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Abstract 

This study utilized focus group research to understand the experiences of students in a 

Didactic Program in Dietetics (DPD) at a large, public university. Students participating in 

the focus group reflected on and discussed the strengths, weakness, opportunities, and threats 

of the program. The participants stated that faculty support, hands-on learning, and 

opportunities to participate in clubs were strengths of the program. Students would like more 

opportunity to do research with faculty. They also indicated that there are program 

weaknesses such as access to common space, limits in course availability, roadblocks in 

curriculum, and limited access to necessary tools. Program opportunities, such as the 

upcoming accreditation visit, will express the student’s concerns and therefore focus 

administration’s attention on much needed financial support for the program. Although not a 

specific threat, changes in the credentialing for Registered Dietitian Nutritionists were also 

discussed by the students. Data were collected in preparation for an accreditation visit. 

However, the results can be used to advise department and university administrators about 

what items make students successful in their programs. 

Keywords: SWOT analysis, focus group, nutrition training, accreditation 

1. Introduction and Background 

Didactic Programs in Dietetics (DPD) in the United States are accredited through the 

Accrediting Council for Education in Nutrition and Dietetics (ACEND), the accreditation 
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branch of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (Accreditation Council for Education in 

Nutrition and Dietetics [ACEND], 2018). The previous accreditation visit was in 2012 and 

the program was certified for a seven-year period. This study reviewed the experiences of 

students in a DPD program at a large university in [region, State]. The purpose of the study 

was to collect focus group data from DPD students not only for input into program 

improvement, analysis, and resource allocation, but for use in the program’s ACEND 

self-study 2019-2020 reaccreditation process. 

1.1 Framework 

Student success and student experiences in college are an important measure that university 

administrators and accreditors review on a regular basis (Arnold et al., 2019; Brittingham et 

al., 2008). The goal is to provide an environment for the students to learn and thrive while 

meeting specific learning outcomes, especially for those programs that are credentialed 

through a professional society or organization such as ACEND (Accreditation Council for 

Education in Nutrition and Dietetics [ACEND], 2018). 

1.2 Student Success 

Student success has many definitions. Retention, persistence, grade point average, and many 

other factors are often listed as measures of success (Astin, 1993; Kuh et al., 2006; Kuh et al., 

2005). More recently, items such as student satisfaction (Edens, 2012; Elliot & Shin, 2002; 

Wiers-Jenssen et al., 2002), motivation (Pintrich, 2004; Schunk, 1991; Svinicki, 2004), and 

student self-efficacy (Bandura, 1993; Chemers et al., 2001; Pajares, 1996; Schunk, 1991) 

have become areas of productive research. Additionally, the topic of diversity in education 

and the link to student success has been explored, within the field of dietetics, student 

retention, and nutrition training (Olivares et al., 2015; Wynn et al., 2017). 

1.3 Experiential Learning   

Experiential learning is an another concept that relates to student success (Barr et al., 2002). 

Experiential learning includes students engaging in practical experiences in labs, activities, 

and service learning. DPD programs often incorporate aspects of service learning, a type of 

experiential learning, to support student learning and professional preparation. Experiential 

learning is especially important to the university as the university motto is “Learn by Doing”. 

In this case, experiential learning, including labs, activities and service learning, is a 

substantial component of the university student success model. 

1.4 Accreditation Process  

As this project was conducted as part of a cyclical reaccreditation review, it is important to 

review accreditation and its purpose. The most important process for accreditation is quality 

assurance. Lubinescu, Raticliff, and Gaffney (2001) provide several purposes for both 

academic and programmatic accreditation. The authors defined the purpose of accreditation 

as an opportunity to:  

- Foster excellence through the development of criteria and guidelines for assessing 

effectiveness  
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- Encourage improvement through ongoing self-study and planning 

- Ensure external constituents that a program has clearly defined goals and appropriate 

objectives, maintains faculty and facilities to attain them, demonstrates it is 

accomplishing them, and has the prospect for continuing to do so  

- Provides advice and counsel to new and established programs in the accrediting 

process 

- Ensures that programs receive sufficient support and are free from external influence 

that may impede their effectiveness and their freedom of inquiry.  

