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Abstract 

The primary purpose of this evaluation was (a) to identify the needs of the professionals 

enrolled in a General English course in one government entity in Colombia, (b) to determine 

whether the current language training program meets those needs, and (c) to provide a sound basis 

for decision-making regarding future language training program. To this end, four evaluation 

questions were addressed in four phases, following the utilization-focused evaluation (UFE) 

framework. Data were collected from the professionals working in this entity (n=66), high-

management officials in charge making decisions (n=2) and the program administrator, using the 

following instruments: focus groups, interviews, observations and a survey questionnaire. In phase 

one, 38 domain experts participated in focus groups and structured interviews. In phase two, a 

questionnaire survey was decided to be used as the methods for further data collection on needs. In 

phase three, a task-based needs analysis was conducted to determine the frequency of tasks that 

require using English at the workplace. Following the data collection, the professionals were tested 

for academic reading and general proficiency (92% response rate and 100% respectively). In phase 

four, a meta-evaluation was performed. Data were analyzed using thematic coding and descriptive 

statistics. The findings revealed the discrepancies between the participants’ subjective and objective 

needs. Moreover, on the basis of the findings, this evaluation proposes an ESP course as an answer 

to the complexity of needs in this government entity.  

 

Keywords: Utilization-Focused Evaluation (UFE), Needs Analysis (NA), Task-Based Needs 

Analysis, English for Specific Purposes (ESP). 
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Chapter One 

Introduction  

Evaluation Setting and Statement of the Problem 

Teaching English has been a growing need and concern over the past decade in Colombia 

(McKinney Gehman, 2007). The need for English first emerged in the private sector, mostly in 

multinationals and the oil industry. However, with an increasingly globalized economy, and as 

English has become the language of business, the Colombian public sector soon faced the same 

necessity. There has been “a systemic problem resulting from deficiencies in private and public 

secondary and higher education, as well as in private language institutes” (McKinney Gehman, 

2007). Therefore, companies have had to look for ways to improve their employees’ proficiency 

levels. One way has been by providing in-house language training through contracts with language 

institutes. From the language institute point of view, there has been a focus on providing native 

English speakers instead of focusing on the specific needs of the client (McKinney Gehman, 2007). 

Nevertheless, this has not guaranteed success given that companies are intervening in an unfamiliar 

process: language teaching and learning are not their field (McKinney Gehman, 2007), whereas 

institutes and universities are outsiders and often not familiar with the context. 

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2009) argues that 

there is a huge gap between academia and the workplace, which calls for changes in approaches to 

Vocational Education and Training (VET). For many learners, the world of work is seen as 

something specific, concrete and real, whereas learning is often seen as something abstract and 

more often than not, unrelated to work. Vocational training programs often do not meet the specific 

needs of the industry (OECD, 2009), and the situation deteriorates when teachers and trainers are 

not familiar with the context in which they are teaching. In light of globalization, the 

competitiveness of developing countries must be enhanced by equipping the country’s workforce 

with adequate technical and professional skills for international markets. The only way to 

accomplish this is by bridging the gap between academia and industry, thus bringing the learning 

directly into the workplace, with trainers who are skilled and familiar with the needs of the industry 

(OECD, 2009). 

Following this line of thought, the National Administrative Department of Statistics 

(DANE) has been trying to provide its domain experts with adequate language training program. 

This institution coordinates the National Statistical System of Colombia (SEN for its acronym in 

Spanish), whose purpose is to strengthen the quality of official statistical information, which, in 
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turn, is essential for decision-making in the country. DANE’s mission is to produce and disseminate 

quality statistical information for decision-making and research in Colombia as well as to develop 

the National Statistical System (http://www.dane.gov.co/index.php/acerca-del-dane/114-top-

menu/acerca-del-dane/4031-generalidades). To this end, DANE works closely with many 

international organizations, one of which is the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD). Joining the OECD would mean for Colombia an opportunity to actively 

participate in international markets, propose solutions within the OECD, and fight against 

corruption, poverty and other social issues inside the country 

(http://usoecd.usmission.gov/mission/membership-benefits.htm). 

Many decisions, such as the inclusion of Colombia into the OECD, are based on the 

information produced by DANE, which is constantly evolving. DANE’s vision for 2018 is to 

become a modern, innovative institution that generates knowledge and is a leader in statistical 

production. As a result, English is highly important for this entity because it is the language of 

communication with foreign organizations. Another reason why English is such an important tool in 

DANE is the fact that bilingual experts have access to more resources than monolinguals as most of 

the technical literature is written in English. For entities such as DANE, being able to handle, read, 

and produce information written in English is crucial. The lack of bilingual experts implies constant 

need for translators, proofreaders, and interpreters. To help the experts gain the expertise in their 

use of English, a significant part of DANE’s budget is designated to English courses. However, this 

does not seem to yield results most likely because the courses that the entity provides do not to 

respond to the needs of the employees. All English programs that have been implemented in this 

entity until today have been General English programs (GE) that do not seem to have addressed 

specific needs of DANE’s domain experts. This suggests that the costs that DANE incurs through 

contracting completely might be unjustifiable.  

Evaluation Purpose and Questions 

  This evaluation’s intended purposes were (a) to identify the needs of DANE’s domain 

experts enrolled in the language training program, (b) to determine whether the current language 

training program meets those needs, and (c) to provide information to make decisions regarding 

future language training programs. Furthermore, this evaluation gathered information regarding the 

domain experts’ previous experiences with language programs and their perceptions on their needs. 

Taking into account that DANE is a statistical department with very specific responsibilities within 

the Colombian government sector, it was hypothesized that a possible answer to the experts’ needs 

http://www.dane.gov.co/index.php/acerca-del-dane/114-top-menu/acerca-del-dane/4031-generalidades
http://www.dane.gov.co/index.php/acerca-del-dane/114-top-menu/acerca-del-dane/4031-generalidades
http://usoecd.usmission.gov/mission/membership-benefits.htm
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would be an English for Specific Purposes (ESP) course. To investigate this, the following 

evaluation questions were addressed: 

EQ 1: What are the profiles of the participants in this evaluation as reported in the survey 

questionnaire? 

EQ2: What do qualitative data, gathered through interviews, focus groups and open-ended 

questions, reveal about the perceptions and experiences of the domain experts enrolled in the in-

house General English Language training programs in this public entity?   

EQ2: What actual needs were revealed through the questionnaire? 

EQ3: What kind of language training program should be implemented in order such needs to be 

met? 
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Chapter Two 

Review of the Literature 

  Globalization is an economic phenomenon that has led to increased interaction and 

integration of economic systems, affecting both economies and education. Giddens (1990, as cited 

in Georgantzas, Katsamakas, & Solowiej, 2006) defines globalization as the intensification of 

worldwide social relations, highlighting that with the development of information technology, the 

interaction between people has become instantaneous, and English has become widely accepted as 

language of communication in cross-cultural encounters. Most of the actors taking part in 

international communication use the English language as a tool to better career opportunities and to 

exchange knowledge, which would be impossible without career-specific vocabulary. This 

instrumental orientation to language and the dynamic complexity of globalization (Katsuhisa & 

Masahide, 2006) have affected language teaching worldwide: new generations of learners with 

different and more specific needs have emerged. This has led to an increasing number of 

publications and journals in the field of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) (Hewings, 2002). 

Subsequently, new approaches to teaching have been developed, and the importance of needs 

analyses and program evaluation as a step to program improvement and rational decision-making 

have grown (Long, 2005; Mathison, 2005).  

English for Specific Purposes (ESP) 

Hutchinson and Waters (1987) argue that rather than a product, ESP should be seen as an 

approach to language teaching in which all decisions in terms of content and method are based on 

the learners’ reasons for learning. This makes ESP a learner-centered approach in language 

teaching. This new focus on the learner was a breakthrough in the history of both ESP and needs 

analysis for curriculum development. 

Although the term ESP may seem self-explanatory, some authors have debated of what it 

comprises (Anthony, 1997). As a consequence, Dudley-Evans (1997) set forth a two-part definition 

of ESP, defining its absolute and variable characteristics. According to the absolute characteristics, 

(a) ESP should meet learners’ specific needs, (b) ESP makes use of the underlying methodology 

and activities of the discipline it serves, and (c) ESP is centered on the language appropriate to these 

activities in terms of grammar, lexis, register, study skills, discourse and genre. From the definition 

provided above, one can conclude that ESP is not limited to a specific age, field or a group of 

students; therefore, it should not be perceived as a product.  

ESP has had an evolution in terms of how it is viewed. Richards (2001) writes that ESP 

began as a response to a number of practical concerns and needs of specific groups of people such 
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as immigrants, graduate students, non-native students at foreign universities, businessman, 

researchers, and so forth. Hutchinson and Waters state that, “as English became the accepted 

international language of technology and commerce, it created a new generation of learners who 

knew specifically why they were learning a language” (1987, p. 6). Hutchinson and Waters (1987) 

further argue that there were three main reasons for the emergence of ESP: globalization, a 

revolution in linguistics, and a new focus on the learner.  

In the era of globalization, English has become a global communication tool. The ability to 

communicate in English has become crucial for both new job seekers and those already working in 

industries. As a result, a growing number of non-native English professionals must reach certain 

levels of proficiency, or in some cases even master the English language in order to be able to 

cooperate globally (Kim, 2013). As a response, traditional English courses have been replaced with 

courses that focused on the specific needs of these groups of students (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987).  

   The second reason for the emergence of ESP was a revolution in applied linguistics. This 

was guided by the idea that since language varies from situation to situation it should be possible to 

determine features of language needed in a specific situation, and design courses around these 

language features. Traditional linguistics that focused on formal features of the language made a 

shift towards how language is used in real communication. This change led to the idea that English 

needed for a specific group of students could be identified by analyzing linguistic features of the 

specialist area. The guiding principle was, “Tell me what you need and I will tell you the English 

that you need” (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987). This led to register and discourse analysis (Allen & 

Widdowson, 1974; Halliday, Mcintosh, & Strevens, 1964; Swales, 1990; Trimble, 1985). The main 

hypothesis was that the difficulties students face, do not arise from the lack of knowledge of English 

grammar structure. Therefore, instead of teaching the composition of sentences, ESP courses should 

focus more on developing knowledge of how to use sentences to perform speech acts in real-life 

communication in specific fields (Allen & Widdowson, 1974).  

The third reason for the development of ESP was a new focus on the learner, which was a 

breakthrough in the history of both ESP and needs analysis (NA) for curriculum development. The 

underlying assumption in the learner-centered approach was that the relevance of the course for 

learners’ needs would increase their motivation. One of the ways of achieving this was to include 

material from learners’ specialist areas. Research has shown that students in ESP courses usually 

have well-defined deadlines to prepare for a specific occasion for which they would have to use 

English, be that an academic exam, business event, or moving to a foreign country as an immigrant 

or worker (Basturkmen, 2006). Following this line of thinking, Basturkmen argues that “since 
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students in ESP classes often have restricted time to learn English, it makes sense to teach them 

only the bits of English they need. Thus, the task of the ESP course developer is to identify the 

needs of the learner and design a course around them” (p. 18). For the purpose of the present study, 

an evaluation was conducted in order to obtain information about the specific needs of the domain 

experts in one public entity in Bogota. This information was then used to make decisions regarding 

the future language training programs implemented.  

