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ABSTRACT
Introduction: the screen research aims to analyze the perceptions of students who graduated from the Graduate Program in Education at the University of Brasilia on the use of the focus group in qualitative research. Objective: as specific objectives, we propose: a) to discuss the use of the focus group as a data collection instrument, b) to understand how the focus group has been applied in the educational field. We believe that understanding this technique and its application, as well as the perceptions of graduates in relation to its use in research, is of great value to reflect on the choice of instruments and preparation of the phases of field research. Methodology: the study is anchored by a qualitative methodology, using Critical Discourse Analysis as a technique, to materialize the information collected in the subjects' speeches. The research was based on a field study, using a questionnaire applied to 08 students who graduated from the PPGE/UnB. For the theoretical basis, authors who discuss the focus group were used. Result: the study allowed us to understand the focus group concept and how to apply it in qualitative research. Conclusion: in relation to the perceptions of the graduates, the results showed that the focus group, despite being an instrument that requires greater planning for application, is capable of providing greater wealth of information, details and meanings, bringing the particularities of the studied object to light. from the interaction between the subjects.
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As percepções dos egressos da pós-graduação da Universidade de Brasília sobre o grupo focal

RESUMO 

Introdução: a pesquisa em tela tem como objetivo analisar as percepções de estudantes egressos do Programa de Pós-Graduação em Educação da Universidade de Brasília sobre o uso do grupo focal na pesquisa qualitativa. Objetivos: como objetivos específicos, propomo-nos: a) discutir o uso do grupo focal como instrumento de coleta de dados, b) compreender como o grupo focal tem sido aplicado no campo educacional. Consideramos que entender esta técnica e sua aplicação, bem como as percepções dos egressos em relação ao seu uso na pesquisa, é de grande valia para refletir sobre a escolha dos instrumentos e elaboração das fases da pesquisa de campo. Metodologia: o estudo encontra-se ancorado por uma metodologia de cunho qualitativo, tendo como técnica a Análise do Discurso Crítica, para materializar as informações coletadas nos discursos dos sujeitos. A pesquisa pautou-se por um estudo de campo, tendo como instrumento um questionário aplicado a 08 estudantes egressos do PPGE/UnB. Para o embasamento teórico, foram utilizados autores que discutem o grupo focal. Resultados: o estudo nos permitiu compreender o conceito de grupo focal e como realizar a sua aplicação na pesquisa qualitativa. Conclusão: em relação às percepções dos egressos, os resultados demonstraram que o grupo focal, apesar de ser um instrumento que exige maior planejamento para aplicação, se mostra capaz de proporcionar maior riqueza de informações, de detalhes e de significados, trazendo as particularidades do objeto estudado a partir da interação entre os sujeitos.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE 
Grupo focal. Pesquisa qualitativa. Educação superior. Egressos.
Las percepciones de los graduados de posgrado de la Universidad de Brasília sobre el grupo focal

RESUMEN
Introducción: la investigación de pantalla tiene como objetivo analizar las percepciones de los estudiantes graduados del Programa de Posgrado en Educación de la Universidad de Brasilia sobre el uso del grupo focal en la investigación cualitativa. Objetivos: como objetivos específicos, proponemos: a) discutir el uso del grupo focal como instrumento de recolección de datos, b) para comprender cómo se ha aplicado el grupo focal en el campo educativo. Creemos que conocer esta técnica y su aplicación, así como las percepciones de los egresados ​​en relación a su uso en investigación, es de gran valor para reflexionar sobre la elección de instrumentos y preparación de las fases de la investigación de campo. Metodología: el estudio está anclado en una metodología cualitativa, utilizando como técnica el Análisis Crítico del Discurso, para materializar las informaciones recogidas en los discursos de los sujetos. La investigación se basó en un estudio de campo, utilizando un cuestionario aplicado a 08 estudiantes que egresaron del PPGE/UnB. Para la base teórica se utilizaron autores que discuten el grupo focal. Resultados: el estudio permitió comprender el concepto de grupo focal y cómo aplicarlo en la investigación cualitativa. Conclusión: en relación a las percepciones de los egresados, los resultados mostraron que el grupo focal, a pesar de ser un instrumento que requiere mayor planificación para su aplicación, es capaz de brindar mayor riqueza de información, detalles y significados, sacando a la luz las particularidades del objeto de estudio .de la interacción entre los sujetos.
PALABRAS CLAVE 
Grupo focal. Investigación cualitativa. Educación universitária. Graduados.                                                   
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Introduction
The research in this article is part of studies carried out within the academic framework of the Master's Degree in Education at the University of Brasilia. It aims to analyze the perceptions of students who have graduated from the University of Brasilia's Graduate Program in Education about the use of focus groups in qualitative research. The specific objectives are to discuss the use of focus groups as a data collection tool and to understand how focus groups have been applied in the educational field.

We understand that qualitative research is triggered by educational, scientific, social, cultural, and political factors, linked to philosophical assumptions and paradigms, which highlight the benefits and criticisms surrounding this approach. However, it is common to find researchers in academia using quantitative analysis to prove the veracity of the use of qualitative research, which makes it a controversial topic, given that it is sometimes "[...] 'accused' of being too flexible, vague, imprecise, without rigor or adequate methods, without the possibility of replication and generalization" (Patias; Hohendorff, 2019, p. 2). On the other hand, the qualitative approach is on the rise, as it allows research to achieve relevant and substantial results in various areas, especially education. 

Adopting a qualitative approach requires the use of certain tools and techniques for data collection and analysis. These instruments are fundamental to understanding the object of study. Triviños (1987, p. 128) outlines the characteristics of qualitative research:

· Qualitative research uses the natural environment as the direct source of data and the researcher as the key instrument.

· Qualitative research is descriptive. 

· Qualitative researchers are concerned with the process and not simply the results and the product. 

· Qualitative researchers tend to analyze their data inductively. 

