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Background/ Context of the issue

[... the institution where I work...] specializes in providing programs in academic upgrading, English as a Second Language and a variety of career entry programs.  About two and a half years ago, [... the institution where I work...] embarked in the Business of Distance delivery and creating on-line material. 

In the past year, the Instructional Development Team (ID team) has increased considerably.  The previous team had one manager, three Instructional Designers, and four support staff.  Now, an extra four support staff and recently a new position that is, a Distributed Learning Specialist have joined the team.

In the last few months [... the institution where I work...] has been involved in a new project of developing an e-learning Library for customers other than [... the institution’s...] population.  Our ID team has been responsible to deliver the material on time as an extra, on top of our regular academic courses.  No need to say that, we’ve became increasingly busy with this project and, interestingly enough, this brought to light deficiencies in our ID team.

Needs assessment overview and performance problem

This assessment would be an alpha assessment type as described and identified by Kaufman and English’s (1979) in their hierarchy of needs assessment.  It is a similar assessment as a performance analysis as noted in Rothwell & Kazanas. (1998) Both types focus on identifying the nature and cause of a performance problem.  Also, a situation-specific problem-solving model would be used for planning.  The intent of this plan would be to focus on and to investigate on the performance problems of our ID team.

The deficiencies in our team are not new.  About a little less than one year ago, the situation had been brought to attention, by the support staff to the Instructional Designers.  A few changes such as the use of a new calendar system to keep track of projects, and meetings time have been scheduled to help solving and improving the communication problem of our team.  Since this initiative, our team has grown bigger in number.  Unfortunately, a review has never been done to verify or confirmed that in fact it was helping or not.

Last spring, as mentioned earlier, [.. the institution where I work...] got involved in a new project.  Even though our ID team had all the right intention, it became obvious that our team was overloaded.  We were lacking direction, and our ID team was suffering from lack of “savoir-faire.”  Staff’s frustrations arose from the perceive lack of structure and planning of the whole team, the lack of procedures and processes, and the lack of the communication within our team.

One theme kept coming back through this whole process: we lack the skill of a project manager.  Nobody is steering the ship. (Portny 2001) Our current organization with its structural 3-branch structural model doesn’t allow for a good delegation of tasks, nor than a good communication process.  The performance gap is a combination of deficiencies in the environment and deficiency in knowledge, skills and attitudes.

This problem is worth looking at and finding solutions because it will help the whole team to perform better in the completion of projects, which overall will be better for [... the institution...] as an institution especially if it wishes to stay in competition with the market.  By looking at [... the institution where I work...] ID Team deficiencies, it would help us refocus our energy and work wisely.

Goal and Objectives:

The goal for this needs assessment is to investigate the situation at [... the institution where I work...]; “What’s not working,” and to find ways to improve the overall performance of the ID team.

Objectives: 
1) to measure satisfaction, opinion and perception of the staff

2) to identify barriers to performance in our ID team

3) to revise our current procedures and processes to get things done

4) to evaluate our communication process

5) to investigate successful model of managerial process

Target Audience:

According to Rothwell and Kazanas, (1998) the representative target audience includes at least two targeted audiences: the performers and the decision-makers.  In this need assessment the Performers would be the support staff that perform the requests of the Instructional Designers.  The Decision-makers would consist of the Instructional Designer, the Manager and recently the Distributed Learning Specialist.
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The needs of all stakeholders would be addressed in solving this performance problem.  The support staff would not be hard to convince as some complaints originated at their level.  The Instructional Designers would probably be the hardest ones to persuade, as they believe that the 3-branch structural model currently used is working well, and that communication is flowing well through the whole staff.  The Manager and the Distributed Learning Specialist would probably be open to suggestions as they are new in their position.  Also, The Manager would need to be persuaded by the results of needs assessment so resources and funds can be allocated if necessary.

Sampling Procedures:

Because our group is small, everybody from the Instructional Development Team would be included in the needs assessment.

Because everybody would be included in the needs assessment, it would provide a representative sample of the population and consequently, there would be no chance of errors in from the sampling methodology. (Neuman, 2000; Rothwell & Kazanas, 1998)

Collection and Instruments:

In this needs assessment, the data would be collected in two-fold.  Two different approaches and different uses of instruments and strategies would be used.  The first fold would be more like a field research or a type of exploratory research, while the second would be more like a survey research and a type of descriptive research.     

The first methods of data collection used would be more qualitative in nature and would use a more open-ended format like field research.  The instruments used would consist of direct observation, informal meeting/interview and eventually focus group to get a general picture of the situation. (Neuman, 2000)  The intent is to gather information about needs perception and to find out “what the problem is.”  The researcher would be directly involved with those being studied and already has been immersed for more than one year in the natural setting.  

These strategies for data collection seem reasonable to use in this need assessment because it is only a small group of people that would be studied (micro-level).  Also, it would involves learning about a group of people and understanding how that group of people interact together. (Neuman, 2000)  This is exactly what the researcher is trying to find; what is the staff point of view about the current situation.

There would be some risks involved using these strategies for collection.  A first and major risk would be the researcher itself.  The researcher’s point of view could be bias and consequently the subjective data could be bias too.  A second risk is that the researcher may not be vigilant enough in writing notes and therefore the data collected may not be completely accurate as memory forgets. (Neuman, 2000)  A third risk is the possibility that not everybody input has been collected, as the data collection would be done mostly informally.

The second method of data collection would be mostly quantitative in nature but would also involve some qualitative data collection.  It would be descriptive in its design.  The instrument used would be a questionnaire.   The questionnaire would be developed mostly with a series of closed-ended but some open-ended questions would also be used.  The questionnaire would be developed in such a way that different sections would be measuring different variables and their attached values.  The closed-ended questions would be using a scale response (1-5).  The open-ended questions would have a narrative answer. 