Needs Analysis in ESP  

Definition and history of needs analysis. The concept of needs analysis (NA) commonly 

refers to the processes of gathering information about the needs of a particular client group in 

industry or education (Brown, 2009). In education, conducting needs analyses is the first step in the 

development of any curriculum. Bachman and Palmer (1996) argue that “needs analysis or needs 

assessment, involves the systematic gathering of specific information about the language needs of 

learners and the analysis of this information for purposes of language syllabus design.” Once 

students’ needs are identified, learning objectives are set, and a curriculum is designed accordingly.  

The needs analysis for ESP courses, however, differs noticeably from those undertaken for 

general English courses. The difference between the two is most often associated with traditions in 

English instruction related to the TENOR acronym (Teaching English for No Obvious Purpose, 

Abbot, 1981). The acronym TENOR is used to describe a common problem in many second or 

foreign language programs worldwide that teach English because of its imperial status (Brown, 

2015). TENOR is often viewed in a bad light, and as such, teaching language for specific purposes 

is often seen as a way to ensure that language instruction has a real-life purpose, and therefore a 

value (Brown, 2015). In other words, whereas NAs for general English courses focus on general 

language proficiency, the focus of NAs for ESP courses are specific needs in a specific context 

(Astika, 1999).  

Hutchinson and Waters (1987) suggest that while ESP courses are to be based upon the 

principles of teaching general English courses, they should also fulfill students’ needs in their 

specialized fields (Astika, 1999). Following this line of thought, Richards, Platt, and Platt (1992) 

defined needs analysis in the following way: 

The process of determining the needs for which a learner or group of learners requires a 

language and arranging the needs according to priorities. It makes use of both subjective 

and objective information. The analysis seeks to obtain information on the situation in 

which a language will be used including whom it will be used with, the objectives and 
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purposes for which the language is needed, the type of communication that will be used, 

and the level of proficiency that will be required. (pp. 242–243) 

In other words, when determining the purposes for which a learner or group of learners requires a 

language, the researcher should make use of various sources of information (e.g., primary intended 

users, stakeholders, policy makers, teachers, etc.) as well as focus on both subjective and objective 

information. NAs seek to obtain information on the situation in which a language will be used 

including who will be using it, the objectives and purposes for which the language is needed, the 

type of communication that will be used, and the level of proficiency that will be required. 

NAs in ESP have made important progress from their beginnings. In the 1970s, ESP 

courses were based on register analysis. This was grounded in the idea that in different situations 

people will shift into different registers, a phenomenon which took place on a sentence level; then 

came discourse analysis, that focused on language above sentence-level. This was followed by 

deficiency analysis that identified knowledge gaps in order to develop a curriculum or a program 

built around them. In the 1980s, target-situation analysis emerged as a response to a need to detect 

real undertakings that a student might need to do and address them in a curriculum. This led to 

learner and learning centered approaches that focused on skills and strategies (Hutchinson & 

Waters, 1987). New approaches to curriculum design in the 1990s, however, brought new focuses 

in NA. With the emergence of communicative, skill- and task-based teaching, the emphases of 

needs analyses were placed upon communicative skills that professionals need in order to fulfill 

their daily tasks and communicate across cultures in the workplace. Today, the main division in 

ESP needs analysis is dependent on their focus and the source of information used. However, in 

order to understand these two concepts, it is important to emphasize that, despite the changes and 

emerging approaches to NAs, the theory still greatly relies on the concepts of needs defined by 

Hutchinson and Waters in the 1980s.  

  Hutchinson and Waters (1987) make a distinction to three different types of needs: 

necessities, lacks, and wants. Necessities are defined as everything that learners need to know in 

order to successfully function in the target language. Lacks are differences between what learners 

currently know and target language proficiency. The third type of needs is wants, which represent 

everything that learners would like to learn. These three types of needs can also be viewed as 

subjective and objective needs. Subjective needs are derived from cognitive and affective needs of 

learners, such as their attitudes, personality and expectations (Brindley, 1984). These, in other 

words, are the learners’ wants. Objective needs include factual information such as the proficiency 

levels and the real-life situations where learners use the target language. Objective needs comprise 
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necessities and lacks. In the present evaluation, both subjective and objective needs were analyzed 

in order to determine the domain experts’ needs with greater objectivity. 

NAs according to their focus. Recent literature divides NAs into two groups according to 

their focus: target-situation analysis and present-situation analysis (Flowerdew, 2013). A target 

situation needs analysis focuses on analyzing the needs of learners in terms of the language needs or 

skills that learners might need in a target situation. These needs include necessities (objective needs) 

and wants (subjective needs). A present situation analysis, on the other hand, focuses on analyzing 

where students are at the beginning of a language course. Dudley-Evans and St. John (1998, p. 125) 

argue that a present-situation analysis “estimates strengths and weaknesses in language, skills, 

learning experiences” or in other words, it can be used to determine the gaps in students’ 

knowledge. A combination of these two different focuses (target- and present-situation analysis), 

which could also be viewed as analyzing students’ necessities, lacks and wants, will lead to more 

representative results. This is the reason why both were used when collecting data for the present 

evaluation.  

One of the most popular approaches to ESP NAs due to their usefulness and practicality 

over the last two decades has been task-based needs analysis (Basturkmen, 2006). This approach 

analyzes the tasks in a target situation, and is therefore, related to target-situation NAs. There are 

various definitions of task in the literature, which are, at times, confusing as the terms task and 

activity can sometimes be used interchangeably. Van den Branden (2006, p. 1) writes that the 

definitions are so wide in scope, that “almost anything related to educational activity can now be 

called a task.” Long (1985, 2005) proposes the following definition of task, which is the one I will 

use for the present evaluation:   

A piece of work undertaken for oneself or for others, freely or for some reward. Thus 

examples of tasks include painting a fence, dressing a child, filling out a form etc. In other 

words, by ‘task’ is meant the hundred and one thing people do in everyday life, at work, at 

play, and in between. Tasks are the things people will tell you they do if you ask them and 

they are not applied linguists. (Long, 2005, p. 89) 

One can conclude that the definition of a task as a unit of analysis (Long, 2005) is different from a 

task as an activity or a piece of classroom work (Nunan, 1989). Tasks, as defined by Long (2005) 

and Hyde (2013) encourage meaningful communication. These are real-life tasks that lead to 

language learning, whereas pedagogical tasks, as described by Nunan (1989) are chosen and 

included in a curriculum as a result of their pedagogical value. Robinson noted that: 
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Adopting tasks as the unit of analysis helps to ensure a high degree of real-world relevance, 

since they are based on a needs analysis of target performance objectives, thereby most 

likely increasing student interest and motivation in classroom pedagogic activities, and the 

possibility of direct transfer of the abilities developed in classrooms to similar situational 

contexts. (Robinson, 2001, p. 292) 

Task-based needs analysis focuses on real-life target tasks in which target tasks are 

identified as “a differentiated process [that] domain experts have to carry out in English” (Gilabert, 

2005, p. 184). This kind of analysis aims to help enhance the real-world relevance of the English 

course the students are undertaking, as well as increase their interest and motivation (Kim, 2013). 

These are the reasons why this method of analysis was adopted for the present evaluation.  

NAs according to the source of information used. When determining the needs for which 

a learner or group of learners requires a language, the researcher should make use of various sources 

of information in order to guarantee that the results are valid and representative of the actual needs 

of the program (Brown, 2015). Jasso-Aguilar (2005) agrees with Prince (1984) by naming three 

possible sources of needs analysis for the workplace: goal analysis (what the company feels is the 

need and the goal of the course), job analysis (description of the job), and language analysis 

(linguistic analysis). Although the division to three sources seems to be outdated, there is a plethora 

of recent research reports that follow this theory and very useful findings are presented. When 

identifying the Korean needs of a group of business professionals, Hyun Hyo (2013) designed her 

survey questionnaire based on the O’NET job descriptions, whereas Janssen, Nausa, and Rico 

(2014) use linguistic analysis as one of the instruments for needs analysis aimed at program 

improvement and development.  

Further theory-based literature distinguishes objective information about the needs (which 

includes facts about learner’s language ability and what they need to know) from subjective 

information (which includes their attitudes and expectations). Nation (2010), Hutchinson and 

Waters (1987), and Graves (2000) argue that, although students’ perceptions of their needs might be 

unreliable, because they are often not familiar with the job requirements (Long, 1996), we cannot 

neglect learners’ wants, no matter how subjective these might be. Nonetheless, research-based 

literature has shown that there is not a necessary correlation between what learners want and what 

an ESP teacher detects as a necessity. A study conducted in Korean context (Kim, 2013) showed 

inconsistencies in what is considered to be a priority for the stakeholders in ESP courses. In this 

study, Kim found that professors emphasized the importance of engineering content, students 

placed their focus on daily English, whereas the professionals who work in the industry expressed 
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that general Business English should be the most important aspect of any ESP course. Similarly, 

Irham’s (2002) research into the language needs of engineering students in Malaysia showed 

inconsistencies between the learners' perceived needs and the real needs in the engineering context. 

One way to avoid such inconsistencies, as Long (2005) strongly suggests, is by using triangulated 

sources; using more than two sources of information to obtain the data provides greater reliability.  

  In more recent literature, the importance of domain experts as source of information has 

been emphasized by various researchers (Gilabert, 2005; Long, 2005; Sorin, 2006) due to the fact 

that domain experts can provide a reliable insiders’ view. However, it has been argued that, 

although familiar with the target domain, the experts are not a reliable source of accurate 

information with regards to linguistic aspects of the tasks they perform (Gilabert, 2005). 

Nevertheless, Long (2005) argues that subsequent analysis by linguistic experts can help determine 

the necessary linguistic aspects of the target tasks. Before making any decisions with regards to the 

target English language program, it is important to engage all stakeholders and understand their 

perspectives (Framework for Program Evaluation, 1999). For these reasons, both insiders’ 

perspectives and outsiders’ expertise on linguistic aspects are important for a reliable needs 

analysis. This is the reason why, in this evaluation, subsequent to administering the survey 

questionnaire, domain experts’ proficiency levels were assessed.  

The needs analysis that was performed as a part of the present evaluation focused on the 

necessities, gaps in knowledge and wants of the primary intended users, as well as on their objective 

needs: these were determined through a task-based needs analysis. 

Evaluation 

There are many definitions and purposes of evaluation and diverse social interventions that 

can be evaluated in practice. For the purposes of the present study, evaluation will be defined as the 

use of social methods to systematically investigate the effectiveness of social intervention programs, 

and these will provide sound foundations for their improvement and value-based judgments (Rossi, 

Lipsey, & Freeman, 2004). In the simplest of terms, evaluations should answer three questions 

(Patton, 2012, p. 3):  

1. What?  What happens in the program? What experience and services does the program 

offer to participants? What outcomes and impact result from the program?   

