Intro

The point of assessing learners needs

Life is filled with having to assess other people. Most of the time we do it without thinking consciously, even so subconsciously most people are adept at working out what level or wavelength another person is on simply by using very subtle cues. These could be things such as body position, voice intonation, eye contact, manner of speaking, type of words used and conversation skills. While generally this ability is taken for granted, for a tutor the situation is not so simple. Firstly the tutor is generally faced with a number of people, most of whom are probably not happy or relaxed enough to speak openly in front of the rest of the group. Even if it were possible for a tutor to speak with a student on a one to one basis initially the specific information that the tutor might need to assess the pupil may still not be easy to extract.

I want to talk about 3 groups of students I have dealt with recently. The first is an adult education class learning how to use the word processing program “Word”. The next are a group of students who I teach an office orientated computer course to, in a homeless peoples hostel. They aim to attaining an OCR qualification by the end of it.  The third group was on a one lesson only course about computers, held over a three-hour period one Saturday, a few weeks ago, in an adult education college.

In some ways it would be easy to dismiss assessment. One could argue that a teacher has their method of teaching something, the prospectus shows the student what’s going to be taught and the student essentially determines whether they can cope with the course. If the student finds they are not happy with the tutor then either the student moves on to another tutor, drops out of the course, or just struggles on. But assessing students’ needs and abilities before a course starts is as essential as our daily assessments with other individuals. Without assessing people we meet we would be at the mercy of chance. We may be lucky and further involve ourselves with someone who may be very good for us, however transversely we could be entangling ourselves with a very dangerous person. As with all assessments, of course, there is always room for error and as we travel through life we find that assessments can sometimes fail us. So it is with the tutor / student relationship. Without assessment both the student and tutor are relying very much on chance that they can work together. 

Assessment is the principle occurrence that underlies the rest of relationship throughout the course. From it both the student and tutor can tell if they are going to be able to work around an expected area of competence and for the student particularly it will be possible to see if this is the right course after all. If all goes well the process of assessing a learners needs can in itself expand the relationship very quickly so that both parties can move on in a mutually beneficial manner.

The three groups I mentioned earlier had to each be dealt with in a different manner. The one day course, I was warned by my line manager would be of very mixed abilities and expectations. I decided the night before to write out what I wanted to teach and then post it on the Internet. This meant that when the group sat down at their computers the next morning I could put the lesson plan on their individual computers. This enabled anyone who thought that it would be not suitable to back out. Some people had paid £18 for this one lesson so I did feel pressure to get it right. During the process of people entering the room I asked each person to read the lesson plan, and I asked them what level of knowledge they felt they had. It son became apparent that on the whole 9 of the 11 students saw themselves as beginners and the other three were only just past that stage. At the4 end of the lesson I asked people if it had been of any use and asked them to be honest. Only one person, in fact someone from one of my other classes said she had found t wasn’t particularly appropriate. Having produced a very detailed lesson plan I felt that some of the responsibility laid at the students own feet, however I did feel that the prospectus had been very vague and in future maybe more detail could have been given to its readers.

Modern day tutoring has been developing since the 1950’s towards a far more client orientated approach. Pre World War 2 teaching methods were generally centred on the needs of teachers. This method relies  far more on luck, as in the example of meeting a new acquaintance discussed earlier, than it does on the tutor’s ability to teach.

It’s very important for a tutor and student to understand why an assessment of the student’s needs is going to take place. Many may feel that it is a test whose outcome could be persecutory. So whilst an assessment should be one of the primary occurrences on the course it is also very important to spend time making the student feel more at ease and explaining that an assessment is wholly for the benefit of the student. I.e. That the course is suitable, and where possible modifications and support can be provided if the outcome warrants it. This can not be stressed enough.  The tutor Assesses the learner/client’s needs and strengths in order to plan appropriate learning. As assessments take place the student is often able to see that for them too this is a time to assess the course and tutor. What was written in a course syllabus may actually be quite different to what’s on offer, the tutor may not be to their liking and other more practical problems may be brought to light that weren’t envisaged until the student turned up at the venue. We shall look further in to this later under the section marked “Practical barriers to learning”.

