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Introduction
Assessing learner’s needs is an important issue at the heart of contemporary teaching practise in the UK. This paper looks at what is meant by assessing learning needs, why it’s so important, how it is carried out and how can it be utilised to help students and teachers alike. I shall also deal with “further support” and guidance.
During the course of this paper I shall be referring to groups and individual students that I am involved in teaching.

Group 1 

Is made up of local adult education students, (Hammersmith and Fulham Education Department – HAFED) all of whom are studying IT. One class is on studying towards attaining an ECDL qualification. The other is studying Website design software as an evening class course, and the last one is an IT open learning class.

Group 2

Is made up of two classes of disabled students. These students are studying towards attaining basic CLAIT qualifications in how to use the Internet and using computers for Art.

Group 3 

Are a section of students who I teach on a one to one basis in their own homes for a charity. All of these students have a disability, their impairments range considerably, and none of them are on the course with a qualification in mind. Instead it is a course that is tailored to each student within a framework of learning about the internet.

 ASSESSING LEARNERS NEEDS

Assessing learners’ needs is the process by which it is possible to identify what it is that is needed to provide a “good” course. 
“This could be defined as one that is relevant to [the learners] needs with clear statements of purpose and having appropriate content presented at the right level and pace” 
Page 15 Adult Learning Adult Teaching Daines, Daines and Graham.
“Learners’ needs” has been described as the gap between where a student is now and where they want to get to, but more than this it’s the identification of what criteria need to be dealt with in order to help a person gain the learning outcomes they are seeking. 
Learner Support and Guidance
Learner support generally refers to support concerning special needs, basic skills (language, literacy, numeracy), personal support and ensuring access to guidance support and further learning opportunities
Why assess learners needs
It is possible to argue that to teach people without looking at their needs can be partially successful. One may be lucky and provide a course that one’s students react well to, or as has been the case so often in the past, a certain proportion of students will find one’s teaching beneficial while another proportion won’t. By assessing learners’ needs the element of chance is lessened and a certain acceptance of responsibility is levied at the tutor, providing a more balanced relationship between student and tutor. 

A list of examples of learners needs can be found in the appendix.
Making an initial assessment of learners needs

In order to assess learner’s needs it is important to be able to identify what learning needs may possibly exist in the first place, in other words, what to look out for. 
Pre-course learner’s needs assessment

Enrolment forms, application forms, pre-course questionnaires and informal or formal pre-course meetings are often used by organisation when they are recruiting students. Collating the information about the number of participants attending, their educational, cultural and professional backgrounds, their existing knowledge, attitudes and skills and their expectations can be of great benefit to those planning a course. At the same time these pre-course communications offer an opportunity to ask students whether they need support. For instance HAFED uses a form (Evidence 6) which has sections on ethnic background, disabilities, financial assistance, and childcare. Such forms offer an “anonymous” opportunity for people to make their needs known. It’s important to remember that many people find it difficult to be open about such issues so allowing confidential and discreet opportunities to be open is important. 
Where there may be literacy and language needs there is an immediate difficulty in using forms as these may be unreadable to people faced with literacy / language problems. Because of this it is possible to find people on courses who neither speak nor understand English, or who have extreme basic skills needs. In my field, computers and IT, not speaking English or not having literacy skills can be extremely detrimental to the learning process. 
In relation to my students from UCANDOIT (Group 3), the organisation firstly assesses students by getting them to fill out a form (evidence 2). Amongst many questions including those relating to previous experience it asks direct questions relating to their disability. In most scenarios this would not be acceptable to many disabled people however in this instance understanding the nature of a disability means an appropriately trained tutor can be assigned to that student. Once the form has been returned a tutor visits each student for a pre-course assessment, during this session the forms are gone over on a one to one basis, the equipment is checked to see if it works, and the student and tutor negotiate a learning scheme by using a final assessment form which acts as a list of suitable subject areas that can be covered (Evidence 3) 

In-course learner’s needs assessment
Inducting learners
During the induction process there are many opportunities to assess learners’ needs, and see if students need support. It is for this reason that all three organisations I work for have well defined induction processes. 