· Meaning is the essential concern in the qualitative approach (Triviños, 1987, p. 128).

Certainly, qualitative research can become a methodology of meanings generated through the dynamics of data collection, using various instruments such as interviews, case studies, questionnaires, ethnography, and focus groups, among others. However, the researcher is the main mediator in this process, because as Triviños (1987) points out: he is the "key instrument" in the process. The researcher gives meaning to the data, i.e. the corpus of information emanating from the different research instruments.

Based on this materiality, we believe it is important for researchers to have a more in-depth knowledge of the research instruments, as collecting data that is rich in information can offer a more rigorous and reliable analysis. In this sense, because we believe that the Focus Group (FG) instrument can offer a greater wealth of information to researchers in the field of education, we came up with this study, which had as its general objective: to analyze the perceptions of graduate students in Education at the University of Brasilia on the use of the focus group in qualitative research and as specific objectives, we set out to: a) discuss the use of the focus group as a data collection instrument, b) understand how the focus group has been applied in the field of education.

The perceptions we seek to understand in this research refer to the view of students who have graduated from UnB's postgraduate course in Education on the focus group. In this sense, we discuss how the planning for its application was carried out, what advantages and challenges the researcher perceived during the implementation of the instrument, what the role of the moderator was during the discussions listed by the participants, how the group's evaluation and feedback took place and the importance of the focus group for data collection in qualitative research in the educational field. Thus, this research deals with a social phenomenon based on the experiences of graduating students. But, after all, how is a focus group set up? What can be achieved with this tool? Can we use it in any research situation? 

The FG emerged in the 1920s as a market research technique; it subsequently became a collection technique commonly employed in a variety of settings in the Social Sciences and Humanities (Powerl; Single, 1996, p. 450). Especially in the field of education, this instrument has emerged as:

[...] a dynamic that originated in 1926 with Bogardus, a sociologist, in a survey of students in a school, as Leitão (2003) points out. This methodology was taken up again after 1945 by the sociologist Robert K. Merton and later by Fiske and Kendall in 1956. In the 1960s and 1970s, the technique was used in marketing, also by social scientists, according to Leitão (2003), and, from the 1980s onwards, in other areas. Currently, some educational research has used this methodology (Pommer; Pommer, 2014, p. 10).

The focus group had its origins in education and has continued to this day. It is a technique that aims to understand the materiality of the object of study, based on group dynamics in which communication - speech - predominates. In this sense,

[...] To understand someone's speech it is not enough to understand their words; you have to understand their thought (which is always emotional), and you have to grasp the meaning of their speech. Meaning is undoubtedly an integral part of the word, but it is simultaneously an act of thought, it is one and the other at the same time because it is the unity of thought and language. (Aguiar, 2002, p. 130).
In general, a focus group is a meeting of pre-selected people who take part in a wide-ranging discussion to gain insights into a particular subject. For Krueger (1989), these discussions should be held in a neutral and receptive environment, so that the members can interact during the discussion and express their ideas solidly. For Trad (2009), the main objective of the focus group is "to gather detailed information on a specific topic (suggested by a researcher) from a group of selected participants".

It is the speech of these participants that determines the dynamics of the focus group, in a way that allows them to express themselves on the generating theme. In this way, the immediate dialog between peers tends to bring out the contradictions experienced by the subjects collectively. This leads those being researched to express their thoughts as naturally as possible through language - discourse - providing the researcher with security/reliability in grasping the meaning of historical, political, and social action, since "in the FG it is possible to discuss topics that are linked to the object of study and allows the researcher pertinent information about the activities developed and observed" (Mendonça; Gomes, 2017, p. 53).

About discourse, for Foucault (1996), the discourse of being is the reverberation of a truth that is born before one's very eyes, in other words, when everything can finally take the form of a discourse through interactions, it can be said that this is when all the speeches are interconnected and make sense. With this, we can return to the silent interiority of those being researched to understand the re-signified discourses.

In this sense, based on authors such as Gatti (2012) and Barbour (2009), it can be seen that the focus group is a technique that details the discourse. For this reason, it is important to create mechanisms for action to take place through the sets of interactions between the participants' speeches. This movement makes it possible to create a symbolic action that can intervene in the reality of those subjects.

When talking about the discourses obtained in the focus group, it is important to relate them to an analysis technique used in this research: Critical Discourse Analysis. As Orlandi (2005) argues, the subject is a being who signifies the world itself; from this point of view, their discourse, their language becomes a social, political, and cultural practice that reflects and brings meaning, in other words, a symbolic action that intervenes in reality. Thus, meaning is history and the subject is made (signified) in the historicity in which they are inscribed.

It is important to remember that the participants in this focus group dynamic are not passable objects, they are not just there to present information; on the contrary, they are historical subjects who make and contribute to historical action in society and the world. 

Given this, it is understood that the focus group should propose elements for understanding practice, as well as making it possible to grasp the meaning and significance of the discourses emanating from the political, social, economic, and cultural fields in the world of work. As it is an instrument with so many important elements for collecting data in qualitative research, we consider it important to address the conceptual aspects of the focus group before discussing the data collected in this study.

As a way of outlining this study in terms of its textual part, in addition to this introduction the research is presented in three parts: the first brings us the conceptions about the Focus Group, conceptions and characteristics, as well as the description of the technique for practice; the second brings the methodology, how the field research took place, the participants and which instrument was used for data collection; finally, the data analysis was outlined, to unveil the objective of this study.
Focus group concepts and characteristics
As part of the qualitative method, the focus group is commonly considered in academic circles to be a research tool for collecting data and information through group sessions, based on generative themes and using tape recorders or other electronic voice-capturing devices to record the subjects' speeches. 

