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Introduction

Before proceeding with the process of Needs A ssessment, some definitionsmay help to standardizethe
discussion. "A training needisaneed for human performanceimprovement that can best bemet by training
of somekind."* Similarly, needsassessment isthe" processof examining training needsto determinehow
best they actually might bemet."? Someauthorsinsert theidentification of training needsasanintermediate
stepandit may bedefined as"the processrequired to detect and specify training needsat individual or
organizationa levels." A critical dement of the needsassessment i stheidentification of "thedifferences
betweentheided andtheactual characteristicsof thetargeted learner group."® Theliterature suggeststhat
tasksaswell as process must be determined, then gaps explored to identify the needed elementsina
training curriculum. Theprocessof identifying and assessing training needsisoftenintuitiveand non-
systematic. What is proposed here is a systematic process which would apply to any type of training.

Needs Assessment M ethods

A general process which is consistent with curricular Needs Assessment and |oosely modeled after
Peterson’s process® includes the following steps:

Become aware of problems which can be addressed through training

Develop performance objectives or goals of the training initiative

Identify training needs or the components of training

Analyze training needs or determining who needs what

Devel optraining objectivesor things participants shoul d be ableto do upon completion of the
training

Develop the curriculum to accomplish the performance objectives and the training objectives

Clearly thereareseverd pointsinthisprocesswhichrequireinformation. Thefirst, alertnessto problems,
istypically general and non-specific. Each of theother stepsof the processrequireinformation or datain
order to proceed appropriately.

Relevant literature suggestssevera approachesto gathering theinformation needed to make decisionsat



each of the stepsinthe process. Below areoptionsadapted from Kernet al.> and Finch & Crunkilton®
which are used in assessing needs and devel oping curriculum for professional training:

Method of Assessment Advantages Disadvantages
Informal Discussions Convenient Lacksrigor
Inexpensive Contains biases
Formal Interviews Standardized Reliable
Qualitative information Not representative
Expensive
Contains biases
Focus Groups Efficient Requires skill
Qualitative information Not representative
Questionnaires and Task | Standard Skill
Anayses Methodological rigor Not qualitative
Quantitative Time consuming
Direct Observation Assesses existing skills Time consuming
Informal Contains biases
Assesses existing ability | Does not assess
performance
Proficiency Tests Efficient Time consuming
Effective Does not necessarily
Assesses existing Ability | assessred-life
Assesses knowledge performance
Requires high level of skill
to develop
Audits or Organizational | Unobtrusive Requires performance
Outcome Measures Assesses performance standards
Methodologica Rigor Requires resources
Produces incomplete data
Strategic Planning Process Produces Prioritization Requires skilled
Involvement by key persons facilitators
Qualitative Time consuming
Involves key people Not quantitative
Establishes goal/objective

Before commenting on a process for assessing training needs, these options will be briefly described:
Informal Discussions

Althoughit isconvenient, inexpensive and quick to perform aNeeds A ssessment based on informal



discussions, thisprocess, if used alone, isfraught witherrors. Thelack of structureinthediscussonsisa
major flaw but even moredangerousisthereliance upon anon-methodol ogically structured sampleof a
professiona population. Biasisinserted when thegroupsor individua shave been sdlected by convenience
or, worsedtill, based onvested interestsin thetraining. Objectivity isnecessarytoinsurevaidresultsfrom
suchdiscussions. Theselection of thosewithwhomthediscussionsare held should bedonecarefully so
that the results are likely to be reliable (same results likely from other respondents) as well as valid.

Formal Interviews

While better than informal discussions, formal interviews still may lack representativeness and
generalizability. They add thecomponent of reliability duetothestructureof theinterviews. They also
allow qualitativeelementsand depth of information. Thismethodisbetter suited for small populations
where the entire or asubstantial portion of the population can be interviewed. The structure allows
comparisons and the determination of priorities and weights.

