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Carrying out training needs assessment

Introduction to training needs assessment

Before developing and delivering information skills training courses you should conduct a training needs assessment (alternatively, training needs analysis) to ensure that what is being delivered matches what is required. Two theoretical models of training needs assessment (TNA) have dominated the training literature for over three decades:

· the organisation-task-person analysis framework (referred to as the ‘O-T-P’ model)

· and the performance analysis approach.
The former has dominated the academic literature, while the latter is more popular among practitioners.

Organisation-Task-Person Analysis

In 1961, in their seminal book, Training in Business and Industry, McGehee and Thayer introduced a framework for TNA by organising it into three separate analyses:

· organisation analysis - examines the organisation’s objectives and goals, resource needs and efficiency to determine where training is needed;

· task analysis (sometimes referred to as `operations analysis’ ) - requires establishing performance standards, what tasks must be performed for standards to be achieved, how tasks are performed and the requisite knowledge and skills necessary to perform those tasks, in order to determine the content of training.

· and man analysis (now referred to as `person analysis’) - the training practitioner identifies who should receive the training by establishing the level at which each employee is performing in relation to performance standards, usually through performance appraisals or proficiency tests.
Goldstein and Gessner (1988) subsequently recommended that training needs should also take into account the future requirements of an organisation and not just present job requirements.

Performance Analysis

Performance analysis focuses on being able to identify why actual performance falls short of expected performance (Mager and Pipe, 1984; Rummler, 1987; Rummler and Brache, 1990) or why average performers fall short of standards set by exemplary performers (Gilbert, 1978).  Legitimate training needs exist only when a performance discrepancy is attributed to a lack of knowledge or skills.  Advocates of performance analysis claim that, more often than not, solutions to performance problems require changes in the work environment rather than increasing employees’ knowledge and skills. As a consequence much training conducted in organisations has little effect on work behaviour.  Performance analysis requires judgements about performance discrepancies and their causes, but provides little guidance on how those judgments should be made and who should make them.

What should a training needs assessment cover?

Let us assume that you already have a clear idea of what the objectives of your employing organisation are and what your goals will be in delivering training. Within this overarching framework you have many decisions to make. The training needs assessment should provide the information that you need to address them. The training needs assessment will therefore typically cover:

1. Content of existing training programmes

2. Needs of potential course participants

3. Assessment of current training provision
1. Content of existing training programmes

Nowadays it is probably most likely that your information skills training course will combine both internal and external sources of content. For example, when the ScHARR Information Resources team developed an information skills training package for Reference Manager we drew heavily on the vendor's manual for the software package but supplemented this with exercises that we devised to meet the needs of our intended users. Usually you will find that bringing together high quality external content, such as training/help guides provided by electronic databases (see: http://www.csa.com/support/trainingmaterial.php#guides for examples), with the ability to tailor materials to local needs and to add your own additional content offers you an optimum learning solution.

2. Needs of potential course participants

In assessing the needs of your potential course participants you will require not only quantitative data such as how many participants you will train in total and how many at any particular time. You will also need to consider whether current training meets their expectations, what they consider the strengths and weaknesses of current programmes and what suggestions they have for improving current provision. Your audit will also need to cover the time and location of the information skills training course.

In assessing needs you should not focus simply on educational and training needs.  An important ingredient of many courses is the social contribution that they make to a sense of belonging or organisational identity.  At a superficial level, for example, the induction for new University students equips the new intake with essential organisational knowledge to enable them to carry out their studies.  But, the induction allows the students to interact socially as well.

An important consideration at this point is whether your audience has any special needs.  Will materials or methods of delivery have to be adapted  to accommodate the needs of the visually impaired  or those with hearing difficulties?  While it is not necessarily going to be possible to produce multiple formats to cover every eventuality, as a training provider you have the responsibility to allow your participants to articulate their special needs and to offer suitable alternative modes of delivery wherever possible. This is not simply a matter of providing text materials, such as transcripts for the hearing impaired, as this may compensate for content but not necessarily for the social interaction that is all part of the learning experience.

Questions to ascertain the needs of users could include:

· What type of information skills training are you interested in/ would be of relevance to you? (for example): literature searching  reference management

· Have you had previous information skills training on this topic?

· Assess your current level of knowledge of the topic (for example): beginner  intermediate  advanced

· Where would you prefer to receive training? (for example): at your workplace    at the library

· How would you like to be trained? (for example): individually     as part of a group

· What is your availability for training? (for example): during work hours     during lunch breaks    after work

· Do you have any disabilities that may affect your participation in a training course?
In addition, to ensure that all training needs are met, it can be useful to add an open question at the end of the questionnaire to enable further requests to be expressed. For example:

· What do you hope to achieve as a result of attending the training session?
Assessment of current training provision

It is very easy to assume that simply offering the same training materials for each of your information skills training courses will inevitably attract course participants, but  it is important to consider the following questions:

· Are you seeking to reach existing audiences with existing course materials (in other words to reinforce current course provision)?
· Are you seeking to reach existing audiences with new course materials (that is to enhance current course provision)?
· Are you seeking to reach new audiences with new course materials (that is to diversify).
Now look at some examples:

Clearly we cannot convey the full complexity of a training needs assessment without looking at an actual example.  We have selected the Southeast Florida Library Information Network (SEFLIN) Technology Needs Assessment Questionnaire (http://www.seflin.org/clp/index.cfm?fuseaction=pages.TechnologyNeedsAssessmentQuestionnaire) to provide an example of a training needs analysis survey for technology and information skills training. For another example of a good training needs assessment, take a look at the Scottish Further Education Training Needs Survey which was carried out by JISC RSC Scotland North & East (http://www.rsc-ne-scotland.ac.uk/) in 2004. They have kindly agreed to allow us to share their Questionnaire for Learning Resources Staff with you, as an excellent example of a Training Needs Analysis. It is available at: http://folioze-folio.pbwiki.com/f/hetna.doc.
As you look through the training needs assessment resources, we want you not only to think about how you would answer them if you had received this questionnaire.  More importantly we would like you to reflect on why you think that  respondents are being asked each particular question.
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