In the case of dietetic and nutrition education and professional preparation, ACEND accredits 

dietetic programs for many of the same reasons. Most notably, the ACEND accrediting 

process assures the quality of nutrition and dietetics education for preparing students in future 

careers as Registered Dietitian Nutritionists and Nutrition and Dietetics Technicians, 

Registered (ACEND, 2018). 

1.5 Assessment  

One major component of accreditation is the verification that students are meeting certain 

standards and learning outcomes and ultimately succeeding in college. Assessment is a means 

of collecting data on student success and learning, reviewing such data, and developing 

programmatic changes to improve student learning (Massa & Kasimatis, 2017). 

1.6 Research Question 

This qualitative study was conducted to inform the faculty and staff of the department about 

the student experiences in the DPD program. Therefore, the research question that guided this 

study was, “What are the student’s impressions of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 

and threats to the current DPD program at the university?” 

2. Methodology 

This qualitative study was conducted at a large, public university in California. Prior to the 

start of the study, the researchers obtained IRB approval from the university (protocol 

#19-111). The focus group was conducted to collect student input on their feelings about the 

Didactic Program in Dietetics at the university. As a method, focus groups allow the 

participants to freely express their feelings about the subject being discussed with periodic 

prompts from a facilitator (Creswell, 2005, 2007).   

The participants were recruited during the Fall semester through department emails and 

announcement at the student club meetings. As this study focused on the experiences of 

students in the DPD program, only students in the Didactic Program in Dietetics at the 

university were recruited. At the university, there are approximately 270 students enrolled in 

DPD program (Cal Poly Pomona [CPP], 2020). Eight students participated in the focus group 

session. This number represents 3% of the total enrolled in the program. However, the typical 

size for a focus group is between 7 and 12 participants (Creswell, 2007). All the participants 

were female with six holding senior standing and the remaining two holding junior standing. 
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Within the study DPD program and nationally, the profession is primarily female (CPP, 2020; 

Pollard et al., 2007). Although all levels of students were recruited for the study, students 

with junior or senior standing are the best as these students have experienced the core of the 

DPD curriculum, and first- and second-year students are often still in the process of 

completing general education and pre-requisite requirements prior to starting the DPD 

curriculum. The institution is considered a commuter school and serves many non-traditional 

students. For example, the typical age of students enrolled in the department is 23.20 and the 

age range for the participants was between 20 to 44, with the average being 27 (CPP, 2020). 

As the study university is a Hispanic-Serving Institution, the ethnic diversity of the focus 

group was similar to the DPD program with the majority (62%) being Latinx as compared to 

56% Latinx for the department and 51% Latinx for the university as a whole (CPP, 2020).  

Seventy-five percent of the focus group were senior standing (90 or more units completed). 

The entire group of participants identified as female, which is somewhat similar to the 

program where the majority (76%) of the DPD students identify as female (CPP, 2020). The 

group that may be underrepresented were Asians, as 19% of the DPD students are Asian (CPP, 

2020). 

The Focus Group technique was chosen for this study to obtain student input.  Focus Groups 

are one means of collecting qualitative data for applications such as academic assessments. 

The focus group methodology has been used in many research settings including the social 

sciences (Parker & Tritter, 2006). Typically, focus groups are organized with a small group in 

a discussion setting led by a facilitator who asks questions and guides the overall discussion 

(Creswell, 2007). Additionally, the facilitator may add follow-up lines of questioning to gain 

deeper insight regarding the topic being discussed by the group. Once the group session is 

complete, the collected data is evaluated for common themes. These themes are analyzed to 

form the basis for the findings in this style of qualitative research. Focus group research has 

been conducted in the nutrition field to gain insights regarding student experiences (Kessler 

& Burns-Whitmore, 2011; Kessler et al., 2009; Kessler et al., 2010; Kessler et al., 2013), and 

the data was used to develop program goals, objectives, and improvements, as well as student 

retention and mentoring. 

