Developmental Testing 

Introduction 

Developmental testing allows you to find out if the learning materials you have developed really work. It takes place during the preparation phase and involves trying out a selected sample of the draft materials with learners. The feedback received is then used to inform the revision of the materials before they are finalized and printed or copied to CD.

Different terms seem to be in use: developmental testing, field testing, and piloting. So what is the difference between them? One
source describes developmental testing as a user review carried out in a controlled environment with a group of learners or individuals who are representative of the target learners. Piloting is seen as a user review that is carried out in the environment and exact conditions where the learning materials will be used. For the pilot there is no briefing and no interruptions. The learning package, the learner and the facilitator all engage with the package. The reviewer acts as an observer and is careful not to influence in any way the use of the learning package.’ As the name implies, field testing is undertaken in the environment in which the learning materials will be used. As such it is closely aligned to piloting.

From the literature it appears that developmental testing is the more comprehensive term that includes a variety of different techniques, from a fairly informal try-out by learners to a structured procedure. It seems that the purpose of the developmental testing, its duration, the place and the people involved in the testing are all factors that influence the method to be selected.

Field testing the Activity Guide – the purpose and focus

The purpose of carrying out a user review of the guide is to determine:

· How this resource can be used by educators in the classroom with the learners.

· How well suited the activities are to develop the skills identified in the programme.

· How interested the learners are to do the activities.

· Whether the instructions for the activities are clear enough so that the learners can easily understand what they have to do.

We will use the term field testing to describe our review activities. It is not a very structured and in-depth review but rather a try-out of selected activities with a sample of educators and learners in two identified FET colleges in Limpopo. The review will be carried out by members of the Core Team.

Approach and methods 

The review takes place in the course of a normal college lesson during which the learners will engage with a selection of activities from the activity guide. The researcher and the educator will discuss how best to organize the interaction with the activities.

Our aim is to collect qualitative information in a short time period. Two research methods that will enable us to do this are: observation and interviews.

Observation

Observation as a research method has advantages over interviews and questionnaires. As a direct observer the researcher can record information about the behaviour of the educators and the learners without having to rely on the account of a third party. There are however also limitations. People may consciously or unconsciously change the way they behave because they are being observed and accounts of their behaviour may be an inaccurate representation of their normal behaviour. Another constraint is that the information which is gathered is filtered through the lens of the observer. Observation is also very time-consuming and the researcher can only observe a restricted sample of the target audience.

As our aim is to collect qualitative information we favour a flexible observation approach. The researcher will make detailed notes preferably during the lesson or immediately afterwards. A major influence on the accuracy of such notes is when they are made. If too much time elapses between the observation and note taking there is increased likelihood that the information will be inaccurate and that biases creep in. Whatever style or format the researcher chooses, it is essential that the notes contain basic information about who participated, when, and what they did. The researcher should note any problems experienced by the learners. These can be teased out and discussed afterwards during the focus group interview.

Interviews

The interview has been described as a conversation between researcher and respondent with the purpose of eliciting certain information. “A major advantage of the interview is its adaptability. A skilful interviewer can follow up ideas, probe responses and investigate motives and feelings, which the questionnaire can never do…. Questionnaire responses have to be taken at face value, but a response in an interview can be developed and clarified. A further advantage of the interview is that questions can be rephrased and unanticipated issues can be taken cognisance of.
 
We envisage two sets of interviews that will take place immediately after the observation: a focus group interview with a representative group of learners (e.g. 10 learners) and an interview with the educator. In each case the researcher will be guided by key questions on prepared interview schedules. The researcher will create a non threatening atmosphere during which a conversation takes place. The researcher encourages the learners and the educator to share their experiences and facilitates a discussion on any problems experienced. The aim is to find out what is working and why, what is not working and why and how the activities might be improved.

Process

The field testing process comprises the following components:

1. Meeting with the educator to introduce the field testing activity 

During this meeting the researcher:

· Introduces the field testing process and explains how it will work. 

· Discusses how best to manage the interaction of the learners with the activities.

· Explains what role the educator will play. The educator can play a dual role: facilitate the learner’s engagement with the activities and be an observer.

· Describes the researcher’s role during the lesson.

· Confirms the availability of the educators and learners for a short post-lesson interview.

· Responds to any queries the educator may have.

· Checks that the educator understands his/her role during the lesson.

2. Observation of the learners using the activities during a lesson
The session starts with a short introduction to the activity guide and the field testing process. The researcher can make a short input about the aim of field testing the activities and the need for full participation by the learners in order to improve this learning resource. The educator can introduce the activity guide and explain how the learners will engage with a sample of activities from the guide. It is useful to divide the learners into small groups of four. Each group receives a set of activities. Time will not permit them to do all the activities. They can select a few for in-depth engagement and read and discuss others in terms of what they like about the activities, what they don’t and what suggestions they have for improving them.

The researcher notes how the educator introduces the activities and how the learners engage with them. 

