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Needs Analysis 

One of the main assumptions of curriculum development is that a sound educational program should be based on an analysis of learners’ needs. Generally, the procedures used to gather information about learners’ needs are known as ‘needs analysis.’ 

Needs analysis was introduced into language teaching through the ESP movement. The demand for specialized language programs grew in the 1960s and applied linguistics increasingly began to employ needs analysis procedures in language teaching. 

By the 1980s, developments in ESP and vocational program design led to the emergence of a ‘needs-based philosophy’ in language teaching. 

The purposes of needs analysis 

The purposes for which a needs analysis in language teaching is done may include the following: 

· To find out what a learner needs in terms of skills to perform a specific role (e.g. sales manager, tour guide, university student, etc.) 

· To determine whether there exists a course that adequately addresses the needs of potential learners.

· To determine which students among the group of learners most need to be trained in particular language skills. 

· To identify a gap between what students are able to do and what they need to be able to do. 

· To collect information about the potential problems that learners may be experiencing. 

· To determine the learners’ communicative abilities in the language. 

· To find out how students use English on a daily basis. 

· To determine the students’ level of cognitive development and acquisition of academic skills in their native language(s) and in English.  

In many cases, learners’ needs may be relatively easy to determine, particularly if learners need to learn a language for very specific purposes; e.g. employment in such fields as tourism, nursing or the hotel industry. In this context, the tasks that employees typically carry out in English can be observed and the language needs of those tasks determined. The information that one obtains can then serve as a basis for planning a training program. 

Sometimes, learners’ needs may not be so immediate (e.g. an EFL context in which secondary school students are learning English as a school subject). Here English may be a compulsory subject which represents an important part of a child’s education. As students do not have immediate perceptions of needs, curriculum planners should consult employers, parents, teachers, etc, to find out what knowledge of English they expect their students to achieve. 

Note that curriculum planners introduce English (or any other FL) in elementary or secondary school the same way they introduce math, history and physical education, i.e. based on what they consider best for students to study at school. In that case, learners are not consulted. Their needs are decided for them, instead, by those concerned with their long-term interests. As such, needs analysis includes the study of both perceived and present needs and potential and unrecognized needs. 

Needs analysis may take place before, during or after a language program. Generally, a needs analysis is part of the development of a course. This assumes that time and resources are available to plan, collect, and analyze relevant information for a planned program of instruction. This approach to needs analysis requires long-term planning and assumes adequate time and resources to devote to needs analysis. 

In some cases, however, long-term planning may not be adequate. Little may be known in detail about a group of learners apart from their number, nationality, (occupation if any), their date of arrival, and their main purposes for learning the language (e.g. improve language skills). In this case, needs analysis is carried out as the course progresses. Goals, content, and the teaching approach are shaped by information collected during the teaching of the course. 

In some other cases, the information that constitutes the needs analysis may be collected after the course is finished. The information collected is then analyzed in order to obtain a more comprehensive (broader) view of the learners’ needs as a basis for the evaluation and revision of the program. 

What are needs 

The term needs is not always easy to determine. It is sometimes used to refer to wants, desires, demands, expectation, motivations, lacks, constraints (limitations), and requirements. Needs are often described in terms of a linguistic deficiency, that is, as describing the difference between what a learner can presently do in a language and what s/he should be able to do. 

What is identified as a need is dependent on judgment and reflects the interests and values of those making such a judgment. Teachers, learners, employers, parents, etc, may thus have different views as to what needs are. For example, considering the needs of immigrants, people from the majority population may see the immigrants’ needs as achieving cultural and linguistic assimilation as quickly as possible, and see the goals of a needs analysis to identify the language skills immigrants require in order to survive, and ultimately, assimilate into the dominant culture. The immigrants, however, may see their goals as concerned with communication for survival (an economic one) and independence, yet they have no wish to assimilate into the dominant culture. 

Needs are often described in terms of language needs, that is, as the language skills needed to survive in an English-dominant society. But in the case of immigrant minorities in English-dominant societies, these may have other kinds of needs. These concern housing (lodging), health care, access to schooling for their children, access to community agencies and services, and ways of addressing exploitation and discrimination in the workplace. 

The users of needs analysis 

A needs analysis may be conducted for a variety of different users. For instance, in conducting a needs analysis to help revise the secondary school English curriculum in a country, the end users include: 

· Curriculum officers in the ministry of education, who may wish to use the information to evaluate the adequacy of existing syllabus, curriculum, and materials. 

· Teachers who will teach from the new curriculum

· Learners, who will be taught from the curriculum  

· Writers, who are preparing new textbooks 

· Testing personnel, who are involved in developing end-of-school assessments

· Staff of tertiary institutions, who are interested in knowing what the expected level will be of students exiting the schools and what problems they face. 