After signing an informed consent, the participants were led through a focus group session to 

discuss the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats concerning the DPD program at 

the university. The questions are presented in Table 1. A single focus group session was 

conducted during the Fall semester in one of the DPD program’s lab rooms and lasted for the 

scheduled 60 minutes. During the focus group, the participants were video-taped, and the 

moderator took notes. Following the session, the video was transcribed with the aid of 

trint.com software. After transcription, the data, including notes, was re-read and compared 

for the purpose of coding (Creswell, 2007).  Open, deductive coding was used to manually 

code the data. As this focus group was framed to collect data using a SWOT analysis, the 

themes and results were organized around the four major groupings in SWOT, strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (Helms Marilyn & Nixon, 2010). 
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2.1 Researchers 

The researchers in this study are faculty members within the DPD program at the study 

university. Both researchers are invested in the success of the students in the program and 

want both the students and the program to succeed. One researcher is also currently training 

to become an ACEND accreditation reviewer in the future. The researchers recognize the 

need to remain unbiased in this process and the need to hear the messages from the student 

participants. The goal for the researchers is to ultimately improve the DPD program for future 

students. 

Table 1. Focus Group Questions 

Area of Focus Questions 

Strengths - What does the Dietetics Program do well? 

- What are our best resources? 

- What do other people see as the program’s strengths? 

- What would you want to boast/brag about to someone who knows nothing about our 

program? 

Weaknesses - What can be improved? 

- What is done poorly? 

- What can be done better/effectively/efficiently? 

- What is the Dietetics Program NOT doing that you feel it should be doing? 

- If you could change one thing that would help this department function more effectively, 

what would you change? 

- If you could change one thing about the program, what would you change? 

Opportunities - What are the good opportunities facing the program? 

- What are the interesting trends you are aware of? 

- Are there opportunities that the department should focus on, that you think could be 

implemented? 

Threats - What are the perceived threats regarding the program? 

- What obstacles do you face? 

- What is our competition doing that we are not doing? 

- Could any of the program/department/college/university weaknesses seriously threaten the 

Dietetics Program? 

Overall - Has your experience in the major been good or bad or a combination of both? Please share 

your experiences. 
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3. Results and Discussion 

3.1 Strengths of the Program 

In general, the students were satisfied with their experiences in the DPD program. A major 

theme that was discussed was the support the students receive from professors, advisors and 

the student clubs such as the nutrition student and the honor society. The students felt that 

such support was a major strength of the program. Additionally, the students were proud to be 

part of the DPD program at the university. As the students continued discussing the strengths 

of the program, one student stated that it is “cool to talk about what I am passionate about.” 

Students on the panel commented on the many opportunities to get involved with other 

students and the faculty in the department. Another participant commented that “I never 

imagined I would be so involved. I am almost in tears about missing school.” 

An additional theme emerged when discussing strengths. The students liked the many 

hands-on opportunities that exist on campus. There are opportunities to be involved with real 

world applications such as cooking in quantity for fundraisers and special events, community 

nutrition services, counseling, and participation in research projects with faculty and graduate 

students. 

Finally, the in-class experience was noted as a strength of the program. As previously stated, 

the students spoke highly of the faculty, both tenure track and lecturers. The students talked 

about the curriculum and their classroom experiences. One student noted, that they (the 

students) are held to a high standard. One student said “the textbook is the minimum. We (the 

students) are encouraged to go above and beyond” for their learning. The group added that 

they liked their relationships with the faculty. They found the faculty approachable and that 

the faculty are there to support the students and help them both in- and out-of-the classroom. 

Importantly, faculty-student interaction is a major factor in overall student success, both in 

and outside of the classroom (Kuh et al., 2006; Kuh et al., 2005; Umbach & Wawrzynski, 

2005). These comments support the development of faculty-student opportunities. Faculty 

and administrators can develop programs such as undergraduate research and career 

mentoring to enhance the relationship between faculty and students beyond the classroom 

environment. 