Focus Groups or Groups of Experts

Onof thetraditional methods of assessing needs, training or others, isthe use of focusgroups. These
groups, if selected properly, can serveasproxiesfor theentirefield or occupation. If not selected properly,
they represent aflawed approach to getting answers. Theexpert groups, sometimescalled the Del phi
method,’ has as much applicability to the devel opment of needs asto thedevel opment of content, asis
discussedinthenext section. Theprocesscan beformal andinclude questionnairesand severad iterations
to achieveconsensus, or it can beinformal and useanomina group method of facilitated discussion. If the
focus groups consist of subject matter experts who (1) are knowledgeable of the specific tasks and
activitiesto beperformed, and (2) arerecognized expertswhose professionalism, currency, and objectivity
arewell known, theresultsof thefocusgroupsshould bebothreliableand vaid. Thevalidity of aneeds
assessment using thisapproach can beverified through theuse of other focusgroupsconvenedtovalidate
thefirst or other assessments. Thisprocess could becomerather convol uted and counterproductive but
could providethe curriculum devel operswith confidencethat thetasksand activitiesincludedin theneeds
assessment areappropriateand comprehensive. Whilequalitativeinsight andinformationisadistinct
advantage in this method, objectivity and bias are disadvantages to be guarded against.

Questionnaires or Task Analyses

"Few content determinati on strategi es have seen such widespread use astask andysis."® Itisprobably the
most accepted method of needsassessment in vocationa educeation and professiond training. Theprocess
of jobtask analysisrequiresathorough and systemeatic review of relevant literaturein the occupationd area
todetermineif other anal yses of the occupation or activities have been conducted which may beof use.
If so, theseanal ysesmay hel pto begin thedevel opment of or listing actual or potential taskswithinthe
targeted activity. Sowidely acceptedisthetask analysi sprocessthat most occupationshave had some
variation of theprocessand thelisting of tasksincumbent inthejob or activity. If suchanaysesarenot
available, observations may be necessary to compile the lists of tasks.



McGaghieet a.° comment on the processeswhich can be used to devel op such aninventory within the

medica profession. They agreethat theinventory isthemast logica method of beginning the devel opment

of atraining curriculum. They say, "Whileincompleteasacurriculum determinant, preciseinformationon
thesematterswill facilitatethetask of curriculum designersand makethe product of their effortsmore

realistic...." In addition to the task analysis, they suggest two methods or a combination of methods which
may be used to formulate the inventory: a personal account of activities, and observation by peers or others.
While self-reports are the most direct method of collecting information about the step-by-step tasks which
contribute to the accomplishment of an activity, a narrative by a practitioner may notinclude all of the
relevant steps. Some tasks may be taken for granted or simply assumed and not listed. The self-reported
activities may lack specificity but that specificity may be teased out by a skilled interviewer later.

The other method they describe for compiling an inventory is observation by others of activities and tasks.
The use of trained observers would contribute reliability to the process and specificity, which might be
missing from a self-reported diary of activities, would be observed and recorded. Additionally, the
observation of tasks may group the tasks in any way which would be helpful to the curriculum development
process. An example of the complex coding of activities is seen in Brody and Stadssssment of
physician's activities by function, by category of collaboration, by time, and by location.

Once the inventory is established by any process (literature, previous task analyses, self-reported tasks,
observation), duplicate items are deleted and additional items are added. The lists are collapsed into a
comprehensive but non-duplicative "inventory” of tasks. Typically, the inventory is then administered, in
guestionnaire form, to a sample of workers or practitioners who are responsible for the targeted activities.
While itis certainly not necessary to survey the population of practitioners, large samples reduce errors in
the results. Whether large or small, the sample should be representative of the occupation or occupations
associated with the activity. If the sample is biased by representation or exclusion, the results may be less
valid. The practitioners are instructed to mark the tasks that are routinely, frequently or seldom required
in the activity. They may also be asked to rate the criticality, complexity, or seriousness of the task or
another group of managers, administrators, or policy officials may be asked to prioritize the tasks after the
inventory is validated and some tasks seldom or never performed are eliminated. The remaining tasks
represent those needed for the activity or occupation and, therefore, the subject of training for the
completion of the activity.

Care should be taken to include items which may seldom be required but may be of critical importance.
An example is firearms training for police. The discharging of a firearm in the line of duty is one of the rarest
of activities in police work but it is of sufficientimportance that it receives significant attention in all training
programs within that occupation.

The task analysis provides reliability and validity if properly conducted. It represents both
comprehensiveness and consensus. Lacking in the questionnaire or task analysis method is qualitative
information on the difficulty, criticality, or complexity of a particular task in the inventory. Curricula based

on the task analysis method, particularly if the task analysis is used in concert with other methods, is likely
to be most appropriate to the activities under consideration.