For Powell and Single (1996, p. 499), a focus group is made up of individuals selected and assembled by researchers to discuss and comment on a specific topic: the subject of the research. It is important to note that the choice of participants cannot be random, because "for the composition of the focus group, it must be considered that the members have at least one important common characteristic among themselves, and the criteria for selecting the subjects are determined by the objective of the study" (Backers et al., 2011, p. 440). In this context, as an interactive technique, this methodology promotes discussion guided by the researcher/mediator, thus generating rich details of complex experiences and the reasoning that lies between the lines of the research subjects' discourse and is expressed by their actions, beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes. 

The focus group in qualitative research in education aims to bring together several people linked to the object of study and what the researcher is investigating, be they parents, professors, students, managers, etc. in a given environment. It is therefore necessary for the participants to be able to interact on a particular generating theme and then give visibility to their conceptions, weaknesses, challenges, criticisms, and positives on the subject. Notably, "[...] focus groups provide an opportunity to generate data that are good candidates for analysis using the symbolic interactionism approach, which emphasizes the active construction of meaning" (Barbour, 2009, p. 62).

We understand that the use of this technique in educational research, especially in a qualitative approach, can provide moments of reflection on the subject under study, as well as capturing more precise elements for data collection, "since it favors the understanding of subjective and ideological elements that mark the discourse and conceptions of the participating subjects" (Mendonça; Gomes, 2017, p. 54).

To constitute a focus group, there must be between 6 and 15 members per session. A larger number of people than 15 makes it unfeasible to have a dialog and, in this case, when there are too many people in the room, not everyone may have the opportunity to speak, as the mediator timed the speaking time. The important thing about the focus group is to find answers to achieve the research objective; this becomes possible when there is space for all the participants to have the opportunity to contribute their speech. Still on the characteristics of the FG, Barbour (2009) notes that this technique has key points that outline the structure of its characteristics, such as its relationship with qualitative research, the participants' discussion of the data, and the ability to provide explanations of the objectives according to the sample.

These points show that the focus group is considered to be a highly relevant technique for obtaining qualitative data for research. Sampling is carried out based on certain characteristics that differentiate it from an interview technique.

According to Minayo (2001), an interview is a procedure in which the researcher seeks to obtain information for their research from the interviewee's speech. It is characterized as a conversation with pre-defined questions and can take place individually or collectively, structured or semi-structured, unlike the focus group, in which the participants are presented with various topics, mediating the discussions, which take place as a group and not individually.

The characteristics of the Focus Group stand out in methodological approaches and techniques that are constituted from the researcher's pedagogical practice. Above all, these characteristics articulate a process that makes it feasible for the moderator to design and understand the advantages and disadvantages of a focus group in qualitative research. Figure 1 shows examples of the advantages and disadvantages of FG:

Figure 1. Advantages and Disadvantages of the Focus Group
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ADVANTAGES

The researcher...

The researcher is a moderator during the
group session, acting as a facilitator in
the interactions in order not only to
stimulate communication, but also to
obtain the desired information to achieve
the proposed objectives.

He manages to collect the greatest
amount of information in the shortest
possible time on his topic

You have the opportunity to work on
generating themes (questions) that can
be debated in a group in order to bring
out visions and opinions

By following the focus group script, you
can come up with generating themes
(questions) that meet the problem you
are investigating.

1t's a technique...
A complex technique that requires
greater organization and
operationalization for its applicability.
It doesn't just depend on the researcher;
on the contrary, it requires the
participation of helpers who will assist
in the application of the focus group.

It requires a larger number of people, as
opposed to one person in an interview.
It is difficult to get people to take part
in the focus group.

It is difficult to control unexpected
events (conflicts of people, people
coming in and out of the room, off-
topic subjects, etc.).

In which the moderator has to ensure
that everyone speaks during the debate
on the generating themes.

Which presents a generalization of the
‘group investigated.
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Source: Prepared by the authors (2021) based on Gatti (2012).

In this way, the researcher needs to carry out a preliminary assessment to check whether the advantages to be gained from using the instrument will help in data collection and provide important elements for analysis and research. Another important point is highlighted by Morgan and Krueger (1993, p. 4-6), who express some common myths about FG, such as:

· Low-cost instrument;

· Rapid application in field research;

· Requires moderators with professional skills;

· Participants will not broach sensitive subjects in the Focus Group;

· They are natural means of collecting data;

· Should not be used for decision-making;

· Must be validated by other methods (Morgan; Krueger, 1993, p. 4-6).
About possible myths, Morgan and Krueger (1993) point out that the FG is not a low-cost instrument, as it requires personnel to carry out the work, mediate the process, transcription of the statements, and prepare for its execution. 

In terms of speed, this process can take 1 or 2 hours, but the planning of what to ask and how to ask it, as well as the analysis of the speeches and the transcriptions takes a relatively long time to become adequate from an academic-scientific point of view. From selecting the monitors, locating the participants, transcribing the speeches, and analyzing them, the researcher's availability is involved.

As far as the moderators are concerned, it is first necessary to understand what first-order objectives must be defined in the project, as well as defining the participants in the FG beforehand. Once these issues have been clarified, the search is on for a moderator who meets the needs of the participants. However, they must be skilled enough to carry out the activity, otherwise, the work will be unproductive.

Another myth is that people may not talk about sensitive subjects in the FG. This is not true; there is also the idea that FG tends to produce conformity. Instead, the FG emphasizes the objective of finding out as much as possible about the participants' experiences and feelings on a given subject. To do this, it is necessary to create an open environment and an intense atmosphere where each person feels free to share their point of view. 

As natural as it may seem, the FG is made up of major objectives for conducting the investigation. How can it be natural if what is most expected is to collect discussions focused on a particular topic of interest to the researcher? Another misconception is that the FG should not be used to make decisions and should be validated by other methods in all situations.

When we talk about research in the field of education, we understand from Morgan and Krueger (1993) that when the aim is to generate theories or explanations, the FG is the most appropriate; the FG also allows the researcher to democratically pair it with other research tools, such as individual and group interviews. Still, from the point of view of these authors, the collection of information obtained in group discussions, whether or not accompanied by other instruments, can generate important data for the researcher's analysis.