3.2 Weakness and Challenges 

There were challenges identified by the students on the focus group. Space is an issue in the 

college. The students expressed that it is tough for them to find space or rooms to study 

together and collaborate. The students talked about how a neighboring college, of which the 

DPD program shares space with, has study areas and a student lounge. Having a space for 

study and collaboration may benefit the students in terms of study time, group projects, and 

general moral and satisfaction by offering a central gathering space for the program. The 

students also offered a suggestion to allow use of some of the rooms or facilities on weekends 

to support collaborative learning. This suggestion could be especially beneficial as the 

campus is primarily a commuter campus. Having a space to work and gather may allow more 

opportunities for interaction while the students are on campus. Interaction with both other 
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students and faculty fosters student success and satisfaction (Astin, 1993; Kuh et al., 2005).  

Access to technology in the college’s computer lab was also identified as a weakness. The 

computer lab is the only place where the nutrition/diet analyzing software is available to students. 

There are 24 licenses for use in the lab. With additional courses in the college using the lab for 

teaching, there are fewer open hours for the students to use the software. Overall, the students 

expressed the need for more access or additional software tools to complete their projects. 

Additionally, the curriculum itself is was identified as a challenge. Most notable was the 

students’ comments the chemistry courses in the curriculum. They noted that chemistry, 

especially organic chemistry, was often hard for them. If a student does not successfully pass 

the introductory chemistry series, organic chemistry, and then biochemistry, they cannot 

proceed to the metabolism courses and medical nutrition therapy series. Not being successful 

in chemistry delays student’s graduation and eventual dietetic internship. The student group 

suggested that the department develop a DPD study group for chemistry to support student 

learning. One of the participants asked why organic chemistry was even needed for the major. 

They did understand the link to biochemistry but felt that organic chemistry was not as 

important. However, one student stated that the chemistry series made her grow as a student. 

She said, chemistry “…made her work and figure it out. It changed my mind from a fixed 

mindset to a growth mindset.” She expressed pride in completing the chemistry portion of the 

curriculum. Challenging the student and setting high standards promotes student learning on 

a deep level (Kuh et al., 2006). Additionally, challenge with support assists the learner in 

moving from a fixed to a growth mindset (Dweck, 2008; Pajares, 1996). 

One other item highlighted by the students was the human physiology requirement. Currently, 

the DPD curriculum does not require human anatomy and only requires human physiology. 

The student felt like both anatomy and physiology should be required and would be 

complementary to each other. Some of the students that had transferred in added that their 

community colleges required both and that they were able to get more out of the physiology 

course by having the background developed in the anatomy class. It was suggested that a 

hybrid course specifically designed for DPD students could be developed that covered both 

anatomy and physiology, especially because the material supports the curriculum in the 

metabolism courses. 

Another challenge for DPD students is course availability, especially for introductory courses. 

By the time they attended orientation, many of the courses were already full when the 

students tried to register. The students suggested that the DPD/Department explore ways to 

develop lines of communication with the other departments on campus to assure enough seats 

are available. Beyond course closures, timing was also discussed. Many of the students work 

and the focus group members discussed their difficulty with scheduling classes around their 

work schedule. 

The focus group noted advising as both a strength and an opportunity for improvement. The 

students recognized that the major is very competitive, but welcome discussions and 

professional advising by faculty about becoming successful in the field. Academic advising 

was especially important for navigating the biology and chemistry pre-requisites and added 
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that they found the advising they received from the faculty advisors more useful than that of 

the college or university staff. Advising is a high-impact practice the supports student success, 

especially retention and persistence (Kuh et al., 2006).  

When discussing opportunities, the students noted several of interest. The students would like 

an opportunity to get involved in additional undergraduate research with the faculty. As noted 

before, student-faculty interaction supports overall student success (Kuh et al., 2006; Umbach 

& Wawrzynski, 2005). Undergraduate research is one opportunity to interact with faculty 

outside of the classroom. 

Additionally, the students would like the opportunity to work with the nutrition analysis 

software that is used on campus. However, this is confounded by the computer lab time 

constraints. Practice case studies were also discussed. The students felt that these case study 

exercises in the curriculum were valuable and they encouraged the program to add additional 

opportunities for case studies in the curriculum.  

Other opportunities include career readiness and networking. The students on the focus group 

panel desire more job interviewing preparation, practice, and “life skills” preparation. They 

would like the opportunity to gain interviewing practice before entering the workforce. For 

opportunities in networking, the students focused on the California and local Academy of 

Nutrition and Dietetics chapter meetings, and suggested the department hold professional 

networking events. Ideas such as a “Dietitian’s Picnic” lunch-and-learn or a “Mini-State” 

conference meeting were proposed. 

