign the consent 
form before beginning the research.  Those who participate in the study may refuse to answer 
any question during group discussions and they may withdraw from the study at any time.  A 
qualitative approach will ensure that the research is descriptive and relevant to the needs and 
interests of learners and other stakeholders who have common concerns with retention, student 
success and employability of human services graduates.  I will make use of audio – taped focus 
group sessions in order to fully attend to what is being shared with permission from participants.  
Results of the research will be available for you to review during the research and after the data 
analysis has been complete. 

While the study is minimal risk to participants, there is a chance that some of the questions or 
subsequent questions and varying responses may upset some individuals therefore as moderator I 
will be both observer and participant in order to attend to both verbal and non verbal 
communications as well as perception checking with group participants.  I will also inform 
participants how they can contact me when the group is finished if they have further questions or 
concerns.   



All information collected during the study will be confidential, and narratives of background 
information cannot be used to identify individual participants.  The groups’ discussion will be 
audio taped for transcribing and analysis and will be erased once this process is complete. 
Written transcriptions of the tapes will be shredded.  All information gathered will be stored in 
an access-controlled computer file or stored filing cabinet and used only by the researcher and 
his supervisor and will be kept confidential.  Consent forms will be stored separately from audio 
tapes and transcripts in a locked filing cabinet and shredded immediately after completion of the 
study.  A summary of the results will be distributed to management, participants and any 
interested non participants at the Truro campus of the Nova Scotia Community College. 

If you are interested in participating in this study please sign the attached consent form and then 
return it to Mount Saint Vincent.  In you have any questions before you make your decision, 
please contact me (daniel.criss@nscc.ca) or my thesis supervisor, Dr. Anne MacCleave, (902 – 
457-6182;anne.maccleave@msvu.ca).  Additionally, if you have questions about how this study 
is being conducted, you may contact the Chair of the University Research Ethics Board (UREB) 
c/o MSVU Research and International Office, who is not directly involved in the study at 457-
6350 or via e-mail at research@msvu.ca. Finally, if you would like to receive a copy of the 
summary mentioned above, please make sure that you include your address on the consent form. 

Thank you for considering this request.  The goal of this research is to investigate experiences 
and perceptions related to learners’ psychosocial readiness to experience positive learning and 
growth within human service education and training.  It is hoped that this study will provide 
insights for learners, faculty, centers for student success/administrators and admissions about 
identified tangible causes of high attrition rates and marginal achievements from a psychosocial 
perspective in order to more effectively address the ongoing issues of student readiness. 

Sincerely, 

 

_________________________                                            ________________________ 

Daniel J Criss       Dr. Anne MacCleave 

Graduate Student Educational Psychology             Associate Professor  

Program                                                                               Mount Saint Vincent University 

Mount Saint Vincent University 

I have read the consent form above and give permission to be audiotaped during this study. 

 



Signature of Participant:________________________________ 

 

Date:__________________ 

I wish to receive a copy of the summary of results when it becomes available. 

 

Mailing or E-mail Address: ________________________________ 

  



Sept. 14, 2007 

 

Dear Colleagues: 

My name is Daniel Criss and I am a graduate student in the Master of Arts in Educational 
Psychology program at Mount Saint Vincent University.  I also teach in our Health and Human 
Services program. I would like you to participate in a research study of first year human services 
students and their perceptions of and experiences with human services education and training. As 
part of my thesis, this study will investigate psychosocial and academic readiness of first year 
learners in the human services program at the Truro campus. I am hoping for group participation 
and collaboration across several subgroups.  The information gathered from group discussions 
will be used to understand and identify themes, trends, similarities and differences across 
individual experiences and perspectives.  The project will be under the supervision of Dr. Anne 
MacCleave.  

Fonda Smyth will be moderating three focus groups consisting of second year human service 
students, human service faculty and the Centre for Student Success staff/academic chairs.  A 
series of focus group research questions have been designed for you as well as a separate series 
of focus group questions for the students.  The focus groups will take place during the 2007 fall 
semester at the Truro campus.  Your focus group and that of your colleagues will both consist of 
8 persons whereas the student focus groups will consist of twelve students.  A random process 
will be used to select the required number for each group if more volunteer to participate than are 
required.  The focus group session will take one to one and a half hours to complete.   

Before beginning the focus group, I will describe the study and participants will have an 
opportunity to ask questions about the project. I will also offer you the opportunity to debrief 
your focus group experience with me after the session is complete and will provide you with 
contact information.  You will be given a consent form to read and sign. You may refuse to 
answer any question during group discussions and may withdraw from the focus group at any 
time.  I will audio-tape the focus group sessions in order to fully attend to what is being shared 
and you will be asked for your permission to audio-tape the session.   

During the focus group, you will be invited to discuss student motivations, their psychosocial 
and academic readiness for enrolling in the human services program and student expectations of 
postsecondary education, adult learning practices and the teaching philosophy of learner 
centeredness.  You will also be encouraged to discuss the program’s ability to meet student 
expectations, its relevance for meeting workplace demands, its challenges and demands and the 
availability of supports for students 



The study is of minimal risk to participants.  All information collected during the study will be 
confidential, and narratives of background information cannot be used to identify individuals. 
Participants will be identified with pseudonyms in the transcriptions of the tapes, in the report of 
the study and in any resulting publications. Participants will also be presented with a Form of 
Confidentiality.  All participants will be informed of the importance of maintaining 
confidentiality and urged to maintain the anonymity of group members. The groups’ discussion 
will be audio-taped for transcribing and analysis.  These audio-tapes will be stored in a locked 
filing cabinet in the researcher’s office and accessed only by the researcher and his supervisor. 
Consent forms will be stored separately from audio-tapes in a locked filing cabinet and shredded 
immediately after completion of the study.  Written transcripts of the focus groups will be 
shredded and both audiotapes and computer files of transcripts will be erased upon completion of 
the study.  