There are a few drawbacks to having assessments and these are generally that they can be very time consuming, which at a point when students are biting at the bit of knowledge seems to them to be taking away valuable learning time. It can also seem to some students that the checking is endless and can be very annoying. Even with all the reassurances some students are still filled with apprehension. Also putting all of ones testing eggs in one basket can be risky! It’s probably worth using standardized tests as only one of many tools in one’s assessment kit bag, often there is a certain amount of tuning in that the tutor must fall back on.
So for the tutor the aim of assessment is to see if the course is suitable for the student and if any extra support can be offered where required. For the student it’s a time to assess the course, the venue, the other students and the tutor.

The process of assessing learners needs

There are very many methods of assessing students needs however what may determine what methods are used are most likely to be factors such as what subject is being used, the length of the course, the size of class and the expected competence. Also of great importance is what information one is aiming to glean from an assessment. The first and most likely point to an assessment is finding out what level of knowledge a student already has, it’s also likely that determining what level the student is aiming to attain by the end of the course is greatly significant. So for most tutors the two main bits of information wanted are “Student Ability” and “Learning Needs”. Of course through the process of assessment many other aspects can be brought to light. It’s also very likely that the possibilities to make clear certain issues such as boundaries, rules and limitations of the course become available too. 

Generally in my experience I try to make my students see that we are working as a team, that we share a common objective. For example, their progression in understanding and using a software product. I try to make them feel that we are on a mission not to specifically get them through an exam but more importantly to really understand a subject in depth. In order to encourage them I say that because I aim for them to know a program inside out and consequently the exam part will be a walk over for them. This tends to inspire confidence, and moreover it is nearly always true. With the idea of a common goal is borne the concept of a “mission”, a journey with a purpose. Getting over to the new students that in order for me to help them on their journey I have to understand their needs makes the issue of assessment a far less frightening experience. Assessment is a component of MISSION SUCCESS! There is NO passing or failing! 

The group to whom I am teaching the CLAIT course are on a mission with a specific goal. The other two groups are vaguer, their goal is understanding and their reasons for needing to know more range greatly. On the first session on the “Word” course I asked each student why they had chosen the course. One man just wanted to know more about using a computer, one person already used Word at work but wanted to further her knowledge and another woman wanted to work as a secretary and saw the course as a step in the right direction. The “Word” course as defined in the prospectus was very broad and seemed to cover what I would generally assume to be three courses elsewhere. I told this to the group and showed them a list of the subject areas we should be covering but I did let them now that I thought it was a bit ambitious. On the second lesson I prepared a detailed lesson plan with a couple of lessons left blank as “buffer” lessons, so they could see that there was some room for maneuver. Setting clear objectives, and showing that one understands that not everyone travels at the same speed when it comes to learning helps students to feel cosseted, which in turn opens students up to the tutor which in turn helps in the assessment process.

My CLAIT group have already completed an IBT1 course and from this I was able to deduce that they would at the worse be of a certain standard. Their last tutor had had to leave the course in such a manner that they felt they’d been left in limbo. I had no course notes or lesson plans to refer to so had to look through their previous portfolios and syllabus books. Whilst this isn’t an entirely accurate system of assessment it did give me an idea of what the students had accomplished so far. So qualifications, portfolios, lesson plans of current and previous courses and syllabuses of previously worked on courses can all help in the assessment of learners needs.

Many subject’s require some kind of written assessment however in IT it is the practical application of operational knowledge that tends to show literacy in computer skills, so it’s often more appropriate to assess peoples ability through hands on situations rather than theory. Most processes of learning IT lend themselves to a block by block hierarchical system. Therefore it is very likely that is a person who doesn’t know how to do one aspect of computing is very unlikely to know how to do one of the more advanced blocks, this makes assessing where a person is on the learning curve reasonably easy to determine. 