2. So what? So what do the findings mean? What judgments can be made? What are the 

implications of the findings? 

3. Now what? What recommendations come from the findings? What improvements should 

be made? Should the program funding be reduced, ended, continued or increased? In 
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general terms, evaluation should lead to improvements, and this process begins by engaging 

all stakeholders (e.g., persons or organizations who have interest in evaluation findings). 

According to the Framework for Program Evaluation in Public Health (1999), stakeholders 

must be engaged otherwise evaluation findings might be ignored, criticized, or resisted 

since these may not address the stakeholders’ questions and values.  

Furthermore, the Framework (1999, p. 5–6) argues that in every evaluation, the following three 

groups of individuals must be identified:  

1.  Those involved in program operations (e.g., sponsors, collaborators, coalition partners, 

funding officials, administrators, managers, and staff); 

2. Those affected by the program (e.g., clients, family members, neighborhood 

organizations, academic institutions, elected officials, advocacy groups, professional 

associations, skeptics, opponents, and staff of related or competing organizations); and 

3. Primary users of the evaluation (Framework for Program Evaluation in Public Health 

Evaluations may have different focuses, from assessing the outcomes of programs, needs 

analysis for a program, its design, operation, and program efficiency (Rossi et al., 2004). 

Furthermore, depending on their purposes, evaluations can be formative, summative, knowledge 

generating or assess accountability (Patton, 2012). What all of these have in common, however, is 

that they should be “planned, conducted, and reported in ways that encourage follow-through by 

stakeholders, so that the likelihood that the evaluation will be used is increased,” as defined under 

the program evaluation standard number 7 (Joint Committee on Standards for Educational 

Evaluation, 1994). This, however, is not always the case. In practice, evaluations often end up with 

a report being published on the Internet or kept on the shelf in the library in order to meet some 

requirements. As a response to the non-use of evaluation findings, Patton (1978) proposed the 

Utilization-Focused Evaluation Framework (UFE).  

Utilization -Focused Evaluation 

  UFE begins with the premise that evaluations should be judged by their utility and actual 

use (Patton, 2008). For this reason, UFEs should be carried out with situational and contextual 

sensitivity, thus ensuring intended use by primary intended users. UFE evaluators pay special 

attention to how real people can use the evaluation findings in the real world. Accordingly, Patton 

(1978, 2012) focuses his UFE framework on Primary Intended Users (PIUs), in other words, all 

those who will be using the findings for decision-making or those who will participate in the 

program. In UFEs, PIUs actively participate in each stage of the research and develop a working 

relationship with the evaluator. The engagement of both stakeholders (intended users) and evaluator 
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(facilitator) helps to determine the direction of the study and ensure the use of its findings (Patton, 

2008). UFE does not prescribe any method or theory; rather than a methodology, UFE should be 

used as a framework. Regardless of the method applied or the underlying theory, UFEs can be 

summarized into a series of steps, which were followed during the present study. 

Steps in UFE. Over the years and with contributions from research, UFE has been revised 

and improved, modifying the number of steps to follow in each of the stages (Patton, 2012). For the 

purposes of the present evaluation, UFE can be summarized in 12 main steps that have been present 

from the first days of UFE. Although these steps can be grouped into four main phases, as shown in 

Figure 1, they are not part of a linear process. On the contrary, as argued by Patton (2012) in his 

most recent book Essentials of Utilization-Focused Evaluation, there is an iterative dialogue among 

steps, which allows evaluators to go back and forth, and, if necessary, make adjustments. This is the 

core of situational and contextual sensitivity. 

Evaluation phase one: Context analysis. As shown in Figure 1, phase one is the context 

analysis. The reason why this first phase is crucial is the fact that there are many challenges to UFE. 

Some of the major unfavorable factors that can affect the evaluation are project funders and 

managers who are unable or unwilling to give up control of an evaluation; inflexible organizational 

cultures; staff turnover; and insufficient funding, time, or human resources dedicated to evaluation 

(Ramirez & Brodhead, 2013). For this reason, the first five UFE steps are vital to evaluation 

success. During the first five steps of any UFE, the evaluator self-assesses his or her own readiness 

as well as the organization’s readiness and willingness to engage into the evaluation and takes steps 

to ensure the utilizations of the findings. It is important to note that this first UFE phase represents a 

learning experience for both the evaluator and the PIUs and the success of the entire evaluation 

might greatly rely on the success of the first phase. For that reason, phase one requires face-to-face 

meetings and working closely with the PIUs to assess their readiness to commit to the evaluation. 

Understanding the context and evaluator’s readiness to analyze the current situation helps design 

and focus the evaluation.   

Evaluation phase two: Designing the evaluation. During this stage, important decisions 

with regards to the evaluation focus, design and simulation of its uses are made. Due to the fact that 

UFE does not prescribe any method or design, the information from phase one and the 

understanding of the context will be used in phase two to decide on the design, data collection 

methods, and the focus of the entire evaluation. In this way, the focus and the design become 

responsive to the context. 



UTILIZATION -FOCUSED EVALUATION FOR PROGRAM IMPROVEMENT             

19 

Evaluation phase three: Undertaking the evaluation. The next three steps in this phase 

include data collection, data analysis, and facilitation of use. As previously explained, UFE does 

not proscribe any specific data collection method. However, a general principle in this phase is to 

manage data thoughtfully and adapt to any problems that may arise, such as tight schedules or 

delays in administering the questionnaires. The responsibility of a UF-evaluator in this stage is to 

work closely with the PIUs and make sure that the evaluation plan will adapt to the context and 

realities of the fieldwork (Patton, 2012). The last step in this phase is communicating the evaluation 

findings, a step that is crucial to ensuring the utilization. At this point, the evaluator should keep in 

mind the intended uses and the evaluation questions, as well as the PIUs. The findings should be 

communicated in a way that has been agreed upon with the PIUs. Some stakeholders require thick 

and detailed reports, whereas others prefer executive summaries or more alternative approaches to 

reporting. The UF-evaluator should be aware of this and report findings in a comprehensive and 

situationally responsive way. This will facilitate the use of findings. 

 

Figure 1. Steps in Utilization-Focused Evaluation, adapted from Ramirez and Brodhead (2013). 
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Evaluation phase four: Meta evaluation. This stage consists of reflection on evaluation 

findings and its general success. The UFE meta-evaluation focuses on the factors that have affected 

or might affect the use of findings. At this stage, it is important to make a distinction between use 

and utility. Patton (2012) argues that use refers to how real people in real life use evaluation 

findings, whereas utility refers to usability rather than actual use. When conducting a UFE meta-

evaluation, the evaluator must not only assess the utility of the report (its potential utility for the 

stakeholders), but also the intended use and whether the stakeholders have actually used the report 

for its intended purposes. This is where UFE meta-evaluation goes a step beyond other meta-

evaluation processes. 

Research-based literature shows that evaluation models in education have been gaining 

importance in recent years. Recent contributions to UFE in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) 

have been made by Pierce (2012), who applied UFE to investigate whether there was a need for 

gaining teaching experience within the Bachelor of Arts program (BA) in Second Language Studies 

(SLS). The evaluation findings were then used for program development by the intended user, the 

Department of Second Language Studies (SLS) at the University of Hawai‘i.  

Evaluation Paradigm 

 The present UFE can be defined as a summative, goal-free evaluation (Patton, 2012; 

Scriven, 1972). According to the definition, “summative evaluations judge the overall effectiveness 

of a program and are particularly important in making decisions about continuing or terminating an 

experimental program” (Patton, 2012). The present evaluation sought to determine the intrinsic 

value of the language training program or, in other words, determine how effectively the program 

was in meeting the intended users’ needs. Although summative evaluation commonly involves 

measuring impact and goal attainment (Patton, 2012), the evaluation presented in this document did 

not deal with those factors but rather with program implementation and actual needs of the PIUs, 

the reasons why this evaluation can be defined as a goal-free. In essence, an evaluation can be 

defined as goal-free if  it is “conducted by someone external to the program and … this evaluator 

should make every effort to avoid learning about the stated program goals” (Lynch, 1996, p. 84). 

Scriven (1972) proposed goal-free evaluation as an alternative that challenges the positivist view 

that every program evaluation should address explicitly specified goals for that program. The focus 

of every goal-free evaluation is not on what a program is trying to accomplish but rather what is 

actually going on. According to Patton (2012), goal-free evaluation involves “gathering data on a 

broad array of actual effects and evaluating the importance of these effects in meeting demonstrated 

needs.”  
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 According to research-based literature (Lynch, 2006), there are several benefits of using a 

goal-free evaluation. One of the advantages is that the evaluator is less biased and more 

independent, and as such, can provide an objective and detailed description of what is being 

observed in program implementation (Lynch, 2006). Another benefit of this type of evaluation is 

that no program brochures or program goals are discussed: the evaluator relies on observational 

techniques and has direct contact with program participants with the sole purpose of discussing the 

program’s actual outcomes. These are judged based on the extent to which they meet demonstrated 

participant needs, which has become a guiding principle in every goal-free evaluation (Lynch, 

1996), and as such, has guided this UF-evaluation. 

 Regarding analysis, the data in this evaluation were analyzed using the mixed methods 

approach.  Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner (2007) provide the following definition of mixed-

methods research: 

Mixed methods research is the type of research in which a researcher or team of researchers 

combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research approaches (e.g., use of 

qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection, analysis, inference techniques) for 

the broad purposes of breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration. (p. 123) 

A mixed methods approach was selected for this UFE due to its advantages over other 

research methods, especially in cases in which the integration of two methods leads to greater 

understanding of research data. The advantages include the following: first, by mixing qualitative 

and quantitative data, mixed methods studies provide the researcher with the possibility to combine 

instruments (e.g., the use of qualitative and quantitative instruments for data collection and analysis) 

for the broad purposes of capturing the complexity of educational issues (Creswell, Shope, Plano 

Clark, & Green, 2006, cited in De Lisle, 2011). Second, when conducting a mixed methods study, a 

researcher will use various means (data sources, researchers and methods), and therefore, has 

greater possibility of triangulation, which in turn will result in data reliability (Patton, 1999). That 

said, using qualitative and quantitative data in complementary fashion for research questions that do 

not necessarily provide an integrated picture of the research problem, allows the researcher to build 

on findings and have a better and more complete understanding of the research problem. This is 

precisely the reason why this particular method was chosen for the present evaluation. 
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Chapter Three 

Methodology 

The evaluation presented here is a response to an urgent need for program evaluation and 

needs analysis for an English course in one government entity in Colombia. The project explored a 

Utilization-Focused Evaluation (UFE) framework in order to guarantee the use of findings, and 

raise awareness among the primary intended users (PIUs). In this section, I will explain the 

methodology and instruments applied in this study.  