Although there are also disadvantages that may seem to disqualify the Focus Group technique, if it is well articulated it becomes a tool that enables qualitative data, from the moment the researcher captures the information through the discussions in the session, which allows them to better understand their object of study. 

Therefore, the focus group is a technique capable of providing an immersion of points during the group debate, which enables the moderator/researcher to understand the multiple political, social, cultural, and economic actions related to their topic.

Focus groups: Pedagogical techniques and practices

The development of the focus group requires the use of specific pedagogical techniques and practices. To outline some of these practices, the following secondary sections provide examples: planning, resources, environment, number of participants, duration of the focus group, profile, and selection of participants. These examples do not makeup all the practices used, but they are considered important actions for the proper development of the FG.

Planning

With regard to planning, it is understood that planning is the first step to be taken in the focus group technique, due to the need to operationalize the session using research objectives and thus be able to find answers to the problems outlined, as Gatti (2012, p. 8) argues:

The use of focus groups as a means of research must be integrated into the general body of the research and its objectives, paying attention to existing and intended theories. It is a good data collection tool for investigations in the social sciences and humanities, but the choice of its use must be judicious and consistent with the purposes of the research (Gatti, 2012, p. 8).

Gatti (2012) also points out that this is an instrument chosen by the researcher as the one capable of collecting the qualitative data needed for the study, making it essential to plan it in phases, as shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2 Planning in the Focus Group
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Source: Prepared by the authors (2021) based on Trad (2009).


Figure 2 shows that good focus group planning needs to consider three operational phases:

a)
 integration - composition of the pre-and post-defining elements of the focus group (participants, location, scheduling, etc.).

b)
 instrumentation - construction, and organization of the instruments that make up the elements to be applied (practice).

c) 
action - application. This allows for action-reflection-action which enables the researcher to review, at all times, what works and what doesn't, so that the planning can be restructured in favor of a new action.

The phases are part of a plan carried out by the researcher to gain control of the data collection, as it is a technique that involves "a complex process, given its dynamism, dialogic and the capacity for reflexive analysis and synthesis of those involved" (Backers et al., 2011, p. 440). Planning can give the researcher greater confidence in their data collection, highlighting the potential of the technique used.

Resources and environment

For the FG to be applicable, resources are needed, some of which are indispensable, such as a discreet and quiet environment. These resources, when properly adopted, can provide greater group interaction on a given topic. Others are commonly used for the application, such as recorder, camera (with the authorization of the participants for audio and image recording), and reserved and silent environment, among others. According to Gatti (2012, p. 24):

The location of the meetings should encourage interaction between the participants. You can work on individual chairs, in a circle, or around a table. Participants should meet face-to-face so that their interaction is direct. As the participants will be in the meeting for a reasonable amount of time, a certain amount of comfort is necessary. To facilitate this, a name tag can be provided. Some authors believe that working conditions are more suitable when the focus group is held around a table, whatever its format (Gatti, 2012, p. 24).

In this way, we understand that the environment should provide spaces that are free from noise, the movement of people, and the noise of vehicles on the streets, as these are factors that can interfere with the group session. We also suggest organizing the generating themes with posters, videos, books, booklets, and games, among others, which lead the participants to experience the theme by recalling their practices.

Number of participants and duration of the focus group
About the focus group, we can apply it with between 6 and 15 participants per session, at a predetermined and scheduled location. We consider it important to hold two meetings so that there can be extensive reflection on the subject, thus generating points of view that present aspects of the concrete reality of the subject under investigation. 

Thus, this action allows the construction of meanings for both the researcher and the participants, promoting the mediation of praxis itself, i.e. action-reflection-action - an action that can lead to reflection on the practice generated in the work context. As far as the duration of the focus group is concerned, it should take place in such a way as to provide space for discussions. To this end, it is important to stick to variations, with the researcher being the one to assess the conditions of the environment to decide on the time needed, as highlighted by Gatti (2012) in Chart 1:
Chart 1. Variations in the duration of the Focus Group


	Time
	Variation

	60 minutes
	Not enough time

	90 minutes
	Minimum time

	110 minutes
	Maximum time

	120 minutes
	Exhausting time


Source: Prepared by the authors based on Gatti (2012).
According to Gatti (2012), 60 minutes (1 hour) is considered insufficient for focus groups, especially when you have a larger number of participants. However, even if the time is optimized, it is not enough to discuss the topics and allow all the participants to interact. For this reason, we recommend holding the group for between 90 minutes (1h30) and 110 minutes (1h50).  

We believe that focus groups longer than 110 minutes are not recommended, as participants can become bored and tired. The length of time can also lead to a lack of generating themes and subjects to discuss in the group session, which can affect the timing of the data collected, as well as possibly have a negative influence on the significant elements for the objectives.

Profile and selection of focus group participants

Choosing the profile of the participants for a focus group session is very important for achieving the research objectives. This profile requires a range of requirements that can be proposed by the researcher when planning the session. Thus, the participant must have a background in the area to be researched; be interested in taking part in the focus group session; authorize audio and video recording of the focus group session; know the structure and purpose of a focus group (breaking away from fear); has knowledge of the topic; has a different age range, color, race and gender, since these are factors that can influence the variables of the sample collected and experience on the topic being researched; and presents solid and critical arguments. Normally, shy people feel inhibited about speaking in a group, but this doesn't stop them from taking part; on the contrary, at this point, the moderator's role comes into play by motivating the interaction of all the participants in the session.

Thus, the subjects participating in the focus group are invited by the researchers to take part in the session and are asked by the facilitator to make a preliminary analysis of their characteristics, as well as the topic being researched. According to Gatti (2012, p. 18), the focus group:

It should have a composition that is based on some homogeneous characteristics of the participants, but with enough variation between them for different or divergent opinions to appear. Homogeneity here means some characteristic common to the participants that is of interest to the study of the problem (Gatti, 2012, p. 18).