3. Focus interview with the learners
During the focus interview with the learners the researcher probes what worked well, where the learners experienced problems and what suggestions they have for improving the activities. 

4. Interview with the educator
Use the interview to reflect with the educator on the field testing experience. Make a note of any questions and concerns. Now that the educator has had some experience of the activities discuss how s/he intends to use such activities in the future. 

5. Post field testing discussion by researcher

The team of researchers reflects on the field testing experience and draws out the most important findings. The report template is discussed and responsibility for report writing is agreed on.

6. Compilation of report
The research team compiles a report of the findings. This report will be used by the materials development team to refine the activity guide.

Observation instrument

Complete these details

	Name of College
	

	Venue
	

	Date
	

	Time
	

	Programme
	

	Topic of lesson
	

	Name of educator
	

	Number of learners
	

	Observer
	


Our aim is to collect qualitative information about how the learners engage with the activities. We want answers to the following key questions:

	1. How are the learners responding to the activities?

· Look out for signs of interest and boredom. 

· Can they understand the instructions? Do they need help to figure them out?

· How long does it take the learners to do each activity?

· Which activities do the learners seem to like best?

· Which activities do they not like?

2. What role did the educator play?

· How did s/he introduce the activities?

· What help did s/he give the learners?

· What did the educator do while the learners were busy with the activities?

· What is the educator’s attitude to the activities? 




Observer’s notes

Your most important role is to observe what is happening. If possible make short notes as you observe. Do not try to analyze what you see. Merely observe. 

Pre-lesson observations

Describe the classroom, how it is organized and what equipment you notice. Write down how many learners there are.

Observations during the lesson

Walk around and observe how the learners get to grips with the activities. Make notes every 5 or 10 minutes. 

	Time
	My notes

	
	


Focus Interview Schedule with Learners

	Interviewer
	Date
	Time taken

	Group of learners interviewed 

1. _______________________________ 6 ________________________________

2. _______________________________ 7  _______________________________

3. _______________________________ 8 ____________________________

4. _______________________________ 9 ____________________________

5. _______________________________10____________________________




Introduction

The focus is on the learners’ experience of engaging with the activities. Get them to reflect on their experience and probe to get as close as you can to the reality. Beware of leading the learners to tell you what they think you want to hear. Identify some common problems and facilitate a discussion during which you encourage them to come up with suggestions for improving the activities. Also note any ideas they have for additional activities.

Some questions 

These are suggested questions you might use during the interview. Let the interview flow as a conversation and just use the questions as a check that you have covered the most important aspects.

1. What are your reactions to the activities you engaged with?

2. What new insights have you gained?

3. Which activities did you like the best? Why?

4. Which activities did you not like? Why?

5. Which activities did you find most difficult? What made them difficult?

6. What suggestions do you have for improving the activities?

7. Do you have suggestions for any other activities that could be included?

8. How useful is a guide that contains such activities?

Interview Schedule with the Educator
	Interviewer
	Date
	Time taken

	Educator interviewed 




Introduction

The focus is on the educator’s views of the activities. Reflect critically on the experience and together probe the suitability of the activities in terms of programme outcomes and contextual reality. Encourage the educator to share how s/he would use an activity guide containing such activities in the future.

Some questions 

These are suggested questions you might use during the interview. Let the interview flow as a conversation and just use the questions as a check that you have covered the most important aspects.
1. What are your first impressions of the activity driven session?

2. What new insights have you gained?

3. What do you think worked best?

4. What were some of the problems experienced? Why?

5. Which activities would you use in the future? Why?

6. Which activities would you not use? Why?

7. How do you suggest we improve the activities to make them more relevant?

8. How would you use an activity guide that contains such activities?

Report on Field Testing Selected Activities 

from the Activity Guide

The report must be concise and focused yet have enough information to be useful. The headings and points to be included are merely suggestions. Feel free to make any changes you think may be necessary.

Introduction

Aim of the field testing

Overall impressions

Description of the field testing process 

How did the research team prepare for the field testing?

Which FET Colleges were involved? 

How did you brief the educators?

How did you organize the learners’ engagement with the materials?

What went well?

What difficulties did you encounter? How did you deal with them?

Results of our observations

Give a description of the main points you observed. 

Results of the focus interviews with learners

Present the main points of your interviews with the learners. 

Results of the interviews with educators

Present the main points of your interviews with the learners. 

Findings

What do the observations, interviews with learners and educators show? What are the implications?

Suggestions

Present a clear set of suggestions for the revision of the activities, and the use of activity guides. 

Appendix 1: List of educators and learners involved in the field testing

Appendix 2: Observation notes

� Piskurich, G.M. (1993) Self-Directed Learning: a practical guide to design, development, and implementation, Debugging your Package Chap 6, Jossey-Bass Inc., Publishers, California


� Bell, J. (1993). Doing Your Research Project. Buckingham Open University Press
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