Participants 

The participants in this evaluation were three top-management officials in charge of the 

decision-making processes and 66 domain experts from 12 different divisions in one Colombian 

government entity. The top-management officials (the program administrator, the deputy director 

and the advisor of the general director of this entity) were identified as primary intended users 

(PIUs) because they would use the evaluation findings. The administrator was identified as a person 

who understands the bidding and implementation processes of the language training programs in the 

entity. Moreover, the program administrator was someone who was directly involved in drafting the 

bidding requirements and was in the best position to use the evaluation findings. The deputy 

director of the entity and the advisor of the general director were invited to participate due to their 

power to influence the decision-making processes and implement changes. The group of 66 

participants, it included the directors of various divisions within this entity and professionals who 

worked in those divisions. These participants were identified and selected after the interview with 

the program administrator because all of them had participated in the in-house language training 

program and would directly be affected with any decisions with regards to the program.  

Evaluation Purpose and Intended Use 

The purpose of this evaluation was to (a) collect information regarding the implementation 

and outcomes of the current language program in this government entity and (b) analyze the PIUs 

subjective and objective needs. The findings were then used to generate a list of suggestions which 

would help make informed decisions with regards to future language training programs in this 

entity. 

Procedures 

In accordance with the UFE framework, this evaluation was conducted in four phases and 

data collection methods were decided upon in consultation with the PIUs. In this section, I will 

describe the methodology and instruments employed in each UFE stage.  
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UFE Phase one: Analysis of the context and preparing for the evaluation. The main 

goal in this phase was to learn more about the context and the implementation of the current 

language training program, and establish working relation with the PIUs. To this end, three 

instruments were applied: non-participant observations, interviews, and focus groups. First, non-

participant observations were selected as an instrument because I had worked closely with the 

domain experts and had provided them with translating services over a three-year period. As their 

translator, I had been able to observe their work without interfering with their daily activities. 

Moreover, I had worked closely with all 12 divisions, and this provided me with useful insights and 

understanding of the organizational structure. Second, a structured interview with the program 

administrator in the entity was conducted. Due to the fact that this was a government entity in which 

the training services were always selected through a bid, no changes could be made in the program 

once the bidder had been selected. For this reason, interviewing the program administrator was 

crucial as this person had all the necessary information with regards to program implementation and 

was in charge of drafting the documentation with the requirements for the bid; therefore, 

establishing a close working relation with the administrator was paramount for this evaluation. This 

interview helped determine who the participants should be and which questions, views, and issues 

are worthy of a follow-up study through interviews and focus groups.  

As the next step, five directors were selected as potential interviewees (Appendix A). The 

reason for selecting this specific group of interviewees was twofold: (a) as directors, they are 

familiar with the responsibilities and the needs of each area and (b) they participated in the language 

training program therefore were likely to provide useful information as program beneficiaries. All 

five directors accepted the invitations for individual interviews, which were recorded for further 

data analysis. 

After the interviews, 61 domain experts were invited to participate in focus groups where 

they discussed various topics, such as the importance of English at their workplace, their previous 

experiences in language training programs in the entity and the implementations of those programs 

(Appendix B). The participants were asked to talk freely about all pros and cons of the current 

training program and provide suggestions for the future. They were also asked to reflect on their 

needs as learners and domain experts. The response rate was 62.29% (n=38) and the participants 

were organized in four focus groups. At the end of each session, the participants were asked to look 

at a list of 20 target tasks commonly performed in business industry (adapted from Sorin, 2006) and 

identify the tasks that they need to perform in their entity in English.  
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All qualitative data (transcriptions from focus groups, interviews, and open-ended 

questions) were imported in Atlas.ti and analyzed using thematic coding. The findings were then 

categorized according to the concepts defined in the theoretical framework of the present 

evaluation. The findings from the survey questionnaire were quantitative, and they were analyzed 

using descriptive statistics.  

UFE Phase two: Designing the evaluation and data collection instruments. In this 

phase, decisions regarding the evaluation focus, design, and intended uses were made. In 

consultation with the director’s advisor, it was decided that the focus of the evaluation should be 

placed the actual needs of the program beneficiaries, and that data collection in phase three should 

aim to detect such needs. To this end, and on the basis of the information provided by the 

participants in focus groups and interviews in phase one, a survey questionnaire was developed in 

phase two. When developing the questionnaire, the opinions of all participants were taken into 

account, as well as their suggestions, especially those regarding the target tasks. The questionnaire 

was reviewed and edited together with the director’s advisor, as his expertise in surveys and 

statistics was identified as valuable during this phase. The intended use of the evaluation findings 

determined in this phase was making informed decisions regarding the future language training 

program by constructing a document that would describe the needs of the entity and determine the 

requirements for the bidding process. With this, the evaluation was ready for the next phase in 

which data would be collected.   

UFE Phase three: Collection of data. Following the UFE flow proposed by Ramirez and 

Brodhead (2013), this phase was comprised of three main steps: data collection, data analysis, and 

facilitation of use. In this section, I will describe the procedure followed in each of these three steps.   

Data collection procedure. For the collection of data, three different data collection 

instruments were used: survey, a placement test, and a proficiency test.  

Survey. Together with the PIUs, a survey was chosen as the method for data collection. The 

survey draft was reviewed by the director’s advisor at the entity. Questions were rated using a five-

point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree), followed by rating scale questions 

and open-ended questions. The final survey instrument is included in Appendix C. The Likert scale 

and rating questions provided quantitative data, whereas the open-ended comments were coded in 

Atlas.ti and were organized by common themes.  The final version of the questionnaire consisted of 

six sections that addressed: (a) demographic information about respondents; (b) task-based needs 

analysis that focused on the core tasks that the domain experts perform in the workplace as well as 

the frequency of each task performed in English; (c) domain experts’ previous experiences with 
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language training programs and their perceptions about their progress as a result of those programs; 

(d) perceptions of domain experts about the course curriculum; (e) perceptions of students’ about 

the course methodology, and (f) perception of students about their language proficiency and skills.  

Language tests. To assess the levels of English of the domain experts, I initially planned to 

administer a placement test in order to assess the overall proficiency levels at the entity and ensure 

that the participants’ levels had been properly assessed by the language institute provider of the 

language training services. However, on the basis of the findings in phase one, a possible need for 

academic reading skills was identified and was, therefore, decided to administer two different tests: 

Cambridge Unlimited English Placement Test (Appendix D) and IELTS Academic reading test 

(Appendix E). These two tests were used to assess the levels of 66 and 62 PIUs respectively. Four 

of the users from the first testing were not able to take the second test. 

Data analysis. Initial qualitative findings from interviews, observation, and focus groups in 

phase one were analyzed by means of thematic coding using the software Atlas.ti. There were six 

individual interviews and four focus groups, which constituted 10 primary documents for the 

analysis using the software Atlas.ti. Two additional documents were analyzed in Atlas.ti: field notes 

containing the information from unplanned discussions prior to or after the formal meetings and the 

document that included answers to an open-response question from the questionnaire administered 

in phase three. The coded data were organized into emerging themes, which were then reviewed 

with the PIUs and used in phase two to develop a survey questionnaire. The survey was then 

administered in phase three, which provided both qualitative and quantitative data. The data 

analysis focused on both target and present situation analysis, taking into account the participants’ 

subjective and objective needs. The entire process is presented in Figure 2.  

Triangulation of data. The data in this study were triangulated by using multiple sources of 

information to respond to the evaluation questions (see Table 1). This provided more 

comprehensive data, as will be described in the following section.  
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Figure 2. Data collection focuses and instruments in phase three of this evaluation. 

Facilitation of use. In order to ensure the use of findings, the reporting procedure involved 

several means of presenting data for the three top-level administrators (the program administrator, 

the deputy director, and the advisor). The findings were first reported in an oral briefing with charts, 

during a meeting with the deputy director and the advisor of this entity’s general director. 

Subsequent to the meeting, an executive report containing the information on methodology and 

recommendations for the future language program was sent by email to both PIUs. Once the report 

was officially accepted, different reports for the different targeted users were generated. These 

contained complete tables with test results for the program administrator and individual 

spreadsheets sent to each of the 66 participants. At the end of the evaluation, all  domain experts 

who participated in this study received their scores from the placement and academic reading tests, 

as well as the error analysis as feedback to help them become aware of their strengths and 

weaknesses in terms of grammar. As the last step, a meeting was held during which a list of 

recommendations was generated collaboratively with the program administrator. The final 

document created during this meeting contained the description of the needs of this entity’s domain 

experts and requirements for the future bidding process. This document was then sent to the legal 
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area in order for it to be included in the bidding process that would choose the future provider of 

language training services for the in-house English course.  

UFE Phase four: Meta-evaluation. The purpose of this phase was to assess utility and 

usability of the evaluation findings. The analysis and the reflection on the entire evaluation were 

performed in this phase in order to detect the limitations and strengths of the study. 

Table 1  

Evaluation Question and Data Sources in Each Phase 

Focus EQ Phase Type of 

data 

Data collection instruments 

Present 

situation 

analysis 

EQ1,2 1, 3 Mixed  Interviews, 

Observations, 

Focus groups 

Questionnaire 

 

 

Target 

situation 

analysis 

EQ3 1, 3 Mixed  Interviews, 

Observations, 

Focus groups 

Questionnaire  

 

 

 Language tests 

 

Note: EQ1. What are the profiles of the participants in this evaluation as reported in the survey 

questionnaire? EQ2. What are the perceptions and experiences of the domain experts enrolled in the 

in-house General English Language training programs in this public entity?  EQ3. What are the 

actual needs of the domain experts?
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Figure 3. Instruments used and steps taken in each phase of the evaluation. 
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Chapter Four 

Evaluation Findings 

This evaluation was conducted in four phases and answered four evaluation questions. 

Evaluation question one investigated about the participants’ profiles and years of service in the 

entity. Evaluation question two aimed to collect information regarding the participants’ attitudes 

toward and wants for English language courses. Evaluation question three focused on collecting 

information about the objective needs, which consist of both the target tasks (the tasks that the 

participants need to perform in a target situation) and levels of proficiency (which helped to 

determine participants’ language gaps). Evaluation question four provided a synthesis of the 

answers to both question one and two, by proposing characteristics of a program that would respond 

to the needs of the targeted users. The findings in this section will be organized in order of 

evaluation questions so as to achieve more integrated and comprehensive description, as shown in 

Table 2. 

 

Table 2 

Evaluation Questions, their Focuses and Data Sources Used 

EQ Focus Data sources 

Interviews, 

Observations, 

Focus groups 

Questionnaire 

(Quantitative 

data) 

Language tests 

EQ1 Profiles and 

years of service 

Interviews with 

the directors 

Quantitative data 

from 

questionnaire 

 

EQ2 Attitudes toward 

language 

programs 

Qualitative data 

from interviews 

and focus groups  

Open-ended 

questions 

 

EQ2 Wants for 

language 

programs 

Qualitative data 

from interviews 

and focus groups 

Open-ended 

questions 

 

EQ3 Objective/target 

needs 

Qualitative data 

from interviews 

and focus groups. 