By opting for a heterogeneous group, in which there are different profiles related to training and work, the researcher will be faced with a result that could lead to changes in their research. For this reason, it is advisable to select homogeneous participants, depending on the type of research you want to carry out. For example, if the researcher is going to analyze teaching practice in the Initial Literacy Block (BIA) of a public school run by the Federal District State Education Department (SEEDF), the professors surveyed and participating in the FG must work in the Initial Literacy Block of public schools in the Federal District. However, if the researcher wishes to analyze the development and functioning of the literacy school from different perspectives, a heterogeneous group is the most recommendable, involving, for example, managers, supervisors, professors, pedagogical coordinators, and educational advisors.

Methodology

To gain a better understanding of the subject of focus groups, we carried out field research. Marconi and Lakatos (2003) conceptualize field research as "[...] that used to obtain information and/or knowledge about a problem for which an answer is sought or a hypothesis that is to be proven" (Marconi; Lakatos, 2003, p. 186).

Thus, for this research, we opted for the qualitative approach, as it is descriptive and considers phenomena to be impregnated with meanings and products of their environment (Triviños, 1987). We consider that every phenomenon occurs within a specific context and the interpretation of the results involves the perception of the object in its reality; such considerations corroborate the concept of qualitative research addressed by Triviños (1987, p. 129) when he states that "[...] the meanings, the interpretation, arise from the perception of the phenomenon seen in a context". 

In this context, to carry out field research with a qualitative approach, we used the questionnaire instrument for data collection, which is "[...] an instrument consisting of an ordered series of questions that must be answered in writing and without the presence of the interviewer" (Marconi; Lakatos, 2003, p. 201). When drawing up the questionnaire, we tried to add a set of questions that would make it possible to collect the perceptions of students graduating from the PPGE/UnB regarding the use of focus groups in qualitative research in education. 

This tool was answered by eight participants (P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P6, P7, P8), graduates of the Graduate Program in Education at the University of Brasilia, whose determining characteristic for selection was having used the focus group in their research methodology. Once the subjects had been accepted, the questionnaires were sent out to obtain their perceptions of this instrument, by the objective set for this study: to analyze the perceptions of graduate students in Education at the University of Brasilia on the use of focus groups in qualitative research.

The questionnaire was answered in two parts. The first contained questions about the participants' profile (age, gender, year of entry and completion of the course, course modality, whether they had taken a course that dealt with the Focus Group, instruments used in their field research, number of participants in the Focus Group session). The second part involved eight open questions, to collect information on the use of the FG, as well as the experience of using it. In addition to applying the questionnaire, the participants' dissertations were read to understand how the FG technique materialized in the research.

To analyze the data, it was decided to use the technique of discourse analysis, bringing in elements from the French line with Orlandi (2005) and Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), based on Fairclough (2001). Discourse analysis is a critical technique, defined by Magalhães, Martins, and Resende (2017, p. 22) as "[...] a program of studies that takes the text as a unit of analysis centered on the concepts of discourse, power, and ideology [...]. The concept of discourse refers to language as a form of social practice". 

Thus, using the ADC technique, we interpret the discourses, taking into account the context and environment surrounding the participants, combining the speeches with their social practices, and their history, to get the real meaning of the linguistic materiality, since we understand that discourse is a word in movement. According to Orlandi (2005, p. 15):

Discourse analysis sees language as a necessary mediation between man and natural and social reality. This mediation, which is discourse, makes possible both the permanence and continuity and the displacement and transformation of man and the reality in which he lives. The symbolic work of discourse is at the basis of the production of human existence (Orlandi, 2005, p. 15).

Still on this analysis technique, Fairclough (2001, p. 31) highlights discourse with critical characteristics, because, for him, "discourse is shaped by power relations and ideologies". This reminds us of what Freitas (2019, p. 105) points out when he emphasizes that "[...] language is not neutral, it is always permeated by meanings. Thus, discourses are important for verifying how the subject is inserted into society".

Thus, we used Fairclough (2001) to help us interpret the meanings and significance of discourses and Orlandi (2005) to understand language with the elements of ideology and power. Eni Orlandi also contributed to our analysis with the so-called "theoretical and analytical devices". The devices of analysis "have the characteristic of placing what is said about what is not said, what the subject says in one place with what is said in another place" (Orlandi, 2005, p. 59), in other words, the devices help in the process of understanding discourses in different contexts, because the analysis is not just looking for the true meaning, but the real meaning. Gomes (2006, p. 625) strengthens our understanding of the concept of analytical devices:

constructs when he comes into contact with the empirical material, unveiling the literalness of discursiveness and making it clear that, normally, one enunciates without the notion of the comprehensiveness of what is said or does not say what one wants to say. (Gomes, 2006, p. 625).

Therefore, for this study, we have listed the analytical devices of paraphrase and polysemy. Orlandi (2005) points out that paraphrasing is the understanding of the real meaning of the discourse, while polysemy is the multiple meanings of the word according to the context in which it is spoken. In addition to the analytical ones, theoretical devices were used to interpret the data. These are considered categories and are the elements that stand out in the participants' speeches in what the subject says, and what they don't say (Orlandi, 2005). Figure 3 shows the theoretical devices (categories) that emerged in the questionnaires.

Figure 3: Theoretical devices (categories)

[image: image10.png]—  oholimnimes )
— T
e e
T T
— T T
e
T





Source: prepared by the authors based on field research (2023).

The theoretical devices are categories of analysis that emerged from the participants' speeches when they answered the questionnaires. Thus, in the questions that involved long answers, the themes that were most prevalent in the speeches were categorized, thus signaling the theoretical devices to be used. That said, the analyses were carried out to answer the objectives of this study, as well as take a critical look at the perceptions of the PPGE/UnB graduates, reporting on their experiences with the use of Focus Groups in education research.