During this assessment I get the students to have a go at some simple tasks such as opening a program in lots of different ways. This shows me how adept they are at using a mouse, or keyboard and if they know the basics of operating the Microsoft Windows system. If I find that they are beyond these tests I start to question them directly. I normally ask if they know any programs and how long they have used a computer for. I also try to find out if they have any previous qualifications. If they do know certain programs I ask in what capacity they use the programs, recreationally, professionally, or just for the sake of it. This often has to be done with care because a person picks up that they are being tested so constant reassurance that I’m just trying to get a feel as to where they are is essential. As they tell me what they can do I feedback to them things like “that’s good” and “goodness you know more than me I’ll have to watch you you’ll be after my job”. One woman in my “Word” class seemed very nervous so I mentioned to her that I had been impressed by her ability and joked that I was a bit frightened by how good she was. Fortunately she laughed and after the session came up to talk to me and from that conversation I was able to further my understanding of what she was on the course4 for and what standard she was up to. Because she was a bit more advanced than most of the others on the course I tried to reassure her that while the first few sessions may be old ground for her there would be a lessons she would find very useful soon. One of my important aims in teaching is to help people want to learn, where possible to make it a very pleasurable process and not a frightening bind. In assessing my learners needs I look for people who are not looking forward to the course and try to inspire an interest in them. One of my CLAIT group is a slightly disruptive student who was trying to learn EXCEL (A spreadsheet program). He was making it quite clear that it was not to his liking so I sat next to him and agreed with him that if you just saw the program in terms of business usage then sure enough it could be a difficult program. However I explained to him how spreadsheets had come about and the other functions it can be used for, such as brainstorming, drawing plans, or as a database and so on. After this he persisted with “the boring bit” because he now knew it could lead to a far vaster potential than he had originally foreseen.

Barriers

Assessment is a dynamic process. It does not provide one withb an answer and that’s the4 end of it, instead it starts one on the road to modification and support. Below is a list of some of the barriers to learning that may be met during the assessment process.

Psychological

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 behavioural 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 lghting, 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.)

In terms of my own three groups of students the main barriers I have come across are:

Fear of failing – Nearly all the students said they feared failing

Lack of confidence – Many people feel scared of computers and the complexity of programs

Wrong level – The student who felt she was going to be taught other things on the one off course

Special needs – Sight and hearing problems 

Language – In all the groups were students whose first language was not English

Environment – My homeless students all have difficult environments 

Financial – My homeless students all seem to be very poor

Ability to practice away from the class – Some of my students do not have access to computers

Adapting because of Barriers

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 CLAIT 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. Children look to parents to gauge whether something is dangerous or not, and similarly students will take note of a tutors opinion regarding how difficult an exam is.

Lack of confidence – For those students who seem lacking in confidence I am careful to not 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 ability to see ones self clearly. A person who has been bullied by a parent and told they are no good is not lacking in confidence because they are no good, but because they have not had parenting that allows “realistic” self assessment. Pointing out to a student in a sensitive and non judgmental manner their strengths and weaknesses will often engender a feeling of trust from the student.

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 students needs. I tend to ask my students if there are any particular areas they want to know about, which is generally met with a desire to learn more about emailing. 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.

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. One of the most important things to do if one has a special needs student is to ask them what might help, trying to presasume what will be of benefit rarely helps because ones imagination can not compete the complexities of reality.
Language – Once again asking the student what they think will be of benefit is of the upmost 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 mmay have on the rest of the class.  
Environment – Keeping an eye on the classroom environment is essential, monitoring temperature, light levels, external distractions such as street sounds are just some of many disturbing factors from within the class. Keeping in mind factors from outside the classroom is also important. During my first ever session with homeless students I found a couple hanging around at the end. Without thinking I said “Haven’t you got homes to go to?” whether they noticed this faux-pa was beside the point because for a moment I had spoken without thinking and consequently put at risk my learners needs. If I had upset them it’s possible they would not have returned.
Financial – It’s very easy to presume ones 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.