Participants 

identify target 

work tasks 

Task-based 

analysis to 

determine the 

frequency of the 

target tasks  

Placement test 

Academic reading 

With the purpose of 

determining 

language gaps 

EQ4 How to meet the 

needs identified 

through EQ1, 

EQ2 and EQ3? 

Based on the analysis, the program is proposed 
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Note. EQ1. What are the profiles of the participants in this evaluation as reported in the survey 

questionnaire? EQ2. What are the perceptions and experiences of the domain experts enrolled in the 

in-house General English Language training programs in this public entity?  EQ3. What are the 

actual needs of the domain experts? EQ4. What kind of language training program should be 

implemented in order such needs to be met?   

EQ1: Participantsô Profiles 

In order to learn about the context and the program beneficiaries, the first module of the 

questionnaire investigated about the participants’ academic background and years of service in this 

entity. All domain experts who participated in this study were categorized into the following two 

groups: (a) technical staff/subject expert and (b) executives/advisors. As shown in Figure 4, most of 

the participants that were enrolled in the language training program are technical staff or subject 

experts whose responsibilities per se are highly technical. It should be noted that this category has a 

lower rotation of staff members as most of the subject experts (n=24) had been working for the 

entity for more than 13 years; the majority of whom hold an MA degree. Regarding the executive 

positions, the situation is quite similar both in terms of education background and years of service.  

In addition to participating in the survey, five directors were interviewed in phase one. The 

directors were all enrolled in the language training programs and were an important source of 

information for this evaluation. As shown in Table 3, all five directors hold an MA degree and work 

in different divisions. This provided broader perspective about the current situation and needs of the 

entity as a whole. 
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Figure 4. The profiles of the participants in the survey. 
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Director 5 Division for Statistical 
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collected through interviews was organized in order to become familiar with the characteristics of 

the current language training program. Subsequently, the data collected from interviews, focus 

groups and open-ended questions were coded in Atlas.ti. The sources of information used were the 

interview with the program administrator, five individual interviews with the directors of five 

different divisions and four focus groups with the domain experts from various working divisions.  

The purpose of the qualitative analysis was to (a) learn about the current program, (b) detect 

the limitations that exist in the current learning context, and (c) identify the subjective needs as 

expressed by the participants. These three factors were considered as the main factors that might 

influence the success of the participants’ learning process. The main themes identified through 

thematic coding were constraints, perceptions, and wants (see Figure 5). For the purposes of this 

evaluation, constraints refer to limitations identified in the actual program implementation, 

perceptions comprise all other aspects that the domain experts consider relevant in the current 

learning and teaching context, and wants refer to all subjective needs expressed by the participants 

as domain experts. 

Program description. The interview with the program administrator was a first step aimed 

to help understand the existing program, the mechanisms for its selection, and the context. This first 

step was crucial because it provided an insight into possible areas that were worth further research. 

As reported by the administrator, the initiative to improve proficiency levels of the domain experts 

in DANE first started four years ago. Over that period, various language training programs took 

place in this entity, and although the courses were implemented by different providers of services, 

they all had the following five characteristics in common: (a) they were all General English (GE) 

programs that utilized different levels of skill-based commercial books available in the language 

education market, (b) the providers of services were all chosen through a bidding process, (c) the 

process of choosing the next provider of services lasted on average six months, which implied that 

the domain expert had quite long periods without language instruction between the two courses, (d) 

the language program and the course books were proposed by the provider of services and agreed 

upon with the program administrator, (e) each year, the duration and intensity of the program would 

vary depending on the budget, but would usually include six hours of instruction per week, and (f) 

the teachers were both native and non-native speakers, with experience in teaching but not 

necessarily with background in pedagogy.  
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Figure 5. Common themes identified in phase one.
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Figure 6. Constraints identified in the implementation of the current language program. 

Constraints. The following aspects were identified by the participants as constraints of the 

English language training: the book, the teaching strategies, teachers, schedules, course evaluation, 

course duration, rotation of teachers, placement procedure and stakeholders’ decisions (see Figure 

6). These constraints were identified as what stands in the way of improving domain experts’ 

proficiency levels and were the main reasons for the feeling of discontent among the participants.   

Lack of time. The participants in the present evaluation expressed that sometimes, due to 

their workload or business trips, they have to miss classes. A major concern for this group of 

participants is that they have no opportunity to recover the sessions lost, thus often perform poorly 

on exams or are simply forced to withdraw from the course. One participant expressed that dealing 

with time constrains can sometimes be difficult:  

It is almost impossible for us. Look, I think that I failed the last course because of the 

absences. My classes were from 7 to 9 am, but usually have a committee at 8. So, you go to 

classes, stay for a while and then simply have to leave. Also, we have many business trips.  

                                  (Interview, Director of the Marketing Division, February 25, 2015) 

Another participant argued that although English classes are highly important for them, it is always 

the work that is more important. Due to the fact that the classes take place in the entity’s facilities, 

even though the domain expert are in class, they are still within their labor hours, therefore often 

have to leave classes to attend meetings or respond to some urgent matters. The time they lose can 

never be recovered, so they often struggle with the topics covered in their absence.  
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Course evaluation. The participants reported that course evaluation consisted of 

achievement tests. No proficiency test was administered at the beginning or at the end of this or any 

previous courses in the entity. This makes it extremely difficult to measure the impact of any of the 

language training programs that took place in this entity. The tests administered throughout the 

language program were mostly written, grammar-focused tests, whose purpose was to assess the 

command of topics covered in classes.  

It should be noted that certain discrepancies were found in this category of findings. All 

domain experts who were enrolled in the course reported that the course evaluation consisted of two 

or three grammar and vocabulary tests administered during the course. However, the program 

administrator argues that the program beneficiaries were tested three times to measure their 

progress, with the first language test serving the purpose of classifying the domain experts. This 

however, was not a part of the placement procedure because at the time of taking the first test, the 

domain expert had already been classified through an oral examination. Due to the fact that the 

teachers and language institute did not participate in this evaluation, it was not possible to determine 

whether the first test was an achievement test after some of the units in the book or rather a 

proficiency test.  

Duration and characteristics of the program. The participants reported that, as this is a 

public entity, the beginning and characteristics of the course are always dependent on a bidding 

process and clearly specified in the bidding documentation. The requirements for each of the bids in 

the past had been created by the Human Resources department and the program administrator. Once 

the provider of language training services is chosen through a bid, the program is proposed by the 

services provider and agreed upon with the program administrator. No needs analysis had ever been 

performed by the provider of services and the perceptions of the program administrator influenced 

greatly all decisions regarding the curriculum and implementation of the program. As a result, as 

reported by the participants, the course seemed not to have addressed the specific needs existing in 

this entity because it focused on general English skills and everyday topics that the domain experts 

do not tackle with at work. With regards to program duration, language courses were usually short 

but intensive, followed by a long break without classes until a new course is chosen through a bid. 

The breaks between two language programs would usually last for six months, whereas the program 

itself would last from three to six months, with an average of six hours per week. Such short 

courses, with long intervals without classes combined with a curriculum that does not prepare the 

domain expert for their immediate work tasks, have resulted in some of the participants feeling 
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discontent with the training program and most probably, with slow progress in terms of their 

language skills.  

The perceptions of the program administrator. As shown in Figure 6, the decisions of the 

program administrator influenced greatly the characteristics of the language training program. It 

should be noted that the program administrator in this case had no background in languages or 

education. Furthermore, the person in charge of managing the language program in this entity was a 

Spanish monolingual. All decisions were based on this person’s previous experience in managing 

similar training programs in this entity and the suggestions made by the provider of language 

training services, who was an outsider and, most probably, not familiar with the specific needs of 

the domain experts. Through the interview, it was possible to note several misconceptions about 

language learning and strong resistance toward any type of ESP courses. The program administrator 

argued that when learning a language, a person should start with basics such as family environment, 

daily activities, neighborhood, etc., so that once a person reaches higher level of proficiency, it 

would be possible to start learning a more technical register. It was surprising to discover that the 

arguments for choosing a course book, which might have been more appropriate for younger 

learners, was explained by this conception of language learning. The program administrator argued 

that: 

All learning needs to start in your basic environment. From your family, from your 

neighborhood, from your municipality, so that later you can advance to a more technical 

language. And all of that is part of a learning process. I believe that it is similar to a 

culture, and a culture cannot be transformed in a day. So, we should all be a bit more 

patient.  

                                                       (Interview, Program administrator, Feb 20, 2015) 

Furthermore, the administrator mentioned that culturally, Colombians tend to be shy and self-

conscious when speaking in a foreign language, and that this might have been a reason for slow 

progress. In addition to asking about the perceptions of language learning and teaching, the 

administrator was asked a question about how the course book and methodology were chosen. As 

reported, once a language institute wins a bid, the person appointed by the language institute meets 

with the program administrator in the entity, and they agree upon the course book and methodology 

together, which is then followed by oral examination in order to classify students.  

One the most important finding that to certain extent is part of the perceptions, is the 

administrator’s resistance to the evaluation. Although the administrator accepted the invitation for 

an interview, and was willing to share information regarding the selection and implementation 
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processes, her opinion was that there was no need for program evaluation. As reported by the 

administrator, the program was adequate because the program beneficiaries had the opportunity to 

use a foreign language and express their personal opinions, describe their private lives and 

environment. Furthermore, the administrator fully relied on the expertise of the provider of services 

and reported that the program was suggested by the language institute who had been working in the 

language education field for many years, and therefore should not be questioned. Moreover, the 

administrator argued that over the four-year period and four English courses that had been 

implemented in this entity, it had not been possible to implement any ESP course because the great 

majority of the program beneficiaries had basic command of English. This, according to the 

administrator, was an obstacle and a reason not to evaluate the program but rather continue 

immediately with the bidding process without any needs analysis. It was interesting to find that all 

other participants in this evaluation acknowledged the importance of capturing their needs and 

opinions. 

Teaching strategies. Throughout the focus groups, the participants reported that they were 

not satisfied with their English language program because teachers did not show knowledge of 

pedagogy and teaching strategies. This was further explained by the fact that some of the teachers 

were native teachers with no background in teaching or education, and that classes apparently did 

not have clearly defined goals. Furthermore, some of the activities were not meaningful for the 

students. For instance, every two weeks, all domain experts would join on Saturdays, and they 

would participate in various activities with the domain experts from different groups and levels.  

During a four-hour session, they would be engaged in role plays or small projects. Although this 

kind of activities was described as fun, interactive, and promoting fluency by some participants, 

others reported that it had several drawbacks. First, by mixing students from different levels, most 

of the lower level students would feel intimidated and reluctant to speak. Second, the participants 

argued that this sort of activity, although creative, does not relate to their immediate needs and tasks 

they perform at work. Nonetheless, the participants expressed that they liked the idea of being 

exposed to English during these four-hour sessions, so they suggested different kind of activities 

that would be more meaningful for them.  