With small-scale needs analysis such as that carried out by a single teacher on his or her class, the audience might consist of the teacher, other teachers, and the program coordinator. In the case of large-scale needs analysis, there will be multiple audiences. Determining the possible audiences is an important first step in planning a needs analysis in order to ensure that the information they need is obtained and that the needs analysis will have the impact it is designed to have. 

The target population 

The target population in a needs analysis refers to the people about whom information will be collected. Typically, in language programs these will be language learners or potential language learners, but others are also often involved depending on whether they can provide information useful in meeting the purposes of the needs analysis. For example, in conducting a needs analysis to determine the focus of an English program in public secondary schools in an EFL context, the target population might include: 

· Policy makers 

· ministry of education officials 

· teachers 

· students 

· employers 

· parents 

· influential people and pressure groups 

· academic specialists    

In determining the target population, an important issue is that of sampling. Sampling involves asking a portion of the potential population instead of the total population. 

Administering the needs analysis 

Planning a needs analysis involves deciding who will administer (give out – hand out) the needs analysis and collect and analyze the results. Needs analyses vary in their scope and demands, from a survey of a whole school population in a country to a study of a group of thirty learners in a single institution. Sometimes, a team of personnel is assembled specifically for the purpose of doing the analysis; at other times two or three interested teachers may be the only ones involved. Others may include: 

· colleagues in different departments responsible for discussing the project and reviewing sample questionnaires. 

· Students responsible for piloting the questionnaire

· University academic staff responsible for administering some of the questionnaires

· Secretarial support in the form of preparing questionnaires and tabulating data.   

Another type of needs analysis is an informal one in which the teacher enters (in week 1) into informal negotiations with his students (individuals, groups, or whole class) in order to select a focus for the class in terms of needs (establishing a coincidence of learning needs).   It is a necessary component in the retrieval of students’ learning needs and it should be recorded. It can subsequently be used as an input for aims and objectives setting and for devising course outlines. It serves to complement formal needs analyses. 

Procedures for conducting needs analysis 

A variety of procedures can be used in conducting needs analysis and the kind of information obtained is often dependent on the type of procedure selected. As any source of information may be incomplete, a triangular approach (collecting info from two or more sources) is usually recommended. For example, when investigating the writing problems of EFL students, information could be obtained from the following sources: 

· Samples of students writing 

· Test data on student performance 

· Reports by teachers on typical problems students face 

· Opinions of experts 

· Info from students (via interviews and questionnaires) 

· Analysis of textbooks teaching (academic) writing 

· Examples of writing programmes from other institutions 

Procedures for collecting info during a needs analysis can include the following: 

Questionnaires: one of the most common instruments used. They are relatively easy to prepare, and can be used with large numbers, and the information they offer is easy to tabulate and analyze. They can also be used to elicit different types of issues (language use, communication difficulties, preferred learning styles and classroom activities, attitudes, and beliefs). 

The disadvantages of questionnaires may be that the information obtained may be quite superficial or imprecise and hence requires a follow-up to understand what the respondents intend. Additionally, they may be badly designed by teachers. 

Self-ratings: these consist of scales that students or others use to rate their knowledge or abilities (these can be included as part of a questionnaire). However, they provide only impressionistic/imprecise information. 

Interviews: these allow for a more detailed exploration of issues than is possible with a questionnaire, though they take longer to administer and are feasible only for smaller groups. 

Meetings: these allow a large amount of information to be collected in a quite short time (e.g. teachers meetings to discuss a learning/teaching problem). Yet, info obtained may be impressionistic and subjective. 

Observation: observations of learners’ behaviour in a target situation is another way of assessing their needs. Yet, people do not often perform well when being observed. Moreover, observation is a specialized skill; one has, in deed, to know how to observe. 

Collecting learner language samples: collecting data on how well they perform on different language tasks and documenting the typical problems they have (written or oral tasks, simulation or role plays, achievement tests, etc). 

Task analysis: it is analysis of the kinds of tasks the learners will have to carry out in English in a future occupational or educational setting and assessment of the linguistic characteristics and demands of the tasks. 

Case studies: a single student or a selected group of students is followed through a relevant work or educational experience in order to determine the characteristics of that situation. 

Other sources may include books, journal articles, reports and surveys, records and files. 

Designing the needs analysis 

Designing a needs analysis involves choosing from among the various options discussed above and selecting those that are likely to give a comprehensive view of learners’ needs. Decisions have to be made on the practical procedures involved in collecting, organizing, analyzing, and reporting the information collected. A needs analysis should not produce an information overload, as such, the reason for collecting different kinds of information should ensure that only info that will be used is collected.    
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