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(For the purposes of this article we use the Natiot
Academy ofScien ces'defin i tio n ofIT workers, u n i
otherwise noted The definition follows. Inform
tion technology workers are those persons engaged
the conception, design, development, adapta&
implementation, trainiV support, and mana~
meet of computer-based information systems at t
professional, paraprofessional and technician leve
The demand for information technology (IT
workers has increased rapidly over the last decade
and is projected to rise much faster than employ
ment as a whole. Even with the decline of the

dot-corn industry, the expansion of jobs for
puter scientists database administrators, ne
,
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administrators, Web specialists, and sys-

tems analysts will likely exceed the growth
in the supply of U.S. citizens who are
trained IT workers. Industry representatives
contend that the U.S. faces a shortage of
hundreds of thousands of IT workers, a
shortage that justifies enlarging, for a second time, the H 1-B prograrn that grants
115,040 temporary visas per year.
Meanwhile, students in all types of postsecondary education have responded to this
increased demand, filling IT classes to
capacity. But while employers have clearly
demonstrated their willingness to hire
bachelor's degree (BA) graduates in computer-relared fields for IT occupations, the
future of community college associate
degree (AA) graduates in IT is less clear.
Community colleges would seem to be a
natural supplier of low- and intermediateskilled workers. However, some employers
are concerned that two-year colleges cannot
provide the in-depth training necessary for
high-tech jobs. Reports suggest that public
and private employers are not interested in
hiring trained community college graduates
for available IT openings (Behr, 1999; Virginia Governor's Commission on Information Technology, 1999).
At the same time, thousands of students
are taking computer-related courses at community colleges.
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What, then, is the role of community
colleges in expanding the supply of information technology workers? Are community colleges responding effectively to the
dramatic jump in demand for IT workers
by offering solid education and training to
a large number of students?
Hoping to answer these questions the
U.S. Department of Labor commissioned
the Urban Institute to conduct a short study
on the topic. Our findings are intriguing.
National Data

The evidence yields contrasting stories concerning the importance of community colleges. Quantitative analyses of AA graduates
and interviews with large IT employers
indicate that community colleges do not
make a significant contribution to the sup-

ply of IT workers. Between 1994 and 1999,
data from the Current Population Survey
(CPS) indicate that of the 700,000 new IT
workers in this period, 72 percent held a
BA or higher, and only 3 percent held an
AA as their highest degree (Figure 1). Thus,
it appears that despite the shortage of IT
workers, employers were able to fill openings with highly-educated workers. In addition, the absolute number of IT workers
with an AA degree increased over this fiveyear period (Table 1) but more interestingly, the proportion of IT workers with an

AA decreased over the last five years--From
10.91 to 8.74_ percent. While the data on
AA degree holders looks bleak, it may not
tell the whole story of the contributions of
community college students to the field of
information technology.
Community College IT Students

Data on enrollments and case studies of
several community colleges offer a different
perspective than the national data--suggesting that community colleges undertake
a substantial amount of IT training. We
conducted interviews with administrators,
IT program chairs, professors, career counselors, and students at four focal community colleges—two colleges with strong IT
programs, and two randomly selected colleges in various parts of the country. While
graduation rates are low—perhaps accounting for the low numbers of AAs working in
IT—enrollments in community college IT
programs are high. The proportion of students enrolled in computer-related programs ranged from 7 to 28 percent of the
student body at our focal colleges, while the
proportion obtaining any type of certification, much less an AA degree, was surprisingly low. At one college with a well-developed IT program, only 13 percent of IT
students obtained an AA degree over a
period of three years.
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Why aren't these students pursuing
degrees or certification? Most likely because
many of them are re-career students switching careers in midlife, "upskillers" who are
already in IT occupations but need to
upgrade their skills, or liberal arts bachelor's
degree holders who are going back for interest or to add a technological component to
their current job (Northwest Center for
Emerging Technologies [NWCET], 1999).
At one college, 24 percent of IT students
already held a BA degree—making an AA
degree obsolete and unnecessary.

Community College Students
in the IT Labor Market
Even if we acknowledge the fact that many
students are obtaining their IT training at
community colleges, are they actually finding work at IT firms? Faculty and career
counselors at the colleges indicate that their
students have no problems finding hightech jobs. Most find work in small-sized IT
firms, or firms in other relatively high-tech
industries, such as banking. Career counselors at several colleges told us that the
larger IT firms are not very interested in hiring community college students. Interviews
with hiring managers at large IT firms in the
vicinity of each college confirmed these contentions. Managers admitted that their firms
do not recruit community college graduates
but their reasons varied. Some claimed that
students who were serious enough about a
career in IT would go on to a four-year college, especially given the numerous financial
aid options available today. Other hiring
managers argued that the theoretical foundations and critical thinking skills required
to obtain a bachelor's degree in computer
science are necessary to succeed in the field.
Still, they agreed that the tmknical skills
taught at community colleges seem to be in
line with the skills needed for employment.
Further, they admitted that -once these students are hired they suffer no disadvantages
when competing for promotions with other
more educated workers.