The research participants

The participants were chosen based on their place of training and their research methodologies, techniques, and instruments because to be part of this study, they had to be graduates of the Graduate Program in Education at the University of Brasilia - PPGE/UnB - and have used the Focus Group as one of the ways of collecting data in their field research. As already mentioned, in the first part of the questionnaire, we opted for questions that denoted the profile of the respondents. Chart 2 shows the profile of the subjects (eight participants):

Chart 2. Profile of the participants
	Gender
	Female (08)

	Age
	Between 20 and 25 years old (0)

Between 26 and 35 years old (3)

Between 36 and 45 years old (4)

46 years or older (1)

	Year of entry into postgraduate studies in education
	2016 (2)

2017 (4)

2018 (2)

	End year
	2017 (2)

2019 (6)

	Type of course

Master
	Academic (08)

Professional (0)


Source: prepared by the authors based on field research (2023).
As shown in Chart 2, all the participants are women, three of whom are between 26 and 35 years old, four between 36 and 45 years old, and one aged 46. The majority (6) completed their postgraduate studies in 2019.

After selecting the participants, the methodological chapters of their dissertations were read as a way of confirming the instruments applied, as well as checking whether the focus group was combined with other instruments. The reading was characterized as prior bibliographical research, making it possible to understand how the FG has been applied in qualitative educational research. According to Gil (2002), bibliographical research is research that "makes fundamental use of the contributions of various authors on a given subject" (Gil, 2002, p. 45). 

It was also important to ask the participants if there had been any courses during the Master's course that dealt with focus groups and their use as an instrument in educational research. Two of the participants said that they had not taken any subjects related to focus groups and educational research; six of them said they had taken the subjects: Research in Education, Research Techniques, and Research Methodology. We believe that a theoretical understanding of a methodological instrument can help to ensure that it is applied reliably and provides valid data, given that Trad (2009) believes that the format of this instrument stimulates debate among the participants, allowing the topics addressed to be further problematized.

Analysis: The experiences and conceptions of graduates of the postgraduate course in education at the University of Brasilia on the use of Focus Groups 

The focus group can be applied in combination with other instruments, because according to Trad (2009), using the focus group in isolation or combination can provide a specific character in data collection. Thus, when analyzing the theoretical devices, collection instruments, and themes of the object of study, it was considered important to check whether the respondents used the focus group as the only instrument or whether other tools were used, due to the particularities of each theme of the object of study. Chart 3 shows the types of instruments used by the participants, in addition to the focus group.

Chart 3. Combination of instruments

	INSTRUMENTS
	Nº

	Interviews
	5

	Observations
	2

	Document analysis
	1

	Questionnaires
	5


Source: prepared by the authors based on field research (2023).

The instruments most often used in their research, together with the focus group, were questionnaires and interviews. Gil (2008) highlights the questionnaire as an important element in data collection, as it is a way of generating data to describe the characteristics of the population being researched. In addition to the opinions and experiences of the participants, the questionnaire can also collect personal data such as age, and length of time working, among other information.

Regarding the interview, Minayo (2014, p. 262) points out that with this instrument it is possible to express opinions, "[...] the interviewee has the possibility of disagreeing on the topic in question without being bound by the question asked". In this way, the interview has a private character, as the interviewee can express their opinions without being discussed or interrupted by other participants.

As we continue to analyze the devices/categories that emerged from the questionnaires, we turn to the theoretical device of mediation. In line with Fairclough's (2001) theoretical foundations, we found that although the focus group is an instrument whose main value is based on the human capacity to form opinions through interaction with other individuals, it was possible to verify that its exclusive use in the research was not enough to reach those surveyed; the participants reported that it was necessary to use other combined strategies, such as the use of interviews and questionnaires.

About combined instruments, it was important to verify the perception of these researchers about which combinations of data collection instruments would be able to obtain information with greater precision and detail about the object of study. Let's take a look at the speeches of the participants:

I think that all the instruments are important, but I believe that it is the combination of several instruments that elucidates the problem under study. I believe that using just one instrument does not provide valid data (Participant 4).
I used a focus group and an interview. I believe that these two instruments have a range of different structures that allow the researcher to better plan and apply a good combination of research instruments in the field, which will allow them to gather more precise information from individuals (Participant 7).
Therefore, we agree with the participants' statements that the researcher needs to analyze their methodological path, checking whether there is a need to combine more than one instrument in their data collection, to clarify the information about the object of study.

About the theoretical device of planning, we believe that to apply the focus group, it is important for the researcher to draw up a prior plan to build stages that make data collection possible. Research planning is a process that involves prior structuring, with a detailed definition of the steps that will be used to achieve the proposed objective. 

As mentioned in the theoretical framework, Gatti (2012) points out that by following the focus group script, the researcher can gather relevant data, as the generating themes (questions) tend to focus on the problem being investigated. So, to understand how the script was planned, one of the questions asked of the participants was: How did you plan the application of the instrument?

I first studied the instrument with Gatti's book. Then, I explained to the participants what the focus group was about, asking for authorization for images, audio, and video. I planned a script according to the objective of my research. Everything was transcribed (Participant 3).
I used keywords and introductory phrases; I wrote these words and phrases on posters and spread them around the place where the group session took place; When people arrived and looked at the posters, they already started commenting on the topic (Participant 1).
First, I listed the topics that would be most important for obtaining information about my study objective, then I made the sheets with the topics, sorted out the paperwork, prepared what I would need on the day, scheduled the date, and talked to the participants explaining what the focus group would be about (Participant 7).
Planning the methodological application in the experience of collecting information and opinions from a group is of fundamental importance. Planning must be done in advance and by the reality of the subjects being researched, to help conduct the session and guarantee an environment conducive to data collection.

