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TOP TIPS: LEARNING ANALYTICS 

Derek Mitchell currently leads Insights 
and Analytics across Colleague 
Experience at Tesco Bank. He can 
provide charities with a free sentiment 
worksheet and talk you through how 
to use it (no technical knowledge 
required)

How to  
measure 
learning
Derek Mitchell is a man on a mission. 
He wants to demystify data, and 
make L&D practitioners’ work easier 
in the process. He explains why 
we’re measuring the wrong things, 
and explains how easy it is to track 
the seemingly impossible: those all 
important changes in performance.

A
ttributing a positive 
change in performance 
to L&D is easier than most 
people think. I can show 
you how to take a data 

driven approach to improve the quality 
of survey responses and reduce the effort 
in understanding them.

To understand the learner experience, 
L&D typically issues happy sheets after a 
training event. These contain questions 
along the lines of: What did you think 
of the room or food; how could we do 
better next time; how did you find the 
training etc. As a data and efficiency guy, 
I have two problems with this line of 
questioning:

1. Consistency
One week, for one course, we might ask 
‘Did you enjoy the training?’ The next 
week, for a different course, we might ask 
‘How did you find the eLearning?’ As you’re 
not comparing like with like, you can’t 
compare the answers, so you’ll never know if 
things are getting better or worse.

2. The problems with open ended 
responses and drop-down lists
Limiting respondents to a drop-down 
list may feel efficient, but we can only 

guess what is important to learners, so 
this doesn’t allow for anything we’re not 
aware of.

Free text open responses, on the 
other hand, are fantastic… assuming 
you have the text analytics capability to 
remove bias from interpreting results; 
that your categorisations are consistent; 
and that you’re storing all the responses 
to understand shifting trends. Take this 
approach and you’ll have made things 
very difficult for yourself. 

As an example, look at the following 
piece of feedback: “The course was 
excellent, but I found the concepts 
difficult, the trainer was helpful, but the 
room was cold.”

To manually categorise this, we may 
interpret it as positive: it was excellent, 
and the trainer was helpful. But someone 
else may think it’s negative: the concepts 
were difficult, and the room was cold. 
From a data perspective, this is actually 
a neutral statement, the math goes 
something like this: 

Excellent +1 Helpful +1 Difficult -1 Cold -1 
Sentiment score = 0

It’s also hard to understand what’s 
important to the learner, and what we 

need to change. The room was cold, so 
next time we could turn the heating up. 
But what if everyone else was fine and 
we’re now over cooking them? It’s hard to 
take action on individual responses. Once 
we get dozens, or hundreds or thousands 
of responses like this, who has time to 
read them?

More for less
Incredibly, we can overcome interpretive 
bias, understand what is most important 
to learners, gather actionable feedback, 
and analyse tens of thousands of 
responses in the click of a finger – with no 
specialist tools – by asking just one very 
simple question: Describe your learning 
experience in one word.

This question reduces effort for learners, 
and nudges them to confess what’s most 
important to them. In the example above, 
the response may be: excellent, helpful, 
cold, complex, or something different. If 
you see the same or similar word appearing 
multiple times, then you’ll know what 
needs to change.

You can use a simple lookup in Excel 
to count the number of positive and 
negative responses and track them over 
time, to see if they’re getting better or 

worse – and then find out why.
It’s a myth that learning analytics is 

difficult, complicated, or expensive. 
Understanding the learner experience to 
optimise it is actually cheap and easy and 
can be deployed in less than a day.

The beautiful, distinctive artwork on 
this page is from Krystyna Gadd. An L&D 

consultant with over 30 years experience, 
she’s the author of How Not To Waste Your 
Money On Training. Find out more at www.

howtoacceleratelearning.co.uk


