Methods of Eliciting Learning Needs (especially in GP trainees)

Method I: Interview

In the interview method, the learner and facilitator discuss something – a particular scenario, situation, complaint and so on.  In doing so, learning needs are revealed.

Advantages:

It may also reveal feelings, causes, and possible solutions of problems as well as the facts. Affords maximum opportunity for free expression of opinion and giving of suggestions.

Limitations:

Is time-consuming, so can reach relatively few people. Results may be difficult to quantify. Can make subject feel 'on the spot'.

Tips

· Facilitator training required – ensure they listen rather than judge!
Method 2: Questionnaire

Doing a questionnaire is a quick and easy way of doing a comprehensive survey to identify areas we think we are strong in and areas of weakness.

Advantages:

Can reach many people in a short time. Is relatively inexpensive. Yields data that is easily summarised and reported.  Can feel less threatening if done with the right ethos.
Limitations:

Little provision for free expression of unanticipated responses. May be difficult to construct. It has limited effectiveness in getting at the causes of problems and possible solutions.    Dependent on what the learner feel feels they are strong and weak at – which doesn’t always correlate with reality (cf Johari’s window).
Tips

· Offer and safeguard anonymity.  

Method 3: Tests

In this method, the learner engages in a test like an MCQ to identify areas they answered well and areas badly.   The assumption is made that bad areas are learning needs.

Advantages:

Are useful as diagnostic tools to identify specific areas of deficiencies. Results are easy to compare and report.

Limitations:

Tests validated for many specific situations often not available; tests validated elsewhere may prove invalid in new situations. Results give clues, are not conclusive, tests give second-best evidence in relation to job performance.   
Tips 

· Know what the test actually measures.  Be sure it is worth measuring.
· Apply results only to factors for which test is good.  

· Don’t use tests to take blame for difficult or unpopular decisions which management supervisors should take. 
Method 4: Group Problem Analysis

A group of people analyse a problem together.     In doing so, individual learners will hopefully identify their own learning needs through that dialogue and discourse.   

Advantages:

Same as for interview, plus: permits synthesis of different viewpoints; promotes general understanding and agreement; builds support for needed training and, in itself, is good training.

Limitations:

Can be time-consuming. Often needs facilitation. The results may be difficult to quantify.

Tips

· Set ground rules to promote safe learning environment.
· Start with problems known to the of concern to group.  

· Identify all problems of significant concern to group.  

· Let group make own analysis, set own priorities. 
Method 5: Job Analysis, Performance Review & Significant Event Analysis 

Reflecting on one’s job, one’s performance in that job, and/or any critical or significant events can provide a great opportunity for identifying learning needs.

Advantages:

Produces specific and precise information about performance. Is directly tied to actual work and to on-job performance. Breaks work into segments manageable both for training and for appraisal purposes.

Limitations:

Time-consuming. Difficult for people not specifically trained in job analysis techniques. Supervisors often dislike reviewing inadequacies in juniors and colleagues with them personally. Reveals training needs of individuals but not those based on needs of organisation. Some may find it threatening.

Tips 

· Brush up on job analysis techniques, arrange special training for those who are to do it.   

· Be sure analysis is of current tasks, and current performance.  

· Start with (1) analysis of job, and then explore (2) appraisal of performance.  

· Do provide support and remedial training. 

Method 6: Records and Cases
Reviewing the medical records of individual patient cases and engaging in dialogue about what happened, the outcome and reflection of performance will help highlight learning areas.

Advantages: 

Provides excellent clues to trouble spots. Provides best objective evidence of results of problems. Are usually of concern to and easily understood by those involved.

Limitations: 

Can be threatening if safe climate for learning not created.  
Tips 

· Create safe learning environment.  Develop rapport and encourage to be open and honest.
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