Student Centred Learning  -  4  -  Identifying Learning Needs


Identifying Learning Needs            (Session 4)
Purpose

The next sessions concern the planning and delivery of training and teaching. Here our attention is focused on the most difficult issue: the problems of identifying learners' needs.  The term "needs" is used very broadly to cover all the aims, wishes and requirements of learners. These are matters which too often remain hidden to facilitators and teachers.  Our main problem as teachers is how we can come to understand these needs; and what are the implications for teaching when these needs are not properly assessed?
By the end of the session participants should have:

· An example of student wishes and the needs that may lie behind them,

· Together considered their own needs and reasons for coming on the course,
· Noted some of the problems there are in identifying needs,

· Tried to work out some ways of circumventing these problems.
Comment   Effective teaching and training starts from the learner.  If the learner has no need, or no wish to learn, learning will at best be slow.  And if you consider the knowledge aspect of learning, the failure to take into account what the learner knows is like putting the fifth row of bricks on a wall without knowing if the fourth row is in place.

So a major step in any programme of learning is to find where the learner is coming from, what he or she needs, and what he or she already knows.  The teaching which follows can then take into consideration the prior knowledge of the learner, and these needs.
Steps of Session 4
1. Whole group previews the day,

2. Introduction to needs of learners,

3. Individual questionnaires,

4. Groups of four consider responses from (3) above,

5. In 2 groups consider reasons for joining the course, 

6. Whole group discusses learners’ needs,

7. How can we discover these needs?
8. Form groups for the next session.


Timing & Sequencing    This session should to be scheduled sometime after 'Learning through Experience'. It may well be run with ‘Evaluation’ which is a closely allied topic near the middle of the course.  Here it has been given a time slot of one hour and twenty minutes.  As it starts the day, the first step relates to the whole day, and this step needs placed at the beginning of whichever sessions is the first of the day. 
Materials:  
· Copies of students' expectations about coming to this University,.  These were responses to the question:  'What might you achieve or obtain by coming to this University',
· The paper the participants brought with them, listing their reasons for attending the course,

· Pens and sheets of paper for the groups,
· Large sheet of paper with two columns for identified problems and their proposed solutions,
Key Point   We can never meet all the aspirations of all our students, but we can seek to understand what they need and thereby seek the best use of all resources.
Process
1 Preview.  To continue from the concluding step of yesterday; have you any thoughts about ‘Student Centred Learning’.  These might be your own general ones or you could pick one of the ideas from the list on page 7 of the ‘Introduction’ and say if you noticed it in action.

2 This next session is introduced by contrasting the extremes of the way academic courses set a syllabus independently of the learner, versus training, where a group of people with rather different needs come together to change their ways of working and understanding.

3 Individually, imagine you were one of the students who were asked: "There are many things that you may have thought you would achieve or obtain when you decided to come to this University. Could you tell me two that are important to you?"   If you had been one of those students what sort of things might you have written?  Give two examples just as the students did. 

4 Join three other people and look at what you have written together.  When you have exchanged ideas with one another have a look at what the students actually wrote.  Do the students list things you did not include?  Do you get a sense of what they were thinking when they wrote, and how this might be different from your own perspective?  How easy is it to understand your students’ ‘needs’, and how important is it?

5 Now join others in two groups.  Give members of the other group the ‘Reasons for coming on the course’ that you wrote out.  Read these over together. If we had known about these might we have conducted the course differently?  How might we, this course’s organisers, have come to know more about what you wanted, and been able to take it into account? How can you as teachers, come to understand better your students’ needs?
6 
The whole group discusses the importance of understanding learners' wishes and needs.  Why is it important to understand these needs?  What problems arise if we fail to identify these needs?  Make a numbered list of problems in a column down a large sheet of paper.
7 Can you suggest ways of preventing these problems and being able to understand better our students’ needs?  Place solutions against each of the numbered problems on the large sheet.  Think of the measures we can take to obtain the information we need to help solve some of the problems.
8 In the next session you will be planning a course in small groups.  Over the break could you think who it would be good to work with on material in which you all three (possibly some twos or fours) are interested.

Organisation
1 Depending on the size of the group, members probably only have about 30 seconds each. Here is the place to remind everyone of the timings and main sessions for the day.
2 Leaders might note how typically universities require that the learner is already in the right position to undertake the learning.  In contrast adults will not normally be so well prepared, and the learning must be tailored to their needs.

3 Ask participants to make A5 sheets on which to answer the questions. Emphasise that these are exactly the same instructions and words used with the students. Check with participants that they have their ‘reasons for coming on the course’ written out ready for use.  
4 Stay in one area so that the student responses can be passed around.  Have paper to hand in case participants would like to write out lists.  Also have copies of student responses to the question about reasons for coming to the university to pass around as they are needed, these will be shared between the groups - unless copies can be made.

5 Half of each of the small groups join together.  Check that people understand that they are being asked to hand their reasons across to the other group so that everyone is looking at other people’s suggestions.           
6 Back to the whole group for the end of the session.  Large sheet with two columns.  Write problems in the first column.

7 Participants can write in the second column of the sheet of paper used in the last step. 
8 Participants will be given the outlines of a course, but need to have a mutually interesting set of contents that they choose themselves.
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