Direct Observation or Critical Incident Technique

Although it was mentioned above asameans of devel oping acomprehensivelist of tasksfor the task
analysis, direct observationisamethod for catal oguing the steps, tasks, and content, both technical (which
isclearly thefocusof task andyses) concernsand affective concernssuch asattitudesor values. A "critical
incident" isone"when theobserver seestheir purposeand consegquenceasbeing clear."! Theexamples
of activitiesor critical incidentsto which thismethod may be applied are"incidents' such asworkers
dismissed during a previous period of time, or successin aparticular activity at aparticular place. A
“critical incident form” istypically themethod of standardizing and formatting theinformation. Thisform
may include categoriessuch as"What led up to theincident?' and "What werethe precise stepstaken
following notification?"

Thismethodisconsistent with an"after action report” or "'lessonslearned” approach to debriefing personne
onactions, activities, steps, successes, failures, and suggestionsfor futureactionsor activities, whenthe
purposeistoidentify needsfor training activities. Thisisavauabletool indevelopingandinrefiningtraning
curricula. It can, of course, beused in concert with other methodsin ng needsandinrevisingtask
lists.

Tests of Proficiency

Needs assessments for activities where little information exists but where individual aptitudes and
determinationsof successor failurearemeasurablemay lend themsalvesto tests of proficiency. Thesetests
can addresscognitiveor psychomotor abilitiesand may becalled "exercises,” "readinessdetermination,”
"ability assessments.” They are not necessarily " paper-and-pencil” tests but are objective meansfor
determining theabilitiesand competenciesof thosereasonably expected to accomplish atask or activity.
By measuringthe successor failure, itiseasy to determinetheneedfor training or further trainingin specific
elementsof thetask. Anxiety, extraneousfactors, and therepresentativenessof thosebeing tested are
elementswhich can produce spuriousresults. Additionally, it isnecessary to have some measurable
indication of success or competency in order to determine needs based on failure to meet that standard.

Audits or Organizational Outcome Measures

Thismethodissimilar totestsof performancebut appliesto group or organizational outcomemeasures
rather thanindividua performance. Aswith performancetests, thereistheneed for someleve of success
or competence in order to determine needs based on failure to meet that standard. Audits may be
unobtrusiveand, if properly constructed, will assessreal-life performance.*? Theprocessshould bea
formal one, whether for auditsor observation of organizational performance. Methodol ogical rigor canbe
atainedthroughtrainingtoinsureinter- andintra-rater reliability. Thisprocesscanbeexpensiveandtime-
consuming but, if conducted properly andif the standardsbeing judged areappropriate, it can beavauable
method of determining needs as well as devel oping curriculum.



Strategic Planning

Perhapsthemost versatile method of determining needs, and al so of determining goalsand objectives, is
thestrategic planning process. If doneappropriately andwith skilled facilitators, the processcan address
strengths, weeknesses, opportunities, and threats, al withintheorganizationa or politica environment, and
may contributequalitative e ementswhich can prioritizeissues, tasks, activitiesand roles. Alone, strategic
planning may not produce the specific e ementsneeded to articul ateacurriculum but used in concert with
other methods, may be critical to establishing priorities, goals and objectives which can serve as
performance measuresand competency measures, €l ementsoften viewed asnecessary to assesscurricular
needs.

Processfor Assessing Needs. Synthesis of Strategies

Asisnodoubt clear, thereisan advantageto using morethan one of the methodsdescribed above. Some
of themethods, such asthetask andys's, provide objective, quantifiableinformation on thespecific tasks
needed to accomplishan activity. Other methodssuch asstrategic planning and performance auditssuggest
theappropriatenessand value of activitiesaswell asgoals, objectivesand standards. Inadeveloping
disciplineor activity, where standards of performanceand competency may not exist and whereactivities
involve heterogeneousorgani zations or componentswhich, having existed separately may not have sufficient
history to suggest collegial tasksand activities, it isnot only advantageous but necessary to employ a
combination of methods to assess the needs for atraining curriculum.

Arguably, all of the methods for assessing needs could and should be employed if thereisto be a
comprehensive, reliableand valid needsassessment. Redlistically, however, choicesmust bemade. Itis
important to stress that objectivity and the reduction of bias should be key elements of the process.
Additionaly, amix of quantitativeand quditativeinformationisvauable. Duringtheearly assessments, it
isoften necessary torely onlessforma methods, using decision-making to reducethe di sadvantages. For
subsequent assessments and where there is sufficient time, care should be taken to employ the more
complex but stronger methods, toinclude strategi ¢ planning, so that goal sand objectivescaninformand
direct the process.