When working for the local authority (group1) all tutors are required to go through an Induction Checklist (evidence No.1) during the first lesson, this ensures that matters such as health and safety, basic skills support, equal opportunities standards, support with regards childcare, disability, and further learning opportunities are covered. Also students must fill out a form known as the Individual Learning Plan (ILP) which asks why a person is doing the course and what are their specific learning objectives. Students often just want to get on with the course and resent filling out forms so one way around this is to help them see that this is for their benefit too. Therefore it could be said that having things explained clearly, and not being left in the dark when it comes to what at first may appear as merely administration matters is an important learner need. Being able to communicate with one’s students extends in to many other areas, for instance by showing that a Tutor and student have common aims, and by specifying aims students can see if a course is for them. Clarifying objectives (i.e. what exactly your students are to achieve at the end of a session) will help students keep a focus not only on a common goal but also that a common goal exists. It will also be useful to be clear with regards tasks that may be coming up during the course or equipment that may be useful.

Even though a great deal is covered by the initial assessment forms a lot of assessment takes place within the first few sessions. For instance, discussing an outline of what the course will cover with the students so that every one is in agreement on this matter, and where possible provide a written scheme of work, which is normally available very early on in the course will be of great help. I tend to either publish these on my web site (Evidence 4) or when relevant print them out for students (Evidence 5). The web pages on the Internet which have the scheme of work written on them not only include hyperlinks to related pages on the Internet but can be updated during the course to reflect the course’s progress and include some of the content of the course itself, such as photographs or examples of student’s work. In a sense the scheme of work also becomes a diary of what actually took place and is often used by students as a form of revision. Providing students with the opportunity to recap what has been covered may be just as much a student need as notifying them of what will be covered. 

During the first session the introduction of myself and of the other students allows for many opportunities for information regarding student’s needs, using question and answer sessions, sometimes involving direct questioning regarding previous experiences, qualifications and other pointers to a students present position and where it is they’re aiming to get via the course. Often during the first session one finds that setting simple tasks also offers information about student’s abilities. For instance, asking a student to turn on a computer offers information about a student’s keyboard skills and previous experience of using a computer. It is also possible to use such exercises to look for signs of undisclosed special needs or basic skills needs. While “look and see” techniques are seen by some as highly unreliable, in my own experience they have proved invaluable. The kind of activities that I use to assess learner’s needs include moving around the class, asking what people have come to learn, what people already feel they know, and where they are at. Asking students to give information in front of the rest of the class can be extremely nerve racking for many people so by having quite a few breaks and having informal discussions one may be able to gain some insight.
During these introduction sessions it may be possible to enable learners to review their past experiences in a way that reveals their strengths and needs. If a tutor helps a class to look at their own non vocational and non qualification skills, such as the ability to communicate, to organise, to lead, to work as a team, to be self disciplined, to be punctual, to be able to deal with stress, or work under pressure then students may be able to recognise some of what they bring to a course as adult learners. By speaking to other trainers who have worked with the same group and repeating back to the class the strengths mentioned a class may feel further empowered. The same maybe true when using feedback given by participants’ supervisors or others who are familiar with their background and experience.

The process of assessing learner’s needs may at times hinder learners and this paradox should be borne in mind. By trying to find out what a student’s needs are, certain techniques may cause suffering to a student. For instance using a questions and answer session format may cause embarrassment to some people, and even when using this process on a one to one format some students may feel undermined. So care should be taken when using question and answer session, one to one tutorials, icebreakers and even very informal out of class meetings. Determining a person’s position maybe far harder than at first appears so it may also be that another learner’s need is that a tutor is open to having assessed someone’s development incorrectly and therefore a student may need a tutor to be someone who is able to continually monitor and correct previous assumptions. This may occur when watching to see what hierarchical skills and knowledge are shown, however many people have “Spiky profiles” where they know a little bit of this or a little bit of that, they maybe good at one thing but not so good at others. 
When providing feedback to students a tenet of “care” should be primarily in one’s mind.

