
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Flying with Swallows  
Biology Focus Group Report 

Spring 2017  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Prepared by: 

Sevan Kalaydjian, skalaydj@uci.edu & 
Victor Vega, vvega1@uci.edu 

Research & Evaluation, Center for Educational Partnerships 
  



 2 

INTRODUCTION	
The following is a report on the Flying with Swallows (FWS) focus groups with biology 

students. Flying with Swallows is a Research Based Learning program developed at Moreno 

Valley College (MVC). This undergraduate research model involves engaging students in 

Ecosystem Surveying and Ecosystem Investigation. Students are able to participate in a 

unique combination of activities that result in progressive achievement of diverse cognitive, 

psychosocial, and behavioral outcomes, building a platform for deeper involvement and 

understanding of research while becoming more connected to their discipline.  

 
The purpose of the focus groups is to observe possible changes in students’ attitudes and 

confidence regarding science and scientific research, to explore gains in knowledge, skills and 

abilities related to students’ participation in the program, and to inquire students’ future 

academic plans.  

 

METHODS	
A total of 22 biology students participated in two focus groups. The first focus group included 

nine students from Bio 12, referred to as “repeat students” for participating in the Flying with 

Swallows program for more than one semester. The second focus group included 13 students 

from Bio 11H, referred to as “single semester students” for participating in one semester of 

FWS.  

Participants were recruited directly by the course instructor, professor Joanna Werner-

Fraczek. Sessions took place in a classroom on the Moreno Valley College campus, on May 

31 and June 1, 2017. Students were provided with a complimentary lunch for participating in 

the focus groups. 

The focus group guide comprised seven open-ended questions, included in Appendix A. 

Repeat students were asked six questions and single semester students were asked one 

additional question. The first focus group lasted 47 minutes and the second focus group, with 

more participants, lasted 77 minutes. Each session was audio-taped, transcribed, and content-

analyzed for themes emerging from the focus group responses. 
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RESULTS	
Q:  What was your attitude towards taking science courses before participating in research-

based learning? If yes, can you describe any changes that might have occurred? 

The majority of focus group participants noted that being involved in research-based learning 

either positively changed their view of, or gave them a better understanding of, science and 

research. Seven students were very concerned about taking science courses before 

participating in research-based learning, using words like “very hesitant” and “really scared”. 

Over time, many students reported feeling more comfortable and more confident about 

conducting research, and about science in general. Many students spoke of their admiration 

for the hands-on, real-life application of scientific concepts in this course, as opposed to strictly 

following the text book, and explained that this helped them grasp the concepts more 

effectively. Overall, students were appreciative of the opportunity to conduct research and 

gain valuable experience. 

 

Student Excerpts 

“I had some pretty rough experiences before taking these kind of classes and so I was 
really nervous about taking them…once we started actually doing the hands-on 
research, and not just learning about this stuff but actually applying this stuff, it 
actually made me feel a lot more comfortable. And even things like what I found 
menial, like pulling weeds, which I absolutely hate, I realized that in a scientific 
setting…I’m’ actually doing something good. And it really helped me understand that 
even the menial jobs are important[.]” 

“I really do enjoy this whole research proposal thing, and with getting involved 
instead of…textbooks, test, textbooks, test, it actually brought in my mind to actually 
correlate what I’ve been learning, step by step, lecture by lecture…with the real life 
environment, and that’s something that I would suggest like any and all classes would 
do, you know. Most of the time we’re just stuck inside a building, but with this, we 
get to actually go outside, experience what we need to experience, and with all the 
labs that we’ve been doing, correlating with the lectures we’ve been learning[.]” 

“I’m a science major, so I wasn’t particularly intimidated by it…As far as the research 
base of it, I had an idea of what it was going to be like, because I had done something 
like this in the past. But I definitely did enjoy this research aspect, the biology research 
aspect of it, more than the past one. I just felt like I learned more and I understood 
the concepts much easier than the past[.]” 
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Q:  Do you believe you gained a greater confidence for biology and scientific research as a 

result of participating in research-based learning? 

Nineteen students reported gaining confidence in science, especially research, as a result of 

participating in research-based learning. Specifically, ten students mentioned that being a part 

of this program has greatly prepared them for future science courses, research projects, and 

science related endeavors. Further, eleven students emphasized the realistic, hands-on nature 

of the experiments, explaining that this experience greatly contributed to their increased 

confidence in biology and scientific research. 

Nine students across both focus groups mentioned that their biology course, with Professor 

Werner-Fraczek, provided them with a substantial knowledge base about biology and 

research procedures. Most students described this increase in knowledge as another 

confidence-booster. Some participants explained that taking the course cleared up 

inconsistencies about research, or made them more familiar with the unknown, and gave 

them an idea about what to expect in their future in the field. 