The purpose of the questionnaire would be to collect information such as opinions, perceptions and ideas about our group performance problem and managerial efficacy, pinpoint causes of performance problem and significance of the problem, (Rothwell & Kazanas, 1998) to give a overall picture of what people think or do,  (Neuman, 2000) and to investigate solutions. The intention is to find commonalities in the results.

This data collection strategy seems reasonable to use in this section of the needs assessment because questionnaires are good instruments to measure self-reported beliefs or behaviors, and they provide an overall picture of what people think.  Questionnaires are also good instruments to measure many variables and to test several hypotheses in a single survey. (Neuman, 2000) 

There would be some risks involved using this strategy for collection.  First of all, to develop a questionnaire that is a valid and reliable instrument could take quite a while, (Rothwell & Kazanas, 1998) secondly, if the questions are not well written, the information collected, might not measure what was intended.  So, the data collected would only be as valid and reliable as the questions are.  So building a good questionnaire is very important.

Protocol:

The upper managers of the college would need to agree on this needs assessment before we could go ahead.  The manager of the LRS department will also need to approve this needs assessment.  The plan is to hear everybody’s voice, but diplomacy must be applied. (Rothwell & Kazanas, 1998)

Other factors that would be very important to take into consideration are that members in the group have a right to stay anonymous.  The researcher must abide to the Policies, Guidelines and Procedures of [.. the institution where I work...] such as the Code of Conduct and Ethics Policy approved by the [... the institution where I work...] Board of Governors; and by the Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act (FOIP) as this is a Provincial law in Alberta. 

Analysis:

Because the collection of the data is to be two-fold, so would be the methods of analysis. The first section of the analysis would be more qualitative in nature and exploratory in design.  This means that, the data would be collected in terms of observations and written notes.  Later, the data would be coded and analyzed to find commonalties in perceptions, opinions, and ideas. . (Neuman, 2000)

At the end of this analysis the researcher and the group should have a clearer idea about the “what doesn’t work?” (problems) of the group.  Precisely, the outcome desired is the recognition that there is a performance problem in our team.  Once this would be agreed upon we could start looking for solutions.  A focus group (or more) then could be created to start brainstorming the topics to be included in the future questionnaire for the second part of the needs assessment.

A major risk in these types of analysis is that, the researcher is a major instrument in collecting the data, and therefore, the data could easily be bias if the researcher has a bias on the situation.  Another risk is that not all voices have been heard, and therefore, are not well represented in the analysis.  This would cause an error in sampling.  Another risk could be written comment taken out of context, and therefore, could make the comment completely irrelevant.

The second analysis would be more quantitative in nature and descriptive in design.  This means that, the data would be collected with a questionnaire of close-ended question but there would be a few open-ended questions to capture the flavor of the context.  The raw results (numerical data) of the closed-ended questions would be coded, then collated, tabulated, and summarized, and to be presented quantitatively using tables, graphs with summaries. (Neuman, 2000)  The open-ended questions would be reported in a narrative format.

The result would be presented to the instructional designers and the managerial members first, and then, to the rest of the staff members.  Some meetings with the whole group would be necessary to make sure everybody is involved in the process.  The results of the questionnaire analysis should be representative of what the staff think in terms of our goal and objectives.  It should give an overall picture of what people think and do. (Neuman, 2000)

A major risk in this type of analysis is that, the questionnaire is the only instrument for collecting the data, and therefore, if the questionnaire is not well written and consequently, the answer is not measuring what it’s supposed to, the data becomes less valid and less reliable.  

Summary and Future Directions:

The goal of this needs assessment is to investigate the situation at [... the institution where I work...] in terms of ‘What’s not working’ and to find ways to improve the overall performance of the ID team.

Let’s look at some options:

After the situation has been investigated by the researcher and results are available.  Two choices could possibly occur.  If findings are not significant, then not much would be changing.  If findings are significant, the researcher would look at the result, make sense of it and present it to the management team.  Then, the management team could present the highlights of the result to the rest of the support staff.  In a staff meeting including all members, more solutions could be brainstormed if necessary.  The ideal would be to have everybody involved, to have everybody’s ideas and solutions, as our team is reasonably small in number.  This might not be possible however, as the time factor and other commitments may be in the way.

Another solution is to try to get interested people in creating little subgroup to focus and to work on various possible solutions or parts of a solution.  Instead of waiting for the management to do something to fix the problem, everybody can do a little part.  This is nice in theory but many people are not interested in doing more work that they are paid for or they are not interested in changing.  However, by using interested members, an effective solution maybe found and applied.   This type of solution would also be low in cost.

Another solution could be to hire a new Project Manager that would have the skills to organize the troops and to steer the ship. (Portny, 2001)  This is not a very feasible solution at this time.  It would be too costly and is very unlikely to happen. 

Another solution could be that the management team could do an organizational redesign and a redistribution of the resources allocation.  Although this solution seems feasible and appropriate, it is unlikely that at this time the management would be ready to do any changes of that sort because too many other changes are happening at the same time.

Another solution could be that some managerial staff needs some training to learn the skills and knowledge [... the institution where I work...] need to be successful as an ID team.  This would probably be a feasible solution in term of time and cost, but difficult in term of who need the skills and knowledge.

It could also be that nothing would be changed.  Everything could stay the same for various reasons.    

References:

Neuman, W. (2000). Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches.  4th Edition.  Boston, MA: Allyn and Bacon.

Protny, S. (2001). Project Management for Dummies: A Reference for the Rest of Us. New York: IDG Books Worldwide

Rothwell, W. & Kazanas, H. (1998). Mastering the Instructional design process: A systematic approach.  2nd Edition.  San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