Strengths and Weaknesses of
Community College IT Programs
Overall our study found that community
college IT programs are on the right track
to becoming if not leading trainers in IT,
then leading retrainees of IT workers of all
levels of experience and education. Several
factors indicate the strength and potential
of community college IT programs. First,
the sheer number of students taking advantage of community college IT programs signals the continued growth of this field.
)u

N E l)

u

L Y 2 00 1

AchieveClobal.,.
because we all need a
partner we can count on
History shows that great things happen when people collaborate.
Such is the case with our AchieveNET education partners. This dynamic network—created by
Zenger Miller and enhanced through AchieveGlobal — consists of more than 550 community
colleges and universities that support the workforce development needs of thousands of
individuals and local businesses.
The power of AchieveGlobal enables our education partners to offer more than 100 training
solutions that improve customer service, sales performance, teamwork and leadership skills in
applications such as:
• Contract and customized business & industry training
• Internal staff development
• Continuing education
• Courseware for credit
• Programs for special populations
AchieveGlobal is proud to support its education partners in contributing to a stronger economy
through better-trained, more committed employees. It's a partnership you can count on.
Call 800.566.0630 or visit w rw.athier 1*bal.00m for more information on our
Achie"NET education partner network.

4E> achiewglobal

Learning that works

&affimm wid, Class
Southern Bleacher
offers stadiums with class
for your community college. Whatever the sport,
our versatile designs will
meet any requirements

of

your facility. Southern
Bleacher's dedication to

excellence ensures the
highest quality and our superior workmanship guarantees your solid investment. This unique 1,220seat stadium shows our ability to create beautiful facilities of any size. And with our Duplex Coating
System, we can incorporate your school colors in creative and exciting new ways_ You can rely on Southern Bleacher for stadiums with class.

N -46".

A Tradition of ExceLfence Since 11946

.

LoFBI-EACHF11 COMPANY rite.
PO Box One, Graham, - texas 76450.9976
Toll Free: (800)433 -0912 ■ E -mail: sobco@wf,att a Websim. www.souchembleaehercom

43

_Education
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11,000
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1,668000
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0.66
8.45
16.01
10.91
47.54
16.42
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16.25
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48.74
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0.46
1.42
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Source Urban Institute tabulations on data from the January-June Current Population Surveys 1994 and 1999.
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Enrollments are high for community college
IT programs, even if the proportion of students completing degrees and certificates is
relatively low, Second, the content of community college IT programs appears to be in
line with industry needs. Comparing the
technical skills that employers require to the
offerings of each of the community colleges
indicates that the colleges are well tuned -in
to the needs of the industry. Third, the ability to adapt curricula to industry demands
in a minimal amount of time makes community colleges particularly well-suited to
train students in the rapidly changing field
of IT. And fourth, access to equipment and
facilities is adequate. All four of the colleges
we visited benefited from corporate equipment donations and had ample space for
computer tabs. None of the instructors felt
limited by the equipment or facilities of the
college and most were quite proud to show
off their extensive high-tech resources.
These colleges are well-equipped to take on
more students in years to come.
Still, there are some areas where community colleges could use improvement.
Undoubtedly the biggest problem for IT
program directors is finding enough qualified faculty to teach IT classes. One possible
solution to this problem would be to facilitate relationships between community colleges and private businesses that would
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allow IT professionals to remain on the payroll of the their current employer as fulltime employees but only work half-time and
teach half-time. The community college
could then contribute the half-time teaching salary directly to the employer. The
employer would then absorb the difference
in pay, not the employee. Second, the career
resources at many community colleges are
weak. Career centers are a crucial link
between employers and students, and need
to be strengthened if community college
graduates are to get a foot in the door—
especially at larger companies. The most
successful IT programs were those with formal links to employers. Our case studies
showed that those colleges not only receive
more financial support but also have more
success placing graduates in jobs. Third, few
industry-wide standards exist. The Northwest Center for Emerging Technologies has
developed a ser of skills standards for the IT
industry that could be enormously helpful
for both community colleges and industry.
But until these standards are widely disseminated, accepted, and used in community
college IT training and industry recruitment, it will be hard for employers to give
up their biases against AA graduates.
From this limited study, we find several
reasons to believe that community colleges
can make a significant contribution to the

future supply of information technology
workers. Despite national data showing a
limited role for associate degree graduates
in IT occupations, data on enrollments and
information from our focal colleges offer
encouragement. The high levels of enrollment, low graduation rates, and large numhers of older students suggest that community colleges are functioning as retraining
institutions rather than primary training
institutions. For students who are already in
IT occupations, switching careers, or
adding technological skills to their current
non-IT careers, community colleges are a
convenient, economical, and popular
option. With some improvements, community colleges have the potential to become,
if not the leading training suppliers, then
perhaps the leading retraining suppliers, of
tomorrow's IT workforce.
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