Monday 8th November 2004 
Is IT Education Delivering What Industry Needs?

Speakers: 
Stephen Pateman, Curriculum Manager for IT and Computing, York College


Sue Symington, Training and Development Manager, Agilisys


Richard Turner, IT Director, Trustmarque Solutions


Richard Hind, Tutor of IT and Computing, York College

The evening was chaired by Bob Buck, Head of Faculty for Science and Technology at York College.

Stephen Pateman led us through the qualification maze.  We looked at the current situation with its mixture of general qualifications, vendor qualifications and professional status (and examinations).  The area of general qualifications underwent major change in 2000 and has been constantly changing since then, aiming for a balance of academic and vocational skills.

Looking to the future there is a possibility of a Baccalaureat.  Various reports come out from different groups with differing views.

The College selects new courses based upon a variety of factors such as:

· Can they get funding?

· Does the course work within Government guidelines?

· Course content

· Does it fill a need?

They also look at how to develop courses that help get the learner ready for employment.  The audience at the event can influence the College by the feedback received from the event (there was a form to complete indicating skills needed and missing) and by telling them what we need.  The College hopes to engage employers in future events.

Sue Symington started by giving us a bit of personal background and then outlining Agilisys.  It is now quite a large organization following mergers and it takes training very seriously.  Sue is looking at an integrated approach to training to get both depth and breadth.

They have lots of different types of people in the organization.  There aren’t hard and fast rules about managing recruitment; each opportunity is needs driven.  They don’t seek specific qualifications but look at experience versus formal training.  Sue highlighted five traits of people in Agilisys:

· Self starters

· Self motivated

· Robust (i.e. Strong, brave, able to survive “storms”)

· Willing

· Enthusiastic or passionate about IT

Education, training and skills are different things.  Where skills are lacking Agilisys run courses e.g. enabling employees to interpret technology into what the client needs to know; being able to interact with the client; leadership skills.  Such training needs to be a shared responsibility; the employer will provide the training and the employee needs to think about it then act upon it.

The third section was presented by Richard Turner, the second person representing “Industry”.  He sees his role as IT Director as aligning the IT strategy with the business strategy and supporting the infrastructure.

Trustmarque is a software reseller and licensing expert; they are the number one “LAR” in the U.K.  (Microsoft term).  The company is divided into three sections, Business Operations, Development and Technical.  The typical skills needed in each section are:

· Business Operation

· Analysis

· Problem Solving

· Communication

· Presentation

· Development

· SQL server

· .NET

· XML

· Communication

· Technical

· Vendor qualifications

· Communications

The company invests in training and also gets some training funded by the vendors!  The company would typically spend around £6,000 on vendor qualifications (over and above the training funded by the vendors) and several thousand pounds on other training.  Typically they provide targeted training once they have recruited the right person.  Richard was not sure how longer term qualifications would fit in with their needs.

On the recruitment front, they recruit to fill vacancies.  They tend to look for experience, then personal qualities such as enthusiasm and ownership, then qualifications.  The advice is that soft skills are as important as technical ones.  When looking at technical skills it is important that the person has the basis correct (e.g. good theoretical basis of things such as the development lifecycle) because one can always build upon that knowledge.

Our final speaker was Richard Hind from the College.  He outlined the Foundation Degree (the College does an FdSc); it is a new level four qualification that is roughly equivalent to an HND or the first two years of a degree.     It has a strong vocational bias with work placements and industry qualifications integrated with core skills.

He produced an interesting graph plotting skills (y-axis) against knowledge for a BSc and for a FdSc with a topup.  The curriculum covers technology and networking, business requirements, programming and development and communications.  There are also other links such as Microsoft qualifications, ECDL is obtained and some ISEB qualifications are being looked at.  The students also cover “core skills” such as teamwork, time management, report writing and analytical and problem solving skills.

One advantage of an FdSc is that there is parity between full time and part time students; it just takes longer if you study part time.

After Bob Buck  had commented upon the four presentations, drawing out the common themes, Howard Gould of Leeds Metropolitan University asked if he could speak.  He outlined the role of LMU and mentioned that he often hears employers say that they need a skilled workforce but they don’t offer to pay for employees to go on courses at the University.  We then ended the evening with a discussion upon the various things that we had heard and practical experiences.  The main points that were made are summarized below:

· Employers know that training makes a difference and that people are their greatest assets.

· Companies may not realize that Universities and Colleges do short courses for business.  They may think that they have to pay top rates for a vendor qualification or send an employee on, say, a two year full time course.

· Commercial courses (especially “cram” courses) can give an introduction and background to the material but you don’t learn; you must come back and use it, ideally with support from a colleague or the course.  Employers need to arrange for relevant work shortly after the course.  This is harder to manage after a soft skills course as relevant situations may not arise.  

· People mix up training, skills, education and knowledge.  One gets educated to gain knowledge then one is ready to be trained in skills.

· Appraisal mechanisms can help identify development needs. 

· In some jobs you don’t need the knowledge gained in a degree; real world experience is preferable.

· People have different learning styles and some good employees don’t respond well to formal training but are fine studying the subject themselves.  This should be borne in mind when organizing training.

The evening was very interesting and well attended.  Several people commented on the venue; the parking was good, the room was fine and the food was excellent.  Altogether it was a really good evening. 

Margaret Moore