Another challenge under this theme was the fact that some of the groups suffered frequent 

rotations of teachers. The domain experts reported that one group was assigned seven different 

teachers over a six-month period. This caused some program beneficiaries to withdraw from the 

course.    
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Course book. The course book was shown to be a major constraint for various reasons. The 

participants informed that, although the same program was used for all levels (Face to Face, 

Cambridge Edition), not all books contained resources for self-practice (such as workbook, revision 

files, interactive DVD, etc.). Moreover, some course books were reported to be quite outdated. In 

addition, the participants mentioned that the content of the course book was in no way related to 

their work and to what they need to do at their jobs on a daily basis. 

Perceptions. This theme emerged during the data analysis and it includes the participants’ 

perceptions of how important English is in their division, their improvement as a result of the 

language program, perceptions about their skills, and strategies they use to overcome certain 

language deficiencies, as shown in Figure 7. 

 There was a consensus that English was a growing need in the entire Department of 

Statistics. One participant mentioned that a good command of English is a requirement for all 

domain experts who wish to develop professionally or participate in training sessions abroad 

provided by the entity. Moreover, another participant added that when selecting which domain 

experts will represent the entity at the seminars and congresses abroad, in most cases, a good 

command of English is what decides. As a result, instead of sending the most experienced and 

knowledgeable expert, often times an expert with the best command of English is given the task to 

represent the entity abroad. There was an agreement among experts that improving their command 

of English is therefore crucial not only for their professional development but also for the future of 

the entity.   

In addition to identifying the need for English, most participants in focus groups agreed that 

they lack certain skills which could help them perform better at their workplace. For instance, one 

participant mentioned that one of the common tasks was reading methodologies and international 

classifications delivered to them by the OECD in English. It sometimes happens that the person 

who is the expert in the topic has only a beginner level of English. In those cases, the person needs 

to rely on the help from their coworkers or virtual translators. Another interesting finding was that, 

since the participants were experts in the field and often familiar with the technical terms, they 

manage to understand the meaning by relying on vocabulary, especially in areas such as geo-

statistics and system engineering. With regards to skills, there was an agreement among the 

participants that speaking skills are crucial and that those need to be the center of any language 

program. As the participants reported, when communicating with foreign experts, there are no 

strategies that can help them bridge the gaps in oral communication. 
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Figure 7. Perceptions identified in focus groups and interviews. 

Wants. When analyzing the participants’ subjective needs, various categories were 

organized under the theme wants, as shown in Figure 8. The participants informed that they wish to 

improve their speaking skills, and that they consider the knowledge of English grammar structures 

as one of the most important factors that affect their fluency and ability to speak in English. There 

was a consensus within and among focus groups that grammar and knowledge of syntax constitute 

an important part of language learning, and as such, according to the participants, should be one of 

the focuses of a language program. With regards to activities, some of the most enjoyable activities 

were those that involve interacting with co-workers (role plays, presentations, and follow-up 

questions, etc.).  

     

Figure 8. The participants’ wants for future language programs. 
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The participants also informed that they wish to use the language and practice in class, 

given that the theory can be learnt at home, which led to believe that the flipped classroom method 

(Bergmann & Sans, 2012) might be an appropriate method for these groups of learners. Some 

participants expressed that they would like to have a blended course, especially for situations when 

the work load interferes with classes or when absent due to business trips. Due to the fact that lack 

of time and absences had already been detected as a common issue, this question whether they 

would consider an online or blended course was then incorporated in the questionnaire so that a 

bigger sample could express their opinion. The results of the survey showed that 84.9% (n=45) 

percent of respondents would take a blended course, whereas 15.1% (n=8) percent would not 

consider enrolling into such courses. These findings suggest that a solution might be a blended 

course that combines brick-and-mortar classroom with online activities on the platform. In this way, 

the participants would get a change to work with their teachers in a traditional setting as well as to 

make up for the classes they might miss due to their work responsibilities or trips.  

In module five of the survey questionnaire, the domain experts were asked about their 

previous experiences with English courses and their willingness to take ESP courses (Table 4). 

Although 27.27 % (n=40) of domain experts responded that the language training program had not 

helped them perform better at work, arguing that it was not related to their work tasks, the majority 

of respondents (72.73%) answered affirmatively. With regard to their previous experiences, 94.55% 

of participants had never taken any ESP course, however the great majority (90.91%) showed 

wil lingness to take ESP courses. In addition, 85.45% of the respondents expressed willingness to 

enroll into blended courses. 

Table 4 

The Participantsô Experiences and Wants 

 Yes No 

Did the 2014 language training program help you perform better at work? 

40 

(72.73%) 

15 

 (27.27%) 

Over the last 4 years, have you taken any English course for specific purposes 

(Business English, Legal English etc.)?  

3  

(5.45%) 

52  

(94.55%) 

Would you consider enrolling into any English course focused on your area of 

work?  

50 

(90.91%) 

5  

(9.09%) 

Would you consider enrolling into a course that combines virtual and face-to-

face classes? 

47 

(85.45%) 

8  

(14.55%) 

 

 

 

 



41 

 

 

EQ3: Participantsô Objective Needs  

For the purposes of this evaluation, the objective needs of the participants were analyzed 

through a task-based needs analysis that provided insight into most frequently performed tasks by 

the domain experts, and language tests. This provided data on the participants’ levels of proficiency 

and their lacks. 

Target tasks performed by the domain experts. The two main sources of information for 

this analysis were the qualitative data from focused groups collected in phase one and survey 

findings in phase three. As the first step toward determining the task frequency, 13 target tasks were 

identified by the domain experts through the interviews and focus groups as activities they 

commonly perform in their divisions. Then, these target tasks were included into subsequent task-

based needs analysis in phase three. The tasks were classified into four groups, as shown in Table 5: 

correspondence, meetings, business trips, and reading in English. 

Identifying the frequency of target tasks. After the participants had identified the target 

tasks in focus groups and interviews, the respondents in the survey were asked to indicate the 

frequency point for each task on a Likert scale, ranging from every day, three times a week, once a 

week, once a month, and almost never. The quantitative data analysis was performed in order to 

determine the frequency of each of the task in the list. This provided valuable data on what are the 

most frequently performed tasks by the experts working in this entity. 

According to the mean analysis results, browsing information in English has shown to be 

the most frequently performed task by the domain experts (see Table 6). Reading documents was 

also a frequently performed among the respondents (M=3.96) with 20% of respondents reporting 

that they read documents written in English every day. Translating documents was the third on the 

list of most frequently performed tasks, with 56.4% of respondents reporting that they translate 

documents (international classifications, methodologies, etc.) more than once a month. These 

findings were somewhat expected due to the fact that the participants mentioned the importance of 

reading skills and translating in the focus groups. However, one interesting finding was revealed in 

the survey. Although the participants reported the importance of speaking skills, the analysis 

showed that the task that require speaking skills are less frequent that those that require reading or 

listening skills. For instance, although the participants in focus groups in phase one emphasized the 

need for speaking skills, when asked how often they deliver presentations in English, 67.3 % of 

respondents in survey reported that they almost never deliver speeches and presentations in English. 

Similarly, meetings and visiting foreign guests are almost never performed by the domain experts 
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(87.3 % and 89.1 % respectively), whereas interpreting, which was mentioned in focus groups as 

something the domain experts perform at work, was shown to be the least frequent task (M= 1.09). 

 

Table 5 

 List of Target Tasks Identified by the Participants in Focus Groups 

List of commonly performed tasks 

Correspondence 

1. Email 

2. Phone calls 

3. Writing reports 

4. Translation (Translate documents for the purpose of disseminating or sharing them 

with other co-workers/area) 

Meetings 

5. Training sessions and workshops in English (face to face or video conferences) 

6. Delivering presentations in English 

7. Seminars and Conferences (where English is the official/working English) 

8. Social reunions (business lunch or reunions with guests from other countries) 

Business Trips 

9. Making reservations (e.g. Book flights, hotels for business trips) 

10. Visiting entities where English is a working language) 

11. Interpreting (oral translation) 

Reading in English  

12. Reading documents written in English for professional development (studies, 

research, international classifications etc.) 

13. Browsing and handling information in English 

 

There were some findings that were surprising. For instance, an interesting finding was that 

one of the participants reported that she never carries out any tasks in English. Despite the fact that 

the tasks were introduced into the questionnaire based on the input from 43 domain experts (38 of 

which participated in focus groups and five directors who were interviewed), it was surprising to 

learn that some of the public officials who were enrolled in the language training program, did not 

use English at their workplace. Further data collection should be conducted to see whether this is an 

exception or it can be taken as a norm that this specific area (financial) does not need English for its 

day to day tasks. Furthermore, the question remains whether the domain experts working in 
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financial area should be given access to future courses or some other domain experts, whose area 

shows to have greater need for English, should be granted that opportunity. 

Another interesting finding in the survey was the frequency of translating tasks. Translation 

was included into the questionnaire because it was identified by the focus group participants and the 

interviewees as a commonly performed task. However, as shown in Table 6, the overall frequency 

does not point to the importance of this task, which is why I decided to further examine it by talking 

to the participants who marked this task as frequent. The findings revealed that all participants who 

marked translation as an important task belong to the same division inside the entity: the Division 

for Regulation, Planning, Standardization and Normalization. Therefore, this might lead to believe 

that some basic rules of translation should be included into the curriculum for this specific group of 

students.  

 

 

Table 6 

The Frequency of Tasks Performed by the Domain Experts as Reported in the Survey 

 N Mean Median Range SD 

1. Browsing information in English  55 3.16 3 4 1.3 

2. Reading international classifications, reports, 

methodologies, etc. 55 2.95 3 4 1.3 

3. Translating documents 55 2.09 2 4 1.2 

4. Emails 55 2.05 2 4 1.1 

5. Writing reports 55 1.44 1 4 0.8 

6. Training sessions in English (Video or face 

to face) 55 1.40 1 3 0.7 

7. Delivering presentations or speeches 55 1.38 1 3 0.6 

8. Seminars/Conferences 55 1.36 1 1 0.5 

9. Phone calls 55 1.25 1 4 0.7 

10. Meetings with foreign experts 55 1.15 1 2 0.4 

11. Visiting entities where English is the official 

language 55 1.11 1 1 0.3 

12. Making reservations (e.g. hotel, flight, 

restaurant, etc.) 55 1.09 1 1 0.3 

13. Interpreting  55 1.09 1 1 0.3 
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In addition to determining the tasks frequency, the domain experts were also asked to 

indicate how important each of the four skills was for their workplace (see Table 7). According to 

the results, the most important skill is reading, with 56% of the domain experts categorizing it is 

very important. Speaking skills were next, with 43% of respondents marking it as important and 

3.8% as very important. The least important skills were shown to be listening and writing, which 

were categorized by most of the participants as not so important or not important at all. 

