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Focus Group 
Disney II is an expanding high school with about one hundred forty students per grade 

level.  For this reason, the focus group held with colleagues was small and included only the 

individuals who teach the freshman students.  Similarly with the student focus group, I chose to 

keep it relatively small in size, and each student was selected based of different areas of 

strengths and weaknesses.  In fact, all four students selected are performing at varying ability 

levels based on their performance in class and standardized test scores. 

The focus group assignment I chose to analyze and discuss how we, the Physics teacher 

and I, would introduce and teach Dimensional Analysis.  The physics teacher, our special 

education teacher (who co-teaches in three different levels of math) and I discussed how we 

could present the topic in an approachable way prior to introducing the formal idea of 

dimensional analysis.  In addition to meeting with two colleagues, I met with four students prior 

to the activity and after we had covered it to discuss their thoughts. 

The Physics teacher initially tried covering Dimensional Analysis in class, however he 

noticed that the students will struggled with conversions, using traditional “T-tables,” and the 

idea of unit equality.  Since we are on double block schedules, we see our classes twice per 

week, and on Wednesdays we have colloquium and intervention blocks.  All ninth graders are in 

a math intervention with the Physics teacher, special education teacher, or me on Wednesdays 
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– that said, we were able to plan an activity and cover it during that time as opposed to regular 

class time.   

During our discussion about Dimensional Analysis, we each shared what our 

observations were about the students’ struggles with the concept and how we have covered it 

in the past.  All three of us shared the same observations – students struggled with: interpreting 

information from the problem and starting it, using “T-tables” to go through the conversion 

process, and understanding the idea of unit equality.   

During our discussion, I asked how important the use and application of the “T-tables” 

were for students.  Although it would be great for all students to use this method, could other 

students be able to use their own methods of conversion if the idea was presented in a more 

approachable manner?  I posed this question because I have had greater success with 

presenting “Would you rather” problems to students and allowing them to simply explore and 

get to the end result using their own methods.   Although this would not be as efficient with 

complex Physics unit analysis or Chemistry unit analysis, however, it would lay the foundational 

understanding of unit equality and converting between units.   

After further debate, we decided that we would design a reengagement activity for the 

students in our intervention periods around Dimensional Analysis.  The opening question would 

be a “Would you rather” allowing for the students to approach the problem using their own 

methods and not shut down as they struggled with Dimensional Analysis the two days prior.  
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The opening question was: Would you rather… Earn a quarter for every inch in one mile OR earn 

a dime for every hour you’ve been alive? Extension: How old do you have to be before it is more 

beneficial to take the money based on hours alive? 

The students really enjoyed this problem and the discussion that arose around the rich 

context of the question.  In each of our intervention periods, we each had several students 

share their different approaches used to come to a decision to show the importance of problem 

solving and understanding that there is no one “right” way to arrive at a conclusion.  By 

approaching the topic from a different perspective, the students were quickly open to more 

Dimensional Analysis problems.  Before giving students more traditional problems, we did 

another scenario that used more dimensional analysis in a more approachable manner:  

Determine which runner ran a longer distance – George ran 10 kilometers and Stacy ran 

395,000 inches.  Again, this style of question is more open ended and is more approachable for 

students allowing them to use their unique problem solving strategies to come to a solution. 

After having students share their approaches to the problem, we discussed the 

mathematics and relationship to the topic of Dimensional Analysis.  The students were more 

receptive to the topic after these problems and quickly saw the connection.  We each showed 

the students how we could use the traditional method of conversion using “T-tables” and how 

it could quickly and efficiently get us to a decision – through this discussion and demonstration, 

the students began to see the use of “T-tables” as a powerful tool.   
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When we met later in the afternoon, the three of us discussed what went well and not 

so well. The common thread was that the all the students were able to approach the problem in 

their own way, use their knowledge about the world, and come to a consensus for each 

problem.  The students solved the problems in unique ways, but at the heart of it all was unit 

conversion and problem solving.  Through discussion and demonstration, we were all able to 

show the students a more efficient and organized method of coming to the conclusion, 

however we continuously showed the students that their methods were valid as well.  We all 

felt that the reengagement lesson went even better than expected because the students really 

struggled when the topic was introduced, but when approached from a different perspective, a 

deeper understanding occurred. 

When I met with the four students before the reengagement lesson, only one of the 

four students was able to use the “T-tables” and explain what was happening in the problem.  

The other three students expressed frustration in the fact that they did not know where to 

start, or why they were trying to convert to these units.  When I discussed the topic with that 

after the reengagement lesson, all four students were able to articulate than the unit 

conversions were necessary in order to compare “two different things.”  The students often 

referenced comparing fractions when discussing this activity, and how the “things being 

compared have to be alike.”  Although only three of the four students were able to successfully 

demonstrate use the “T-tables” for unit conversions, the fourth student was able to use their 
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own method of conversion in order to successfully complete various problems.  The fourth 

student would write out the equivalencies vertically, and then use them to manipulate the 

problem in a way which made sense to the student.  I would consider this a success because 

even this student was able to develop a method which made sense and allowed them to 

approach the problems with an appropriate plan of attack.   

Overall, I feel that the students understood the fundamentals of Dimensional Analysis 

and realized how this could be useful for them.  I believe that the most useful part was the 

continuous discussion between myself and my two colleagues – the discussion about what 

worked well, what did not work well, and what we could tweak to improve the learning activity.  

Although I do not believe this was a unique experience for this one learning activity, as the 

Physics teacher and I are constantly discussing topics of collaboration and overlap; however, it 

was helpful to reflect and recognize the strengths of collaboration and team reflection. 

 