Thecomplexity of the Needs Assessment isdependent on the compl exity and scope of thetraining. A
NeedsAssessment for anintroductory or familiarization training program, even thoughit might addressa
national audience, doesnot havethe sameintense Needs Assessment for content asonewhichwould
address technical or serious issues which would be delivered to groups whose actions are more critical .

Gap Assessment

Following the needs assessment, by whatever method or processisused for determining thetaskswhich
arecomponentsof an activity or job, it isnecessary to determinewhich onesare already present inthe
workforceand requireno additional training. It may al so benecessary to determinethedegreetowhich
someof thetasksare subjectsof other training, either preserviceor in-service, whichthepractitioner is
likely to havereceived through other programsor processes. The purposeof the Gap A ssessment isto



reducerepetition and redundancy in specifictraining components. Inthisregard, itisimportant toframe
tasksand activities using termswhich describethebehavior or theskill needed and not rely on esoteric
jargon or terminol ogy which may mask thebehavior and resultinduplicativetraining. If somepractitioners
aretrainedin"hazardousmaterialsremova" and theactivity iscaled "toxin cleanup and transportation” on
thetask inventory, theactual task and behavior required could be duplicative of existing training yet not
readily apparent. Duplicityisnot,inand of itsdf, badif itisintentiond. If duplicity isinadvertent, it reduces
the credibility of the process and the program, as well as wasting resources.

Issues relevant to Gap Assessment
Previous training and experiences
Existing training
Existing proficiencies
Current performance
Deficiencies
Preferences regarding strategies
Characteristics of learners
Resources available to learners and instructors

Theseissuesand e ementshel p to focuscons deration and assessment. Each representsadifferent aspect
of theenvironment, organi zations, or clientele. Thesystematic addressing of eachissueand dementinsures
that there will be little or no inadvertent duplication and helps to frame the curriculum.

Criterion for Competency and Performance

The segue from Needs Assessment to Curriculum Development is the determination of criteriafor
competency or performance. More will be said about Competency-based and Performance-based
Instruction inthefoll owing section but the Needs A ssessment process providesan excellent opportunity
to get more information than simply the tasks which need to be the subject of the training.

Peterson® mentionsthe step of " Devel optraining objectivesor things parti cipants can do upon compl etion”
between the Needs A ssessment and the devel opment of the curriculum. Hestates" Thetraining objectives
should fall into place naturally and easily from your training needs analysis work."*

Twotypesof objectivesareidentified inthe curriculum devel opment literature: terminal objectivesand
enabling objectives. "The terminal objective represents performance in the worker role or aclose
approximation of that role. It focusesontheway astudent should performwhenintheintended work
situation."™ Theterminal objectiveissimilar toacompetency or performance objectiveand specifiesthe
ultimatestandard for anactivity. "Theenabling objectivefocusesonwhat thestudent must learnto attain
thetermina objective. Theenabling objective servesto guidestudentsfrom wherethey areat thebeginning
of instruction to wherethey should be at theend of theinstruction."'® Thereisalmost alwaysaseriesof
enabling objectiveswhich serveto guidethelearner, step by step, and affirm that they are progressingin
thecorrect directionandinthecorrect order. Typicdly theenabling objectivesmovefromthemost smple
level sto themost complex level swithin theinstruction necessary to accomplishthetermina objective. For
this purpose, it isimportant to consider ataxonomy or classification of educationa objectives. This
classification is the starting point for the next section on "Curriculum Development.”



Summary

Thereareinformal methods of ng needsfor training initiativesand therearemoreformalized,
standardized processes. Each method hasadvantagesand disadvantages. What has been presented here
has been the suggestion that the less rigorous approaches have aplacein theinitia conception of the
traininginitiativesbut, astheinitiative maturesand devel ops, the needs assessment should becomemore
formalized, rigorous, and methodol ogically defensible. Methodssuch asthe Del phi Techniqueand Task
Analysisprovide proven approachesto assess ng the specific needsof acurriculum. Ultimately, testsof
proficiency may proveto be a useful tool in needs assessment and, as described in the next section,
curriculum development, revision, and evaluation.

Determining thegoa sand objectivesof atraining programisessentia to success. Onceobjectivesare s,
itiseasier to defineneedsandtoidentify gaps. Competency and performancearecertainly dependant
upon theobjectivesof thetraining program. Strategic planning can beaviable method for assessing needs,
defining god sand objectivesandrevisingtheinitiative. Additiondly, thesynthesisof approachestakesinto
cons deration theadvantagesof the quicker, informal approachesand therigorousformal gpproaches. We
suggest a holistic approach to the assessment of training needs.
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