This is why it is necessary to reflect on the context of those being researched, as they are data that will be used in the analysis of the research and need to have a direct link with the object of study. The context involves the locus, the conceptions of those surveyed, their working conditions, and personal relationships, bringing their historical and social reality. As Freire (2007) states, individuals are historical subjects, surrounded by social, political, and cultural concepts that transform them. Thus, "reflection takes place in the exercise of transforming action of the conditioning reality" (Freire, 2007, p. 78). Furthermore, emerging into the reality of the context being researched means that the researcher "[...] is open to the group, sensitive to its logic and culture" (Minayo, 2014, p. 277). The process of direct contact with those being researched, as well as contact with the social context that surrounds them, can lead the researcher to awaken their sensitive gaze to the object, facilitating their interpretation of the data. 

Another theoretical device that emerged during the field research was the challenge of applying the focus group. Applying a data collection tool that involves a conversation session between several participants can be challenging, because according to Trad (2009), the number of people in the FG can lead to the risk of discussions being diverted or monopolized by a few people, hindering the results. According to the speeches in the questionnaires:

One of the challenges was getting all the participants together at the same time and on the same day; whenever I asked for a time at the school, the management told me it wouldn't be possible (Participant 1).
Scheduling the time for the focus group session so that everyone could take part. It was very difficult to find an available time to meet with my respondents (Participant 7).

I found it easy, but it was necessary to control the time. Sometimes a participant exceeded their speaking time and had to be interrupted so that everyone could speak (Participant 5).
The biggest challenge was getting a day at the school, because every time I tried to arrange it, the school was involved in projects and bureaucratic commitments and couldn't give up a day for the session (Participant 6).
From the speeches, we observed that the number of tasks and projects in the schools made it difficult for the researchers since the immediate manager needed to authorize the teachers' participation in the focus group. The answers to the questionnaires highlighted situations such as class council meetings, pedagogical coordination, collective coordination, and school projects. These events prevented the session from taking place, as the professors were involved in the institution's pedagogical activities, so it was necessary to reschedule the day of the FG. Teachers' commitments to meetings and projects were cited by the researchers as challenges in applying the technique. In this context, Gondim (2002, p. 158-159) emphasizes the main points of the greatest methodological challenges listed in the focus group:

The first refers to the size of the sample. The criticism is that it is unrepresentative, which would make it impossible to generalize to the population being investigated. [...] It should also be noted that generalization brings with it another problem, relating to the real possibilities of not only describing how the phenomenon is in the present, but how it might be observed in the future. In the case of focus groups, there are two difficulties in generalizing. [The second criticism concerns the lack of control over the moderator's performance. It is accepted that control is impossible, as each group has its particular dynamics that require flexibility on the part of the moderator. [...] The third criticism refers to the level of response to be considered for analysis in focus groups, as each one must be treated as a unitary object. [...] How the focus groups are interpreted is related to what was discussed in the previous paragraph and is the fourth criticism. [...] The fifth and final criticism is directed at the limitations of comparing focus group results with those generated by other research techniques (Gondim, 2012, p. 158-159).

Through our field research and reading of studies on the FG, we realized that challenges can occur in a variety of ways: sample size, unfeasibility of application, interpretation of data, difficulty in controlling the moderator, subjects' difficulties in being available for the session and even participants' difficulties in expressing their opinions due to the lack of anonymity in the group, as Backers et al. (2011) point out: "in some cases, group discussion can repress certain positions that are dissenting from the other participants" (Backers et al., 2001, p. 439). These and other challenges can show characteristics of the research locus, which can contribute to the analysis, since according to Minayo (2014, p. 42), the data collection instrument brings the researcher closer to the reality that surrounds them:

[...] It is up to the researcher to use accurate theoretical and methodological tools to help them approach and construct reality while maintaining a critical eye not only on the conditions for understanding the object but also on their procedures (Minayo, 2014, p. 42).

We also consider it relevant to question the possible advantages of the focus group. Minayo (2014, p. 270) considers one of the advantages of this type of instrument to be the fact that it can provide "[...] information on knowledge peculiar to a group about beliefs, attitudes and perceptions". The Focus Group involves several practitioners, which makes it possible to bring diverse opinions about the object of study, as highlighted by Minayo (2014). Regarding the advantages, the respondents replied:

One of the advantages of this instrument is that the subjects open up more easily, are spontaneous, and are more faithful to the real facts/postures; they discuss their opinions so we can have a broad view of the object of study (Participant 1).
The interaction of the group and the amount of information on a subject in a short space of time is a great advantage. In other instruments, such as individual interviews, it is not possible to capture so much information (Participant 6). 

The environment allowed the participants to experience the social, historical, political, and cultural experience of the topic and provided a more critical and reflective dialog about practice; they brought their characteristics to the group moment (Participant 8).
When analyzing the speeches about the advantages, we observed that the participants mentioned factors such as interaction, diversity of opinions, amount of information, criticality, and spontaneity. Therefore, by verifying the multiple meanings of the answers, with the help of discourse analysis devices, we understand that the participants considered that the greater the interaction and spontaneity in the session, the greater the amount of information about the object of study, bearing in mind that the FG "represents a source that intensifies access to information about a phenomenon, either through the possibility of generating new conceptions or through the analysis and problematization of an idea in depth" (Backers et al., 2011, p. 439).

To motivate participation in the FG sessions, the importance of an appropriate place for the group was emphasized, where people had the privacy to speak and debate. In addition, the moderator needed to use a script with topics for discussion that were related to the object of study. In this context, the moderator's role was to organize the space/time and encourage participation.