That is, care to not make people feel inadequate and to make them feel they’re on the right course, 
care not to encourage showing off, care by being accurate and diplomatic, care by realising first impressions are often inaccurate, and care to be open to issues that come up.
Consultation and negotiation
It is a central need of learners of any age to feel they are respected, and one way of showing this is by consulting with students, it also demonstrates an involvement and by definition this allows students to recognise that they too have their own responsibility. While negotiation is a mutual decision between student and teacher there are limits as to what can be consulted / negotiated.  

“All consultation and negotiation take place within given parameters, e.g. institutional regulations, timing and environmental constraints, the availability of resources, syllabus and/or examination requirements, as well as the inherent demands of the subject discipline and the tutor’s capabilities.“ 
Page 28 Adult Learning Adult Teaching Daines, Daines and Graham.
Negotiation can not be entered in to with people who have no knowledge of a subject. However perhaps one of the main benefits of negotiation is not so much what gets negotiated but that the student not only has a voice in the process of teaching but that they recognise this fact
Being aware of what may block a student taking in and drawing out information is also a learner’s need. It is about not causing a blockage in the flow of learning. This may include taking care with how information is presented, making it clear, and where possible aesthetically attractive. It’s about not being repetitive, or verbose, or confusing, it’s about making points clearly and concisely. Likewise it’s the responsibility of a tutor to be assertive and be clear about boundaries, to manage time properly, and to be aware of the student’s environment, not only in terms of health and safety, but also it’s ambiance, (noise and temperature levels), that people are positioned as comfortably as possible, and in a manner that does not ostracise individuals. As important as silence is in music so too are breaks in the time schedule, but even here learners’ needs must be identified. Firstly are people’s health and safety needs being met? In terms of computer training this may mean taking care that people don’t get dehydrated, are not seated for long periods of time, and that their eyes and bodies get a rest from the computer. Breaks are also good times to go over points that weren’t understood properly within the session, either with the tutor or each other and even when learning isn’t taking place the tutor must be on their guard for issues relating to group dynamics.
Being able to share with a student what they should expect in terms of their development can be a very important process, so it might be considered that a learner need may be to have mapped out to them the possible learning curves, plateaus and frustrations that are regularly encountered and to be expected.

“students need to know where they are supposed to be going and when they are doing it, before they begin” Page 131 David Minton Teaching Skills in further & Adult Education
An understanding of the main building blocks in learning can be underpinned by testing however it is a learner’s need to be tested appropriately and with an aim of encouragement rather than just feedback.
MOTIVATION

Understanding the impact on a learner’s development caused by their motivation can not be over stressed. When learners are personally motivated to learn new skills and knowledge, and are willing to assess and perhaps change their attitudes, they are very likely to benefit from training. Motivated learners also often become effective advocates for new practices and help influence the practice of others. Therefore it follows that the transverse is true, if students are on a course because they are being coerced then it is worth making changes to one’s approach within a course. One resolution to this might be to show understanding of their predicament. To include in the course some extra help in getting through the difficult moments that are likely to arise. With my ECDL students I make it clear to them from the outset that I will be attempting to take them far beyond the level needed to pass an exam so that when the time comes to take it they will feel extremely confident. Normally this has the effect of letting them forget about the exam, and enjoy the course.

Barriers to learning
There are many barriers to learning and I have listed a few in the appendix however the main ones I want deal with are covered next.

Psychological

Fear of failing – I try to encourage my students to feel that being on the course will be an interesting adventure. I often ensure that practice is fun rather than laborious. With regards my ECDL group I show them what I think they will easily learn and what the exam requires. By showing them the difference they are able to see the exam as a lot less frightening

Lack of confidence – For those students who seem lacking in confidence I am careful not to pretend to them that they are better than they really are. Instead I try to foster a feeling of trust between us where they believe what I am saying. Confidence after all is less about ability and more a case of lack of trust in ones own ability to see ones self clearly. 