 

Student Excerpts 

“I feel like research in general, getting yourself exposed to it early on helps with your 

confidence in the field and in future projects that you would do in research. I think 

specifically, the type of research that we did for this class gets a lot of the intro-

techniques kind of embedded in your mind so that you’re able to perform them over 

and over again very well and kind of just like stepping stones for larger projects.” 

“I feel like I’ve gained a lot more confidence in it. Before doing these things, I thought, 

‘oh how am I, how will I apply my learning outside in the world, without help’…I 

had no idea how I would start. Now, after experiencing this class, I want to buy my 

own camera trapping and I want to go find my own animals. I want to go figure out 

what’s the next indigenous plant species and try, like, I’m more adventurous…with 

pursuing my own experiments, or my own, I guess, education.” 

“[I]t made me more confident in the sense that…being involved with like research 

kind of gets your foot in the door, and makes you more confident, because you get 

more familiar with the unknown. And now, when I cross it, I’m not as scared. I know 

kind of how to approach unknowns, and what kind of questions to ask, and how to 

generate those kind of things in terms of research purposes.” 
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Q:  Do you believe that you have gained a greater ability to use new technology related to 

research (such as searching databases) as a result of participating in research-based 

learning? 

This question was only asked of the single-semester students. All 13 participants reported that 

they have improved at using new technology related to research. Eleven students explained 

that they learned to navigate specific websites and databases that helped them conduct their 

research. Specifically, the National Center for Biotechnology Information (NCBI) was 

mentioned six times, as students spoke of their increased experience in searching databases.  

Three students mentioned that they now know how to search for research-based articles, 

specifically to support their research. Further, three students stated that they will utilize their 

new abilities and apply them in future research projects or science courses. Finally, two 

students mentioned that they went from having little to no experience in searching databases, 

to feeling “confident” about utilizing the databases. 

 

Student Excerpts 

“I can say that I did learn new techniques, new technology techniques, such as 

accessing databases, especially NCBI GenBank. I can tell you that I’ve never, before 

this course, I never knew about those websites and what they did or what type of 

information they had, and because of this, I think I’m better prepared for more 

research courses, especially in the biology field.” 

“[W]hen we did the research project, about the swallows, and we were trying to 

identify which flies we had, or finding their sequences, we had to use internet bases 

that we’d never used before. And [Professor Werner-Fraczek] went through it with 

us, step by step, and how to do it in order to find which bugs were being eaten by the 

swallows, or which weren’t. So, I feel like she taught us new ways of how to find 

DNA in order, and not just one way, she taught us in different ways how to do it…she 

taught us new, various materials about research and everything that will help us in 

the future.” 

“At first, I thought the process of like using the database was going to be difficult, but 

actually it turned out to be really easy, and I feel that I’m confident in it, and I’ll be 

able to do it for future research or classes that I need to use it for.”  
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Q:  In your experience with research-based learning, to what extent do you agree with the 

statement: “Creative-thinking plays a role in research-based learning,” on a scale from 1 

to 5 (1 being strongly disagree and 5 being strongly agree), and why? 

The majority of participants, 16, either agreed or strongly agreed that creative-thinking plays 

an important role in research-based learning. When answering this question, students 

described the benefits of thinking creatively, including to overcome problems, to develop new 

strategies, to come up with questions, and to ultimately find the answers to their questions. 

Further, four students across focus groups used the words “imagination” and “think outside 

the box,” when talking about how they approach their research. 

While all “repeat” respondents answered this question with a “five” rating, four students from 

the single-semester focus group responded with ratings of “two” and “three”. These students 

explained that while creativity does play a role in research, they believe it is important to 

follow existing structures and procedures that have already been proven in the science field, 

with one student stating, “you do need some creative thinking, but I wouldn’t say you have 

to be like a Picasso[.]” 

 

Student Excerpts 

“I would definitely say a 5…the research aspect just opens up wonders and you have 

to have an open mind. You have to be able to, again, think outside the box in order 

to, you know, find ideas or find a new way to reinvent or rediscover something. For 

example, with our camera trapping, like, we couldn’t just look on the normal walking 

path; we had to like go find a hole somewhere or go climb some rocks, and try not to 

hurt yourself in the process of it.”  

“I would agree with [everybody else] with a strong 5. Just like anything in life, you 

know anything can happen and we need to learn to adapt and think outside the box 

of what we can do to accomplish a certain task. Just like anything, you do have your 

standardized route to take a certain procedure, but nothing is guaranteed for that to 

happen that specific way…if you are creative, you will tend to find out, sometimes 

the solution is right in front of you, versus using the standard procedure.” 

“I believe it’s like a 3 or 4, because you have to have structure also. You can’t, I mean 

you have to follow some laws that have already been placed in the science field. You 

can’t just come up with something really crazy.” 