Ability to practice away from the class – Because many of my homeless students do not have a computer to practice on I consider it extremely important that they get hands on experience in the classroom. With other students I may offer homework, but this would not be appropriate for my homeless students.
How far does one go
As with all relationships, through the process of learning about each other we learn that each person has needs which may require a compromise from ourselves if the relationship is to continue. At times though the needs of one person may be at the expense of another. When this happens the relationship tends to be severed. How far one goes in adapting to the needs of learners ultimately comes down to the effect of dealing with those needs has on the tutor and rest of the class. Where possible in an ideal world most of the learners needs would be met but in reality a fine balance exists between the tutor, the student, the rest of the class, the college and other supporting bodies’ needs. Part of the skill of the tutor is balancing out these needs as fairly and realistically as possible.
Extra notes

Being bluffed does it matter

Using on line methods of assessing students

Sense of play

Novel methods – tree diagram and toilet roll The Great Bog Roll Swindle
http://www.unm.edu/~ogshmpg/manuscripts/example/front_matter.doc
Pre-drawn fill-in concept maps can be used as an alternative method for quantitatively assessing adult learning in training situations

Conclusionhttp://privateschool.about.com/library/weekly/aa052901a.htm
· assessing learners’ strengths and needs 

· creating a positive learning environment(s) 

· developing lessons/session/course plans 

· writing effective learning outcomes 

· presenting material 

· facilitating a learning process 

· motivating learners 

· integrating and acknowledging contributions of learners 

· interacting effectively with learners 

· managing learning environments 

· applying theory and practice to real-world situations 

· managing time, stress, workload 

· taking reasoned risks 

· working in a team environment 

· modifying and adapting a lesson plan 

http://www.sheridanc.on.ca/academic/edserv/adult.htm
The process

Below is an assessment I sometimes use which was based on a scheme I originally found on the Internet from © Copyright 2000-2002 NELRC & World Education. Because I mainly deal with small classes I rarely give this out as a hand out, instead I ask the questions verbally and remember what each person says occasionally taking notes.

An example of how to assess an Internet course

Section 1 Talking to my students

First I see if they understand the terminology. Examples include:

· Hyperlinks on a Web page 

· E-mail 

· Search Engines 

· An online Web-page editor

I may ask Questions such as:

1. What kind of learning activities do you prefer (visual, hands-on, audio)?


2. Put in order the things you think help you learn better.  This gives me a sense of where technology fits in the student's preferences. 

___ Video

___ Listening to the teacher

___ Working with other students

___ Computers

___ The Internet

Technology & the Internet

Questions
1. Using technology can be frustrating and confusing. 

· Agree? Why?


· Disagree? Why? 

1. Do you use e-mail?


2. Are you nervous about using e-mail? Why?


3. Do you use the Web?


4. Are you nervous about using the Web? Why?


5. For those of you who use the Web, what topics do you look for on the Web?


6. What skill do you want to learn (word processing, e-mail, etc.)?


7. I want to use a computer in class (circle one): 

· all the time 

· at least once a week 

· at least once a month 

· never 

· not sure 

1. I want to use the Internet in class (circle one): 

· all the time 

· at least once a week 

· at least once a month 

· never 

· not sure 

1. What is the one most important thing the course could/should do to help students use technology successfully? 

The Computer Room

Questions
1. Is there room to walk around in the lab?


2. Can you see (if the teacher is showing something on the screen)?


3. Can you hear the teacher when you are in the lab?


4. Is there room for people to move around, see what others are doing and work together?

Learning outcome statements. In assessing students' learning, teachers must make judgments about what students know and can do. Teachers must be able to define expected learning outcomes and to clearly state the criteria for success. While most teachers at all levels are comfortable outlining "the material to be covered or taught," good assessment practices call upon teachers to describe what students are expected to know and be able to do in relation to the established curriculum. 

One way to provide this description is for educators (experts) to draw up statements regarding their expectations for a particular course or discipline. Known as "learning outcome statements," these statements guide educators in making their judgments, as well as students who must prove they possess the skills and knowledge they claim. As Mitchell (1987) says, "Assessment is about generating evidence and making judgments of an individual's competence, by comparing his or her performance against the established criteria."
There are a few drawbacks to having assessments and these are generally that they can be very time consuming, which at a point when students are biting at the bit of knowledge seems to them to be taking away valuable learning time. It can also seem to some students that the checking is endless and can be very annoying. Even with all the reassurances some students are still filled with apprehension. Also Don't put all your testing eggs in one basket! Adhere to using standardized tests as only one of many tools in your assessment kit bag, often there is a certain amount of tuning in that the tutor must fall back on.