 

Table 7 

The Importance of Each Skill According to the Participants 

 

Median Mean SD 
Very 

important  
Important  

Not so 

important  

Not 

important 

at all 

Reading 4 3.18 1.08 56% 13% 18.9% 11% 

Speaking 3 2.78 1.12 38% 21% 22.6% 19% 

Listening 2 2.20 0.90 3.8% 43% 26.4% 26.4% 

Writing 2 1.84 0.83 1.9% 23% 32.1% 43% 

 

Lacks determined in the current language levels. Lacks analysis means that students, or 

in this case domain experts in this government entity, are assessed to see what language skills or 

knowledge they lack (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987) and how they overcome those lacks in their 

daily tasks. To this end, both domain experts’ perceptions of their lacks and their actual lacks were 

taken into account. In order to collect information regarding participants’ perceptions about their 

lacks, various questions were included into the survey questionnaire. These questions informed 

about how participants feel about their proficiency levels and skills as well as which strategies they 

use to overcome the language gaps at work, as shown in Table 8. When asked about their ability to 

perform work tasks in English, 38.18 % of participants responded affirmatively, whereas 27.27% 

informed that they cannot perform tasks in English. An alarming 34.55% of participant decided to 

stay neutral as an answer to this question. Similar findings were revealed with the following 

question in the list, which investigated into participants’ perception on their reading skills. When 

asked whether they were able to read documents written in English without help from their 

coworkers, 27.27 % of participants neither agreed nor disagreed, 49.09% responded affirmatively, 

whereas 23.63 % reported that they do not possess those skills. In terms of participants’ productive 

skills, the survey revealed interesting information. The majority of participants feels that they do not 
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possess sufficient level of English to express their opinion in either oral or written form (60 % and 

50.91 % respectively).  

As the participants in focus groups mentioned that they use various strategies to overcome 

their language deficiencies, two of the questions in the survey were introduced in order to obtain 

quantitative measures regarding these strategies. The findings revealed that 70.91% of the 

participants use online tools to translate entire paragraphs when reading official documents, such as 

methodologies and international classifications (18.18% totally agree and 52.73% agree). Similar 

results were obtained through focus groups, in which there was a consensus among the participants 

that translating paragraphs had been quite useful for them in the past. 

Table 8 

Participantsô Perceptions About Their Skills 

Item Median Mean SD 
Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neutral Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

My level of English 

allows me to 

perform my work tasks 

in English  

3 3.09 0.96 
3 

(5.45%) 

12 

(21.82%) 

19 

(34.55%) 

19  

(34.55) 

2 

(3.64%) 

I can read documents in 

English  

without asking my 

coworkers for help 

3 3.29 1.09 
4 

(7.27%) 

9  

(16.36%) 

15 

 (27.27%) 

21 

 

(38.18) 

6 

(10.91%

) 

To understand a text 

written in English,  

I use online translators 

to translate the whole 

paragraphs (Google 

Translate,  

Word reference etc.). 

4 3.75 0.94 
1 

(1.82%) 

6 

 (10.91%) 

9 

(16.36%) 

29  

(52.73) 

10 

(18.18) 

To understand a text 

written in English  

I use dictionaries to 

check the meaning of 

unfamiliar words.  

4 3.91 0.96 
2 

(3.64%) 

4 

 (7.27%) 

4 

(7.27%) 

32 

 

(58.18) 

13 

(23.64) 

I can express my 

opinion in a discussion  

in English. 

2 2.38 0.98 
10 

(18.18%) 

23  

(41.82%) 

14 

 (25.45%) 

7  

(12.73) 

1 

(1.82%) 

I can express my 

opinions in written form. 
2 2.60 1.04 

8  

(14.55%) 

20 

 (36.36%) 

14 

 (25.45%) 

12 

(21.82) 

1 

(1.82%) 

I can participate in 

workshops in English.  
3 2.89 1.25 

9  

(16.36%) 

13 

 (23.64%) 

14 

 (25.45%) 

13 

(23.64) 

6 

(10.91) 

 

Participantsô proficiency levels. Although a diagnostic test is commonly used in this kind 

of analysis, for the purposes of this evaluation, two assessment tools were administered: The 

Cambridge Placement Test and IELTS Academic Reading Test. The first test was a tool initially 

planned to be used, whereas the latter was decided during the data collection process. The reason to 
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assess the participants’ academic reading skills was the fact that data analysis in phase one showed 

possible need for academic reading skills in the entity because the majority of participants reported 

the frequency and importance of reading technical and academic papers for their positions in the 

entity. 

According to the results from the Cambridge All Written Placement Test, 2 % (n= 1) of the 

program participants were at starter level, 14 % (n=8) were placed at elementary level; 26 % (n=17) 

of the participants were placed at pre-intermediate level; 53 % (n=30) the intermediate level; 8% 

(n=6) at advanced level (Figure 9).  

As for the Academic Reading test (Figure 11), the results from 66 participants (100%) were 

converted from the raw scores into the IELTS band, using the IELTS online Raw score converter 

(http://www.examenglish.com/IELTS/IELTS_Band_Score_Calculator.html). Then, the scores were 

expressed according to the Common European Framework (CEF). Below are the charts that show 

the distribution according to each level. The highest percentage of the participants was classified at 

pre-intermediate level (55%), followed by elementary level (35%), intermediate (8%), upper-

intermediate (2%). 

The overall performance on the Cambridge placement test was better than the participants’ 

performance on the IELTS academic reading test. This can be explained by the fact that, although 

the participants as domain experts work with academic and technical material on a daily basis, they 

were never trained in reading strategies. Furthermore, it could be hypothesized that the participants 

would not be able to handle complex academic texts without using a translating tool, which was 

reportedly the most common strategy they use according to the survey results. 
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Figure 9. Levels of English according to Cambridge All Written Placement Test. 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Results of the IELTS academic reading test. 

 

 I was surprised to learn that, according to the final reports and classification lists presented 

by the provider of language training services to the Human Resources, none of the domain experts 

was reported to have pre-intermediate level of English at the end of the language training program. 

This shows certain discrepancies and might require further research in order to establish clearer and 

more reliable assessment procedures by the language institute. 

EQ4: Meeting the Participants Needs through an ESP course 

The fourth evaluation question in this study aimed to identify the characteristics of the 

language training program that would best respond to the subjective and objective needs which 

were identified through the needs analysis as a part of the present evaluation. The findings suggest 

that, given the frequency and nature of the specific work tasks that were identified through the 

needs analysis, and based on the wants and attitudes of the participants, an ESP course would be the 

best answer to the subjective and objective needs of the domain experts in this government entity. 

The subjective needs analysis showed that the participants recognize the importance of a tailor-

made courses which would target their specific needs. Furthermore, the participants seem to be 

highly motivated and some of them even reported that they would rather enroll an ESP course, even 

if that would imply studying harder. Moreover, although it was not possible to measure the impact 

of the current general English program, it was most likely ineffective because most of the students 
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are still at lower levels of proficiency despite the fact that they had been participating in the 

programs for almost four years. Another reason to opt for an ESP course was the fact that even 

though general English courses increase general proficiency, they do not prepare domain experts for 

immediate tasks they need to perform on a daily basis. As a result, I argue that a general English 

course, especially a skill-based course that uses a commercial course book, is unlikely to meet the 

demonstrated needs of this group of participants, and therefore, propose a task-based ESP 

curriculum which would address the participants’ need for academic reading and help them carry 

out the most frequently performed tasks presented in this evaluation. 
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Chapter Five 

Discussion 

The primary intended use of this evaluation was to provide a sound basis to make informed 

decisions regarding the future language training program in this government entity. The question 

that arose from the very beginning of this evaluation was whether the domain experts in this entity 

might need a more specific course which would target their immediate specific needs and prepare 

them for their daily tasks. To this end, the evaluation had two main focuses: capture the 

participants’ perceptions about and wants for English courses, and detect the participants’ objective 

needs through a task-based needs analysis and language testing.  

The first intended focus of this evaluation was approached by collecting data about the 

primary intended users and program beneficiaries’ perceptions about the language training program. 

Additionally, I recorded their attitudes toward and wants for training programs in this entity. As 

reported by the participants in focus groups, the content of their language program was general and 

not related to their work tasks. Although the influence of General English courses on the overall 

proficiency should not be denied (Chostelidou, 2011), various researchers argue the gap between 

the language classroom and the real world can be bridged by introducing a focused approach in 

which specific tasks would address students’ immediate needs (Graves, 2008; Long, 2005; Silva, 

2004). Additionally, survey responses indicate that the majority of participants perceive ESP 

courses as a viable solution to address the specific needs existing in this entity.  

The second intended focus was to determine the objective needs of the PIUs. The evaluation 

findings reveal certain discrepancies between what the domain experts working in this entity report 

as their needs and the objective needs. The needs analysis showed a gap between the skills and 

knowledge the program beneficiaries acquired through the language program and the tasks they 

usually perform as part of their jobs. Although some of the findings in this section might seem 

ambiguous, they go in line with the research-based theory. Hutchinson and Waters’s distinction to 

three types of needs (1987) and possible discrepancies among them are visible in this evaluation’s 

context. A significant percentage of the respondents in the present evaluation pointed to the 

importance of speaking skills (49%); however, the survey results showed that most of the domain 

experts seemed to have few chances to engage in activities that actually involve speaking English. 

As shown in Table 10, 49% of the respondents marked speaking is either very important or 

important. Similar information was reported in focus groups and interviews, where the participants 

described speaking as a highly important and desirable skill. If compared to the task-based analysis, 
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speaking does not seem to be a relevant skill. The results in Table 3 show that presentations in 

English, social reunions, booking hotels and flights for business trips, and oral translations are very 

rarely performed by this entity’s domain experts. The top five tasks according to the task-based 

needs analysis are browsing information in English, reading documents, translating documents, 

writing emails, and writing reports. All these tasks require academic reading and writing skills, and 

these were not mentioned as part of the current general English program focus. As a conclusion, 

although the participants in this study should improve their speaking skills because these are part of 

their subjective needs, speaking as a skill should not be the main focus of the language training 

program. Another important aspect are seminars and conferences, where 37% of the participants 

reported that they engage in this kind of activities once a month. Although this task is not as 

frequent as reading work-related documents, seminars can have important role for domain experts’ 

professional development in general, and the image and the functioning of the entity. Therefore, all 

skills that would provide the domain experts with the opportunities to perform well at congresses 

and seminars should be reinforced.  

Furthermore, as argued by Nunan (1989), the effectiveness of a language program will be 

dictated both by the attitudes and expectations of the learners and by the specifications of the 

curriculum. For this reason, this evaluation proposes that the main focus of the curriculum for the 

language programs in this entity should be on preparing the program beneficiaries for the most 

frequently performed tasks at their work place. Based on the survey findings, these tasks rely 

heavily on academic reading skills. However, regardless of the objective needs, a language program 

should not neglect the participants’ wants. I, therefore, argue that speaking skills should also be 

included as a secondary focus of the curriculum, and in this way, the participants might feel more 

motivated as their wants would be acknowledged. 

Moreover, this evaluation caught certain weaknesses in the criteria for choosing one 

language program over another which might have affected the adequacy of the language program. 