Wrong level – Whether a student stays on the course rather depends on the extent of the mismatch. Some students may appreciate the opportunity to revise and practice what they already have covered whereas other may not. Contrariwise it may be possible to either simplify or add to the course on offer in order to help meet the student’s needs. I tend to ask my students if there are any particular areas they want to know. I either say it’s in the course already, or if it’s not then I let them know if I am able to deal with it later. Establishing limitations to what’s on offer is also part of the process of assessing learners needs because how a student reacts to boundaries can be very telling of what relationship they are likely veer towards with the tutor.

Physical

Special needs – With regards sight and hearing problems there are a number of practical changes that may help. Firstly repositioning someone may help with seeing or hearing what’s going on. Also computer displays can be enlarged, as can text size. Some people with partial hearing or the ability to lip read may find being looked at helps when the tutor is speaking. If these resolutions are not adequate it may be possible to point students towards organisations such as “Ability Net”, or “Action for the Blind” or local disability organisations, such as HAFAD and ADKC.  One of the most important things to do if one has a special needs student is to ask them what might help, trying to presume what will be of benefit rarely helps because one’s imagination can not compete with the complexities of reality

A tutor must also assess learners’ levels of literacy to design appropriate training activities and materials. Materials for participants with lower levels of literacy should be largely pictorial, with simple, clear images and basic language.

Environment – Keeping an eye on the classroom environment is essential. I often ask students if the temperature is ok, or if they need a break.
Social

Language – Once again asking the student what they think will be of benefit is of the utmost importance. However sometimes there are practical suggestions which might be useful and worth mentioning. For instance a web site on the Internet supplies lists of computer words (E.g. “floppy disk”, “window”, “mouse” etc…..) in 50 languages. Whilst it may be possible in some instances to bring in a translator one would have to consider the effect this may have on the rest of the class. Pointing students towards ESOL courses is often the most appropriate course of action.  

Cultural  / Ethnic diversity - There maybe some factors that affect group dynamics during the training Determining if there will be participants with different levels of social and professional status participating in the same training will help one prepare for potentially disruptive interpersonal dynamics that may affect the training. For example, some students with different levels of training and status may not be accustomed to training in teams. Participants may also be from different ethnic or political groups that have experienced historical conflict.
Financial – It’s very easy to presume one’s students can afford to do things such as visiting a film, or museum, or buying a magazine or book, but many can’t and would be humiliated if they had to tell the tutor they were so poor. When developing a course structure it’s wise to consider the likely wealth of the students before insisting on costly additions, and even then take care to not overestimate people’s wealth even if they are encouraging such a view.
Ability to practice away from the class – Because many students do not have a computer to practice on at home I consider it extremely important that they get hands on experience in the classroom. It may be possible to point them in the direction of either open learning classes or places such as libraries where there maybe opportunities to use computers.
Sometimes it’s important to recognise one’s limits so being able to get outside help and advice, from experts possibly, maybe the best course of action. In HAFED dedicated staff are available to deal with specific needs such as disability, literacy and ESOL, however even though it’s tempting to call on these resources it’s also important to remember that we don’t assume we know what’s right so asking the individual what they think they need maybe the first port of call.

Guidance opportunities – Means ensuring students get access to support bodies, individuals, e-learning, and other further learning opportunities where applicable. HAFED has a careers advisor, who is able to help students choose courses appropriate to their vocational aspirations. It may also be possible to point students in the direction of relevant websites, museums and / or special interest organisations.
Conclusion

In this essay I have looked at what learners needs and support means, how it can be assessed, and once assessed what affect this knowledge can have on how courses are developed and put into practise. It has been my aim  to show how important this process is, not only in terms of providing good courses, but in developing a balanced relationship between student and tutor, where the responsibilities are shared and through this a greater sense of teamwork can be substantiated.
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Appendices
Examples of LEARNING NEEDS

