Needs Assessment

Common Pitfalls and Tips
Planning teams often encounter several common pitfalls when conducting a comprehensive needs assessment. Planning teams may want to review these common pitfalls and some of the tips to overcome them before conducting the needs assessment step.

Pitfalls

· Jumping to Solutions Rather Than Identifying Needs. A common pitfall is that many planning teams get sidetracked in the needs assessment by identifying solutions rather than needs. The statement, “we need a new reading program,” is a solution, not a need. The need is “our students have low reading achievement.”  The appropriate time to generate solutions is during Step 2—Inquiry Process. 

· Collecting Meaningless Data. It is important to conduct a “comprehensive” needs assessment to examine how curriculum, instruction, and assessment; learning environment and school culture; parent and community involvement; and professional development influence student learning. However, data collection should be focused on the important issues that describe the individual school. Schools do not need to collect data on every element for each dimension.

· Conducting Duplicate Needs Assessments. If the school is conducting other needs assessments to meet the requirements of other initiatives, such as accreditation, the needs assessment efforts can be combined. It is not necessary to conduct a second needs assessment.

· Neglecting to Use Good, Quality Data Collection Instruments. Common instruments used in needs assessments include surveys, questionnaires, observations, and interviews. Developing good, quality data collection instruments requires training. Planning teams may want to use or revise existing instruments, or request expert advice. 

Planning teams that have conducted good needs assessments and have overcome these common pitfalls often used the strategies below as part of their needs assessment. 

Tips

· Assign Data Collection Responsibilities to Subcommittees so that work is distributed to make data collection more efficient and to include all staff in the process.

· Be Selective About the Type and Amount of Data Collected by making sure the data is related to the six dimensions of school success in the Data Analysis Guide.

· Integrate the School Improvement Needs Assessment with Other Needs     Assessments to make data collection more efficient.

· Collect Information from all Stakeholders:  parents, students, teachers, and community members so that everyone has input into the process of developing the school improvement plan.

· Develop Procedures to Share Results with all staff and the school community so that everyone has an opportunity to react and provide input into the needs assessment.

· Collect Longitudinal Data so trends can be analyzed and changes in data can be interpreted correctly.

· Hold back from jumping to solutions before identifying clear causes of the priority needs.

· Consider Only the Priority Needs over which the school has control.