First, the bidding criteria depended heavily on the program administrator and this person’s 

conceptions of language learning and teaching. No prior needs analyses had ever been performed 

because the program administrator, as an insider and someone who had worked in this entity for 

more than 10 years, argued to be familiar with the domain experts’ need, describing them as 

communicative. This led to language training programs whose focus and effectiveness were 

questioned based on results of the present evaluation. To avoid these issues, it should be noted that 

the decisions regarding vocational training should be made based on data (OECD, 2009), which had 

not been the case in this entity before conducting this evaluation. 
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Another important factor detected through the present evaluation was time, which was 

acknowledged by the participants as an important factor and major limitation in language learning. 

This finding, however, was not surprising. Time has been acknowledged as an important factor in 

language learning by several researchers. Hutchinson and Waters (1987) argue that time should be 

considered as a learning need when conducting a needs analysis. In more recent studies, lack of 

time and the shift toward modern technologies have led to arguing for computer-assisted language 

learning (CALL) (Blake, 2013). For these reasons, I argue that the domain experts should be 

provided with a blended course and online support, which would increase their opportunities to 

attend classes and cover the study material even when they are away on business trips. 

Limitations of the Study 

Although this study provided a sound basis for decision-making regarding a future language 

program in the entity, it suffers from several methodological limitations.  

The first weakness of this study is the sampling procedure. When choosing the participants 

for this evaluation, I followed the criterion called purposive sampling, which consists of choosing 

the participants who can provide relevant answers to the research questions (Bryman, 2008). For 

this reason, only the domain experts who were enrolled in the language training program were 

invited to participate in this evaluation. However, in hindsight, stratified random sampling might 

have provided more accurate results because it would have permitted participants to be classified 

into strata according to their divisions. This, in turn, would help determine the needs of each 

division and help decide whether, for instance, the marketing division has different needs compared 

with the cartography division. Although we can draw some general conclusions about the specific 

needs of each division using the data collected in this study, stratified random sampling might have 

offered more precise findings.  

The second drawback detected during the data analysis was the Likert scale that was used in 

the survey questionnaire. As suggested by the PIUs who participated in questionnaire design, in 

most of the questions the domain experts were given five options: strongly disagree, disagree, 

neutral, agree, and strongly agree. This led to some ambiguities as a significant percentage of 

domain expert chose neutral as the answer to various question. Although some conclusions can be 

made by comparing these answers with the qualitative analysis, the study might have provided 

much more precise results and the findings would have been of greater use, had the domain experts 

been given only four options: strongly disagree, disagree, agree and strongly agree. 

With regards to sources, another possible weakness was detected in this area. Although this 

study’s intention to examine the needs of Colombian public officials as domain experts, taking into 
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consideration both their experiences as learners in previous language courses and their wants for 

future language courses was shown to be effective, this study would have covered broader 

perspectives if the opinions and experiences of teachers had been available. Unfortunately, due to 

the resistance toward the evaluation and lack of cooperation from the Human Resources 

department, it was not possible to contact the teachers or obtain any information from the language 

institute who provided the training services. Had that been possible, it would have helped resolve at 

least some of the ambiguities that arose in this study, such as the use of course material and focus of 

the class activities.  

Last, the major limitation in this evaluation was the fact that there was no funding for its 

implementation. With adequate resources, it would have been possible to hire a more experienced 

evaluator to work alongside me. Furthermore, although the PIUs engaged with and showed interest 

in this study, financial remuneration seems fair and some of the PIUs, such as the program 

administrator, may have dedicated more time to this study and be more actively involved. Although 

all PIUs were very collaborative, this evaluation was in no way part of their daily duties, therefore it 

would have been logical to provide them with the incentives for their participation. 

Strengths of the Study 

The meta-evaluation showed that the present evaluation has various methodological 

strengths. The first strength of this evaluation is that it successfully implemented the UFE 

framework and explored its benefits in the Colombian public sector. First, this evaluation is 

innovative because, after researching, I have not found any similar studies in Colombian research 

literature. Second, this evaluation has satisfied the criteria of utility and usability determined in UFE 

theory: the findings were not only used to create important bidding documentation in order to 

improve the language training program offered to the domain experts in the entity, but also were 

shown to be useful because they revealed important deficiency in the current language training 

program. Last, one of this evaluation’s greatest challenges from the beginning was the resistance by 

some PIUs to engage in the study. The fact that the evaluation was conducted in a government 

entity, in which most of the changes are likely to be rejected, was an obstacle. However, 

successfully dealing with the resistance and reaching the evaluation’s goals only serves as an 

argument to support a UFE framework and acknowledge the impact that understanding the context 

and engaging the PIUs from the very beginning can have on the success of the entire study. 

Choosing and successfully applying mixed methods is the second strength of this 

evaluation. This evaluation strategically combined qualitative and quantitative methods to answer 

the evaluation questions, taking into account on-site social and organizational factors. Approaching 



53 

 

 

the needs analysis in this way helped determine not only the objective needs but also the opinions of 

the participants who belong to different organizational levels. Furthermore, converging the data 

allowed to elaborate and verify certain findings (Brown, 2014). For instance, the importance of 

certain tasks identified through qualitative analysis was further elaborated by expanding from 

qualitative to quantitative analysis, which provided task frequency across different divisions. 

Moreover, the importance of the skills mentioned in focus groups and interviews was further 

clarified through survey findings, which permitted drawing more consistent conclusions (Brown, 

2014).  

The last strength identified through meta-evaluation is the use of triangulated 

methodologies. From the initial stages of this evaluation, data were gathered from multiple sources, 

namely the administrator, program beneficiaries, and higher management. As the next step, method 

triangulation was used. This was achieved by gathering data with multiple procedures: interviews, 

observations, focus groups and a survey. The third type of triangulation explored in the present 

evaluation was theory triangulation: the needs of the domain experts were analyzed by applying 

several underlying theories, such as theory on language needs, task-based needs analysis, and target 

situation analysis. The last type of triangulation used in this study was perspective triangulation 

(Brown, 2014), which allowed to explore various perspectives, even those which contradicted the 

findings. For instance, in order to facilitate the use, the findings were communicated to the program 

administrator. During that meeting, the program administrator expressed her opinion regarding 

some recommendations made by the evaluator and necessary adjustments were made.  
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Chapter Six 

Conclusion 

While private companies are more likely to innovate, the public sector often lags behind 

(European Commission, 2013), and this evaluation puts forward useful findings to believe that the 

National Administrative Department of Statistics (DANE for its acronym in Spanish) is not an 

exception. Aiming to improve its domain experts’ proficiency levels and prepare them for real-life 

tasks, DANE had worked closely with various language institutes. Over a four-year period, the 

domain experts were enrolled in various General English courses which, as this evaluation shows, 

did not meet the specific needs of this particular group of domain experts. As a result, the following 

list of recommendations was created.  

Recommendations 

On the basis of the evaluation’s findings, the following list of recommendations was created 

together with the program administrator. 

1. The results of this evaluation show that this entity would benefit more from an ESP course. 

Due to the need for academic reading skills, and specific tasks that the domain experts 

should perform on a daily basis, it would be highly advisable to provide them with an ESP 

course that responds to their immediate needs.  

2. The domain experts should be provided with self- study resources that offer opportunities 

for autonomous and self-directed learning. Another possible option would be offering 

opportunities for online practice. 

3. The entity should be given an opportunity to negotiate the syllabus even after the bidding 

process, taking into consideration the findings of the present needs analysis.  

4. The domain experts should be given an opportunity to work on tasks that resemble the 

target tasks identified in the present needs analysis. The same should also apply to 

evaluation and assessment. If the domain experts need to read academic and technical 

documents in English, assessing their academic reading skills would seem appropriate than 

assessing their knowledge of grammar. 

5. Although the program’s main focus should not be on grammar, it should include grammar-

based instruction as this was part of the participants wants.  

6. In the era of time-poverty and online courses, the domain experts should be given the 

opportunity to take blended courses.   
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7. Due to the fact that all domain experts have high level of education and work with 

academic and technical documents, the teachers should also be people who hold higher 

education degrees with demonstrated and relevant experience in teaching. 

8. In order to guarantee the quality of the language training program, it is important to 

encourage the provider of language training services to participate in future program 

evaluations in order to measure the impact of the courses and ensure that the program will 

continue being responsive to the needs of the entity. These may well change with time. 

These recommendations served as a sound basis for making informed decisions in this 

government entity, but there are still steps to be taken that would lead to improving language 

training programs in this entity in a long term. Although the utilization-focused evaluation 

conducted in this organization was effective in detecting the needs of the domain experts and 

ensuring the use of the evaluation findings, this should not be a one-time practice. Rather than that, 

in order to ensure the effectiveness of the programs, this kind of collaborative evaluations should be 

an ongoing practice not only in this but in all entities and industries in Colombia which invest into 

vocational education and training (VET).   
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Appendix A. Questions for Structured Interviews 

 

1. What are the responsibilities of this division within DANE?  

2. How many employees does the division have? 

3. How many of them work in DANE’s facilities and have Access to language training 

program? 

4. Are there any staff member or temporary workers that might need English for their daily 

tasks but cannot enroll into English courses due to their contract specifications?  

5. As a director, which tasks do you expect your staff members to perform in English?  

6. In terms of language courses, are there any schedules that are more convenient for staff 

members to attend classes? 

7. In your opinion, what should the course for those working in this division focus on?  

8. How have you managed the tasks in English until now?  
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Appendix B. Focus Group Protocol 

 

Introduction:  

The goal of this focus group is not to reach consensus but to have rich discussion about 

your experiences from the language training program and hear your recommendations and 

expectations from any future language training programs.  

 Key Question One:  

Last year you were all enrolled in a language training program. I would like to ask you to 

discuss the following aspects of the program and express your opinions and describe the 

experiences you had: 

¶ Need for English in your area 

¶ Materials used during the course 

¶ Schedules 

¶ Evaluation (before, during and at the end of each level) 

¶ What do you feel you should be taught in your courses? 

¶ Do you feel that the program is meaningful to your labor practices and that it helps 

you perform better at work? 

Key Question Two  

Here, we have a list of tasks that persons commonly perform at work. I would like you to 

take a moment to look at them and circle the ones commonly perform or are expected to 

perform at work in English.  

Closing Question 

This focus group is part of a larger evaluation investigating the need for an ESP course in 

this entity and how to potentially meet this need. Findings from this evaluation will be used 

to make decisions about the future programs. Is there anything that you would like to add? 

Is there anything you didn’t have the chance to say but feel that should be taken into 

consideration for future courses in this entity?    
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Appendix C. Survey Questionnaire 
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Appendix D. Sample of The Questions from The English Placement Test 

 

 
Note: A complete version of this Cambridge tests (2010) is available online.  
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Sample of the online answer sheet 
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Appendix E. IELTS Academic Reading Test 
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IELTS academic reading online answer sheet 

 
Note: The sample of the exam containing all three passages is available at 

http://takeielts.britishcouncil.org/prepare-test/practice-tests/reading-practice-test-1-academic 

 

http://takeielts.britishcouncil.org/prepare-test/practice-tests/reading-practice-test-1-academic