Having an idea of what learner needs are will help in the identification of. Applying the rule of WHO, WHAT, WHERE, WHEN and HOW and WHY is one way to start. So with this in mind it’s possible to list possible learner’s needs as follows:

1
Who?
Knowing who they are, this ranges from 

a. age, 

b. social and ethnic background, 

c. previous experience of education, 

d. qualifications, 

e. employment, 

f. learning expectations

g. financial and time resources 

h. Are they going to do it alone or together

i. What are their expectations of a tutor? 
This may range greatly, especially in a class that’s multi-cultural, however there are likely to be general expectations which are likely to be that the tutor:

i. is competent
ii. is organised, 

iii. is knowledgeable,  

iv. is punctual, 

v. has lesson plans, 

vi. is observant  

vii. is interactive, 

viii. is not reliant on text books, 

ix. is able to take charge, 

x. not scared to try new ways of learning but balances this with care for what works,

xi. is encouraging, 

xii. is sensitive where classes are built up of people from multi-cultural and ethnically diverse backgrounds to find out what may not be acceptable to them.

xiii. Recognises that being in the position of being a tutor means being in a position of power so any pontificatation regarding politics, religion, or any other controversial areas is inappropriate. The same can be said for creating difficult situations for students with regards personal relationships, especially any behaviour that may be misconstrued as having any sexual connotations. Of course how something is said and how it is received are not always related, however care must always be taken even so. 

2 What?
 

a. What are they aiming to learn agreeing learning goals is of the utmost importance

b. Measure assumptions against actual needs

c. What time scale needs to be considered

d. What support do they need 

e. What do they need to achieve this

f. What standard should it be set at?

3 When?

a. When are they going to learn

4 How?

a. How will they know what they have learnt

b. How will they know when they have learned it

c. How is learning to be demonstrated and tested

d. How are they going to learn

e. How quickly can they learn

5 Where?

a. Where are they going to learn

b. what conditions

c. A convivial environment, 

i. Is it comfortable, 

ii. Is the temperature ok, 

iii. not extreme on the senses – 

iv. are light levels good, 

v. are there any overly distracting smells (both good or bad), 

d. Health and safety – 
i. FIRE DRILL, 
ii. Building

iii. Chairs / desks

iv. Toilets

v. Refreshments

vi. REGISTER ETC….

e. Does the equipment work 

f. Are materials in supply – from chalk to ink to paper etc…. – 

g. Tables and chairs are set up correctly.  

h. Is it well ventilated and does it keep pollution out.


6 WHY? Why are the students doing the course, are their reasons:

a. Work related

b. Pleasure based,

c. To aid in socialising / meeting people

d. For personal development

e. Because they have been coerced to do it

As a stepping stone to something else
List of Barriers

Below is a list of some of the barriers to learning that may be met during the assessment process.

Psychological

Students not used to being asked about their needs may resist questioning

Fear of failure

Being forced into attending

Learning history may be filled with negative experiences.

Bad day

Lack of confidence

Motivation confusion and frustration 

Comparing with high flyers

Wrong level
Home / relationship problems

Learning and behavioral difficulties

Practical

Special Needs (includes anything from impairments to eye sight, physical disabilities and access problems, learning and behavioral difficulties.)

Literacy skills (E.g. Inability to read or write)

Language (E.g. English not as a first or even second language)

Time limit (E.g. Childcare, family responsibilities, work, and health issues)

Environment (E.g. Both in the learning venue and away from it issues such as lighting, heat, accessibility, proximity to public transport, parking issues, homelessness)

Financial (E.g. Unable to afford materials, books, parking, travel, and poverty.)

Ability to practice away from the class (E.g. No computer at home.)
List of Evidence

1. HAFED Induction Checklist 

2. UCANDOIT application form 

3. UCANDOIT final assessment form 

4. Teaching web site 

5. Print out of scheme of work from web site

6. HAFED course application form
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