Written transcriptions of the focus group sessions will be available for your review and then 
returned to the researcher. You will receive a summary of the results when the study is 
completed. Your contributions will be acknowledged anonymously within the Acknowledgement 
section of the Thesis document.  

In you have any questions regarding this research, please contact me (daniel.criss@nscc.ca) or 
my thesis supervisor, Dr. Anne MacCleave, (902–457-6182; anne.maccleave@msvu.ca).  
Additionally, if you have questions about how this study is being conducted, you may contact the 
Chair of the University Research Ethics Board (UREB) c/o MSVU Research and International 
Office, who is not directly involved in the study at 457-6350 or via e-mail at research@msvu.ca 

Thank you for considering this request.  It is hoped that this study will provide insights for 
learners, faculty, Centre for Student Success staff/academic chairs and admissions about 
identified successes, challenges and available or unavailable supports in order to more 
effectively address the ongoing issues of student readiness in a learner-centered environment. 

Sincerely, 

 

 

_________________________                                            ________________________ 

Daniel J Criss, Graduate Student           Dr. Anne MacCleave 

Educational Psychology Program                                  Associate Professor  

Mount Saint Vincent University                                         Mount Saint Vincent University 



Sept. 14, 2007 

Dear Kevin: 

In addition to teaching in our Faculty of Health and Human Services at the Truro campus of the 
Nova Scotia Community College, I am also a graduate student in the Master of Arts in 
Educational Psychology program at Mount Saint Vincent University. As part of my thesis 
research, I would like to conduct three focus groups consisting of twelve second year human 
service students, eight human service faculty and a combined group of staff from the Centre for 
Student Success and academic chairs of the Truro campus (totalling eight persons). These focus 
groups will participate in a research study of the first year human service program and 
participant’s perceptions of and experiences with human services education and training. More 
specifically, this study will investigate psychosocial development and academic readiness of first 
year learners to be successful in their studies and the personal growth work that is part of the 
education and training. Group participation and collaboration across several subgroups is 
desired.  The information gathered from group discussions will be used to understand and 
identify themes, trends, similarities and differences across individual experiences and 
perceptions.  The project will be under the supervision of Dr. Anne MacCleave.  

Fonda Smyth will be moderating the three focus groups. Each will take approximately one to one 
and a half hours to complete.  A series of focus group research questions have been designed for 
students as well as a separate series of focus group questions for faculty and Center for Student 
Success staff/academic chairs.  The focus groups will take place during the 2007 fall semester at 
the Truro campus.  I will recruit student participants through posters describing the focus groups. 
Interested students who contact me will be presented with information letters describing the 
focus groups. Faculty members will be recruited during a faculty meeting and be given 
information letters and all staff at the Centre for Student Success will be contacted through email 
and given information letters.  A random process will be used to select the required number of 
participants if more volunteer than are required to fill each of the three groups.  Before beginning 
the focus group, I will describe the study and participants will have an opportunity to ask 
questions about the project.  I will also offer the opportunity for debriefing to individuals upon 
request following each focus group session. I will inform participants how they can contact me 
when the group is finished. If participants have any further questions or concerns about the 
conduct of the study, they will also be given contact information for my thesis supervisor or the 
Chair of the Mount Saint Vincent University Ethics Review Board. 

A consent form will be read to participants and they will be asked to sign this form before 
beginning the research.  Those who participate in the study may refuse to answer any question 
during group discussions and they may withdraw from the study at any time. Student participants 
will be reassured that their participation in the focus group will in no way impact their academic 
standing in their programs. The research will be qualitative to ensure that the research is 



descriptive and relevant to the needs and interests of learners and other stakeholders who have 
common concerns with retention, student success and employability of human services 
graduates.  I will audio tape the focus group sessions with permission from participants in order 
to fully attend to what is being shared.  Contributions of participants will be acknowledged 
anonymously within the Acknowledgements section of the thesis document and they will be 
given the opportunity to review the written transcripts for accuracy.  

The study is minimal risk to participants. All information collected during the study will be 
confidential, and narratives of background information cannot be used to identify individual 
participants.  The groups’ discussion will be audio-taped for transcribing and analysis and will be 
destroyed once this process is complete. All information gathered will be used only by the 
researcher and his supervisor and will be kept confidential.  Consent forms will be shredded 
immediately after completion of the study.  Written transcripts of the focus groups will be 
shredded and both audiotapes and computer files of transcripts will be erased upon completion of 
the study. A copy of the thesis will be presented to you and Suzanne Drapeau with the Institution 
Research Department. A summary of results will be given to focus group participants and any 
interested non participants. 

In you have any questions regarding this research, please contact me (daniel.criss@nscc.ca) or 
my thesis supervisor, Dr. Anne MacCleave, (902–457-6182; anne.maccleave@msvu.ca).  
Additionally, if you have questions about how this study is being conducted, you may contact the 
Chair of the University Research Ethics Board (UREB) c/o MSVU Research and International 
Office, who is not directly involved in the study at 457-6350 or via e-mail at research@msvu.ca 

It is hoped that this study will provide insights for learners, faculty, Centre for Student Success 
staff/academic chairs and admissions about identified successes, challenges and available or 
unavailable supports in order to more effectively address the ongoing issues of student readiness 
in a learner-centered environment. 

Sincerely, 

 

_________________________                                         ________________________ 

Daniel J Criss, Graduate Student          Dr. Anne MacCleave 

Educational Psychology Program           Associate Professor 