The focus group spent time discussing the 2024 credentialing requirement changes 

(Commission on Dietetic Registration, 2020). The discussion centered on the need to offer a 

coordinated Dietetic Internship and Master’s degree program in the future. 

4. Limitations 

As with all research, this study has limitations which must be noted. First, this study was 

cross-sectionally conducted with a sample of students in one program, one time, at one 

university in California. Results for another program may be vastly different. Second, 

although widely recruited, the sample was entirely female, third- and fourth-year students, 

who were primarily older (  = 27.00) than the average student in the program, which is just 

over 23 years old (CPP, 2020). The program is largely female, but male representation may 

provide additional insights not collected here. Additionally, as this was a focus group, the 

sample size was relatively small. The sample population represents only a small portion of 

the entire student body enrolled in the Didactic Program in Dietetics. The sample did 

somewhat reflect the ethnic diversity of the students in the program. However, Asian students 

may be underrepresented. 

As with all focus groups, there may have been unknown pressure on the students to either say 

or not say something during the focus group session. The researcher conducting the focus 

group was a faculty member in the program. Although that faculty member has a positive 

relationship with the students, they may have felt as if they could not say something or had to 
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answer differently than they normally would. Finally, as with all qualitative research, the 

researcher’s subjective feelings could influence the outcomes of this study. This fact is true 

for both the focus group session and the researcher’s interpretation of the results. However, 

the moderator tried to remain unbiased and emotionless during the session by limiting the 

questions to those outlined in the appendix.  

There are limitations to focus group research that must be acknowledged (Smithson, 2000).  

Focus groups can be dominated by a single person. However, this did not occur in this group 

session. Additionally, there is often the tendency towards a normative discourse between the 

group members, which was not evident in this focus group beyond the use of professional 

language code (such as AND and DPD) and language typical of the campus environment. Even 

considering these and other potential limitations, focus groups are a beneficial way to collect 

opinions and information on questions of concern, needs, and suggestions for program 

improvement. 

5. Future Research 

There are many possibilities for future research in this area. First, this data was collected as part 

of assessing program strengths and weaknesses prior to a reaccreditation. The results were 

submitted as part of the self-study in preparation for the site visit. Additional focus groups 

should be conducted annually to affirm these results. Additional research can be conducted to 

advise the program about changes that were unseen or unmentioned in this study. Expanding 

the items discussed in this study to a survey instrument that can be used with the program’s 

student body will provide broader insight with regards to the items discuss in the focus group. 

Additional research should be conducted to benchmark this program against other accredited 

didactic programs in dietetics in the United States and identify themes that may exist nationally 

rather than regionally at one campus. Finally, additional research can be conducted in 

conjunction with ACEND that can be used to inform assessment and accrediting decisions. 

Qualitative research often advises a directional quantitative research. Therefore, the results of 

this study can be used to develop survey tools for broad applications across all the students in 

the program. In addition, these results can be used to revise the program’s current graduating 

seniors exit exam and survey. 

6. Conclusion 

Focus group research allows for an intimate discussion between the researcher and the 

participants. This focus group examined the experiences of students enrolled in the Didactic 

Program in Dietetics at a large, public university in California. The students, in general, were 

pleased with their experiences in the program. The strengths of the program were the faculty, 

student body, clubs, and curriculum. However, the student focus group added that there are 

areas for improvement. Access to common space for gathering and studying and access to 

specific computer software and computer labs were noted as a weakness. Additionally, certain 

prerequisites can be stumbling blocks for the students. As these results were collected as part 

of a reaccreditation, the results can be used to advise the program’s faculty and staff as they 

continue to assess the program and also plan for the future model of dietetics. Student success, 
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retention, and persistence are important goals of the university, and the department’s degree 

programs. These results should be utilized by the program, as well as college and university 

administrators, to look for opportunities to fix access issues, revise curriculum and 

prerequisites, and invest in faculty development; all of which will support student success and 

the university/program goals.  
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