 

	



 7 

Q:  Do you believe participating in Flying with Swallows (FWS) and studying nature allowed 

you to gain certain knowledge and skills that you otherwise would not receive in a 

standard biology course experience? 

The majority of respondents believe that their experience with Flying with Swallows was 

unique compared to a standard biology course. Some students relayed that the program made 

them more eager and excited to do research and filled them with a sense of curiosity about 

the nature that surrounds them. Students mentioned that they now notice certain things on 

campus that they did not pay attention to, before participating in FWS, such as bird species, 

droppings, and nests. Further, three repeat students spoke of their new “appreciation” for 

nature, the swallows, and what they do for the environment, such as keeping the insect 

population down.  

Five students specifically spoke of the contrast between standard biology courses and the FWS 

program, appreciating being able to research new, real topics, instead of just following a lab 

manual or text book. One student described general biology classes as “two-dimensional”, 

when explaining how FWS was a different, unique experience. Finally, three students 

mentioned that this course provided them with the opportunity to “think outside the box,” 

develop “new ways of thinking,” and see things “in a different way.” Students’ responses 

show that they have made meaningful connections with the research process and mindset, as 

well as the nature and the swallows.  

 

Student Excerpts 

“[T]he research aspect has made me push my limits to what I feel like I can do…and 

I think it definitely has allowed me to just understand that the ‘limits’ that maybe 

general bio puts out, is not the limits that I have. It, you know, just helped me just 

stretch my thought processes and how I can apply certain things to life.” 

“I think that this FWS, this program, because of it, I now know how to access 

databases. I now know how to – I know how to conduct research better than I did 

even before this class. I now know more about like swallows, not only that but…I 

know more that I would have known if I would have taken a normal biology course.” 

“I think as far as working physically with like the actual environment factor, I think 

that it’s the application that that kind of has in your education and like the future of 

your education, I guess. I think physically getting involved with the research kind of 

has a long lasting impact on you, and helps you like see it in a different way, like you 

get a little more attached to it.” 
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Q:   Do you feel that your work, along with your professor’s work, in the Flying with Swallows 

program has made an impact on the surrounding college community? If yes, what has 

their feedback been?  

There were differing opinions among students as to whether or not the work being conducted 

in the FWS program has made an impact on the college community. While some students 

believe that they are spreading awareness about the importance of the swallows to the whole 

college community, most students believe that the impact of their work does not reach non-

science students and staff. Students strongly believe that the swallows’ presence is extremely 

important to the environment and agree that more awareness needs to be raised. 

Overall, there was an emphasis placed on the element of awareness, when speaking of the 

benefits of having the swallows at MVC. Students believe that the college community need to 

be made more aware of the swallow’s benefits. Specifically, students mentioned the 

importance of the swallows’ consumption of bugs nine times, across focus groups. Students 

made suggestions to raise awareness, such as putting up informational posters in science and 

non-science areas, hosting more Swallow Days, integrating swallow knowledge in non-

science curriculum, and disseminating their research findings.  

 

Student Excerpts 

“I think before having this type of research-based courses, that the swallows were just 

seen as kind of pests themselves, and dirty for their droppings, but I think as more 

students get involved with these courses, it kind of has a positive impact. Because you 

can see that it’s not just about them being here to breed, it’s about them being a bio 

control for our campus and yea, I think it just shows like the impact that you can have 

doing this research and have towards conservation efforts.” 

“I really do hope that our work does impact the college…I mean, this is a community 

among the surrounding organisms, and I mean Dr. Joanna said that swallows are less 

likely to come back this year if they don’t see their nest from last season…So, I really 

do hope that the empirical evidence that we gather here that these swallows are, in 

fact, more of a benefit than they are a detriment, would encourage the college to think 

a little more kindly towards them.” 

“Before, we saw the birds either as ‘oh, they’re just birds,’ or a nuisance, but once we 

finally learned about them, we gained an appreciation. However, if you don’t take 

this course or if you don’t meet somebody who learned about it, how are you ever 

going to know that they’re actually important?” 
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Q:  Do you plan to engage in scientific research after leaving Moreno Valley College? What 

are your academic plans? 

Twenty students reported that they do plan to engage in scientific research after leaving MVC. 

Research topics students discussed include bio-technology, conservation, Alzheimers, Ehlers-

Danlos syndrome, and oncology. Six students reported that their participation in the Flying 

with Swallows program sparked them to continue engaging in scientific research. Further, six 

students have chosen majors in the field of biology, including Bio-Technology, Marine 

Biology, Cell Molecular Biology, and Bio-Chemistry. Finally, all 22 focus group participants 

plan on transferring to a four-year university, with most students accepted into or planning to 
attend either a California State University (Cal State) or a University of California (UC).  