I acted as an observer during the discussions and as a mediator so that the participants didn't stray from the topic. To do this, I produced cards with keywords that were drawn during the Focus Group (Participant 8).
I took care with the use of time, I tried to ensure a pleasant atmosphere so that everyone could speak; I looked for the most comfortable and quiet place so that everyone felt comfortable expressing their opinions (Participant 5).
I tried to make the participants comfortable and to use clear language so that everyone could understand. At the beginning of the session, I explained what the FG was, how it would be done, and the importance of the data for my research (Participant 1).
I tried to direct the discussions towards everyday know-how. I intended to raise critical aspects of my subject, so I tried to relate the FG session to the subjects' reality (Participant 6).
About the theoretical category of evaluation, this study asked how the participants' evaluation process took place in the Focus Group session. Thus, it was found that at the end of the instrument, the researcher/moderator evaluated the session. Through the answers to the questionnaires, it was possible to see that most of the evaluations were positive, as the subjects were able to interact and discuss topics from their daily lives. 

Concerning this category, it is understood that evaluation is important for understanding the complexity of the participants' perceptions and feelings. This feedback is of fundamental importance to the researcher, as it leads them to reflect on aspects of their methodological application and contribute to their experience in data collection, even for future research they may carry out.

[...] The focus group participants enjoyed the round table discussion and asked for more moments like this, as they were able to talk freely and even let off steam about situations that occur in their day-to-day work. According to the participants, these moments of conversation don't happen very often (Participant 1)
[...] They wanted me to do more focus groups, they felt valued, important, and welcomed. They felt they could express their opinions and discuss various topics (Participant 4)
The evaluation was very productive, it brought feedback from the professors who took part in the focus group, and they pointed out the importance of having group discussions on this theme. For them, the focus group was a space for reflection, building knowledge, and changing reality (Participant 7).
Finally, there was a free space in the questionnaire to talk about the experience of using the Focus Group in general. Most of these comments highlighted the fact that the FG is a very valuable tool for collecting data, as it provides a wealth of detail in the information. However, it was also pointed out that the Focus Group requires a lot of planning and hard work on the part of the researcher.

The work was productive, but it's not an easy task, it has to be well thought out, planned, and discussed in detail with the participants [...] in the session, The professors wanted to speak at the same time, which makes it difficult to transcribe. However, it brought a wealth of detail that perhaps another instrument wouldn't have provided (Participant 1).

The focus group elucidated many gaps in my research. Participation was very important, without it I'm sure my research wouldn't have been so significant, as I was able to collect a good amount of data that helped answer the objectives proposed in the study (Participant 3).
I found it interesting, but it's an instrument that requires hard work on the part of the researcher. However, I realized that with it we can get more valuable information than in the interview because there is a moment of group discussion and the person expresses their opinion based on other statements (Participant 8).
We believe that although it is not an easy instrument to apply, the perception of the participants in this study is that the Focus Group can be a rich moment for data collection, as mentioned by Gatti (2012), the researcher can collect the greatest amount of information in a short period on their subject. Therefore, through the speeches, it was found that it is an instrument capable of bringing the reality of the object into its context, to capture various pieces of information that can help the researcher elucidate and unveil the objectives of the study.

Final considerations

The study made it possible to analyze the focus group based on the experiences of graduates of the Graduate Program in Education at the University of Brasilia (UnB), showing their perceptions of the use of this technique in educational research, thus returning to the first objective proposed in this study: to analyze the perceptions of students graduating from the Graduate Program in Education at the University of Brasilia on the use of the focus group in qualitative research.

In this sense, by exploring the answers to the questionnaires, it was possible to analyze the experiences of graduates of the PPGE/UnB, using a critical view from the Discourse Analysis technique and its theoretical and analytical devices. In addition to the perceptions of those surveyed, the theoretical framework of this study led us to discuss the use of focus groups as a data collection tool, as the references provide concepts, characteristics, and possibilities for using focus groups in research. This discussion therefore addressed the following specific objective: to discuss the use of focus groups as a data collection tool.

The second specific objective (to understand how the focus group has been applied in the educational field) was addressed through the discourse of the graduates, who reported factors such as a combination of instruments, planning the focus group, challenges, advantages and disadvantages, evaluation and experience in using the focus group in educational research.

 Thus, it emerged that the combined use of the focus group with other instruments can bring a specific character to data collection. The graduates surveyed reported that they used interviews, observations, document analysis, and questionnaires as possible combinations in their data collection, to provide more precise details about the object of study.

Planning was cited as an important factor in the focus group, as the participants reported the need to construct stages in its application, such as study and literature review on the focus group, preparation of documents, construction of scripts, gathering of material and resources, analysis of the locus and context of application of the focus group, among others.

In addition to planning, the need to provide a suitable and appropriate venue for the session was also highlighted, as a welcoming environment makes it easier for the participants to engage in the debate, as well as to delve deeper into the discussions. The respondents also mentioned some of the challenges of using the FG, such as the fact that it is an instrument that requires more planning on the part of the researcher, including the need for an elaborate script.

Despite the qualities and advantages perceived in the focus group, this study revealed that researchers also face difficulties, as various factors can cause barriers to the application of the FG. For example, the data showed that it is not always possible to get all the participants together; the bureaucratic commitments of the locations sometimes make field research difficult. There is also the difficulty of expressing divergent opinions, due to the lack of anonymity in the group.

Thus, through the experiences of research in the field of education reported by the graduates, it was possible to verify that the focus group is an instrument of great relevance for qualitative educational research, being able to provide spontaneous responses. When combined with other instruments, such as interviews, it can show the reality of the object under investigation, as well as enable the researcher to get to know their study from a broader viewpoint, based on the interaction between people. 

Finally, the speeches revealed that the focus group brings many benefits to data collection, with a greater wealth of information, highlighting the meanings and particularities of the context being researched, which helps to elucidate the object of study. Thus, we hope that this production can contribute to those interested in learning about and applying the Focus Group in the field of education, as well as understanding its characteristics when applied in qualitative educational research. For us, it is an important methodology because it fits in with the critical method we adopt in our studies, as well as enabling participants to rethink and reflect on their opinions, conceptions, and practices with the educational issues involved in academic research.
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