 

Student Excerpts 

“This class definitely has, I guess, really encouraged me to go into it more and made 

me more excited about it. Because when…you’re just reading it in books, you don’t 

really get to see or you don’t get to feel like the passion behind it. But then when 

you’re out in the field, or talking to people that actually do it for a living, you get to 

talk to them more and you get to talk about like volunteering experiences that you 

can possibly do, and it gives you more…hope, that you’re doing the right thing, more 

encouragement that you’re doing what you really want to be dong, so that’s what I’ve 

taken from this class, definitely.” 

“Since I was in middle school, I knew I wanted to go to grad school and get a PhD 

and do research my entire life. So doing this kind of research in the community college 

level really reassured me of what I want to do in my future. Academic goal is I’m 

transferring to San Francisco State University for Cell Molecular Biology, and I’ve 

already been applying to internships that also include scholarships[.]” 

“I’m going to be transferring to UCR this coming fall. I currently hold an AS and four 

AA degrees and I’m looking to pursue my BS in Bio-Chemistry. I do plan on joining 

research programs at UCR, primarily in the medical field, because my end-game is to 

attend medical school and have a focus on pediatrics. So research is going to be – 

research is definitely going to be a part of my life, yeah, pretty much for the rest of my 

life.”	
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CONCLUSION	

Overall, focus group results indicate that students have greatly benefited from the Flying with 

Swallows curriculum, activities, and faculty. Through the program, students were successfully 

introduced to research-based learning, enabling them to have a positive outlook on research 

and science in general. Over time, students became more comfortable and more confident in 

their coursework and in the research process. By studying real life subjects, students were 

given more freedom, promoting critical and creative thinking. As a result, many students 

became more eager and excited to conduct research, approaching their natural surroundings 

with a new sense of curiosity, which most students agreed they would not experience in a 

standard biology course.  

In regards to the impact of Flying with Swallows on the Moreno Valley College campus, some 

students believe their work has made a campus-wide impact, while most students believe that 

the impact of their work does not reach non-science students and staff. Students exhibited an 

increased awareness and understanding of the natural world that surrounds them, and spoke 

of the importance of spreading awareness about the benefits of having the swallows in their 

environment, in an effort to keep the swallows returning to MVC every year.  

Almost all students plan to engage in scientific research after transferring to a four-year 

university, a few of whom did not realize their passion for research until participating in the 

FWS program. Ultimately, all Flying with Swallows participants reported that the program 

was a valuable experience, which will help them succeed and thrive in their future endeavors.  
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Appendix A 

Flying with Swallows |  Biology Focus Group Guide 

 
Introduction/Welcoming Remarks: Sevan Kalaydjian, Evaluator from the Research & 

Evaluation unit at the Center for Educational Partnerships facilitating today. We are the 

official evaluators for the program.  

 

Thank you for joining and welcome to our focus group! We really want to learn about your 

experience with research-based learning and the FWS program. We also want to learn if the 

program has made an impact on you.  

 

In turn, what this helps us do is let leaders know if the program is doing what its supposed to 

be doing, as well as make sure that the program receives the necessary support that it needs 

in order to support its students. Any questions so far? 

 
Explain the means to record the session 

Inform participants that their interviews will be recorded and to ask if it would be okay. 

Explain the reason for recording purpose, which is to later summarize the interviews only.  

Tell them no names have been included in the recording, thus identifying information cannot 

be associated to responses. The only people with access to the recordings will be me, and the 

transcriber.  

 
Rule for the Focus Groups 

• Please silence your phones if you haven’t already done so. 

• One person speaks at a time, unstructured in that everyone can contribute at any time 

• I would love to hear everyone’s input on each questions, so if I haven’t heard from you 

in a while, I may call on you and say “hey P2, what do you think?” 

• If you need me to repeat the question at any time, just let me know and I’d be happy to 

do so. 

• Remember, there are no wrong answers. This is a safe zone and I want you to feel 

comfortable to share your thoughts and experiences.  
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Focus Group Questions: 

1. What was your attitude towards taking science courses before participating in 

research-based learning? If yes, can you describe any changes that might have 

occurred? 

2. Do you believe you have gained a greater confidence for biology and scientific research 

as a result of participating in research-based learning? 

3.  Do you believe you have gained a greater ability to use new technology related to 

research (such as searching data bases) as a result of participating in research-based 

learning? (Single-Semester Students Only) 

4. In your experience with research-based learning, to what extent do you agree with the 

statement “Creative-thinking plays a role in research-based learning” (on a scale from 

1 to 5, 1 being strongly disagree and 5 being strongly agree), and why? 

5. Do you believe participating in Flying with Swallows (FWS) and studying nature 

allowed you to gain certain knowledge and skills that you otherwise would not receive 

in a standard biology course experience? 

6. Do you feel that your work, along with your professor’s work, in the FWS program 

has made an impact on the surrounding college community? If yes, what has their 

feedback been? 

7. Do you plan to engage in scientific research after leaving MVC? What are your future 

academic plans? 


