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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE




DATE: 11-26-04

Event: National Information Technology Human Resource Forum

Date: Tuesday
November 16, 2004

Location: Microsoft Canada, Mississauga, Ontario

Participants: 120 representatives of IT industry and colleges

Partners: 
 Software Human Resource Council (SHRC)

 The Government of Canada’s Sector Council Program

 The Association of Canadian Community Colleges (ACCC)

 Computing Technology Industry Association (CompTIA)

 Microsoft Canada

 Brainhunter.org

Employers and Colleges work together to find future labour force

A new threat is surfacing on the horizon for prospective Canadian employers. In the years ahead, the ‘Baby Boom’ generation will retire, opening more skilled positions than the country’s potential labour force can fill. In addition, global economic influences have altered the entire scope of employment, especially from an Information Technology (IT) industry standpoint.

Since 2000, the IT sector has witnessed a sweeping revolution. The tidal wave of unbridled growth has subsided, but the industry continues to thrive as society becomes increasingly dependent on computers. The problem now lies in declining enrolment in IT programs, particularly at the nation’s colleges.

“IT is becoming more integrated in our world, but college programs are declining. IT programs have seen enrolment drop from 20 to 75%, with less than 10% of students being female. If we allow these programs to close, it will be very difficult to ramp up again,” said Paul Brennan, Director, Corporate and Community Relations, Association of Canadian Community Colleges, representing 154 learning institutions serving more than 900 communities.

Mr. Brennan was speaking as a host of the National Information Technology Human Resource Forum (NITHRF) held November 16, 2004 at Microsoft National Headquarters in Mississauga, Ontario. The forum the first attempt of its kind to identify challenges and possible solutions for the IT industry in Canada. The event brought together college-level educators and industry representatives to share ideas and expertise.

Funded by the Software Human Resource Council (SHRC), the Government of Canada’s Sector Council Program, the Association of Canadian Community Colleges (ACCC), Computing Technology Industry Association (CompTIA) and Microsoft Canada, the forum featured three keynote speakers followed by workshop sessions. The 120 participants — 65 from industry and 55 deans and IT faculty directors representing colleges, institutes of technology and cégeps  – were led in discussion groups by panellists from industry and education to determine the issues facing the industry and how they might be resolved.

At the forum opening, SHRC President Paul Swinwood urged the group to consider the consequences of declining enrolment in IT programs.

Keynote speaker Robert Gillett echoed the sentiment, saying that the college system in Canada has the potential to maintain a leading edge in IT education, but “it is imperative that industry step up to the funding plate.” President and Executive Officer of Algonquin College in Ottawa since 1996, Mr. Gillett pointed to dropping enrolments as an indicator that colleges will not be able to provide adequate curriculum options for IT sector students without support through a leverage of assets of college, university, government and industry.

He said the IT student profile includes a number of blended elements. While many students demonstrate sophistication and advanced understanding in technical areas, they often lack comprehension in essential employability skills. Problem solving and transferable business skills must be enhanced to support a high level of technical proficiency.

The Employee Priority

A major focus of the day was employment. Global economic influences have altered the entire scope of the IT industry, particularly from an employment standpoint.

Labour market consultant John O’Grady, of Prism Economics and Analysis, presented a forecast of job openings in IT. He identified two types of IT jobs. The first are those that are involved in the development of IT products and services. The second are jobs related to the operation and support of IT applications and systems. Mr. O’Grady described four “drivers” of IT employment:

· Capital spending

· Growth in the installed base of IT applications and systems

· Technology

· Net export of IT services

Capital spending will create positions in the IT industry such as engineers, analysts, programmers and web designers while installed base upgrades could create opportunities in such areas as help desk, support, database administration and network administration. 

Mr. O’Grady pointed out that it is unlikely that employment growth in IT will match the explosive growth witnessed in the 1990s. Over the next five years, he said employment growth will be moderate.

Taking all of the demand side factors into account and making allowance for retirement and other exits from the IT labour force, Mr. O’Grady estimated that the number of job openings over the next five years could average 20,000 – 27,000 positions annually.

He summarized the possible implications of this outlook as:

· A difficult market for job seekers  

· Employers will insist on prior experience.  This, in turn, means that colleges and universities offering co-op programs and internship will have an enormous competitive advantage

· Industry specialization will become more prevalent.  Employers in the financial sector, for example, will require not just prior experience, but prior experience in the financial sector.

· There will be a shift up the skills ladder. This will create an advantage for employees with three-year college certifications and university degrees.

· Non-technical and soft skills based positions will be increasingly important.  Technical competence will not be sufficient.

· Professional development will be increasingly important relative to training of new entrants to the IT labour force.

Michael Parkhill, Microsoft Canada’s Academic Sector Director, pointed out that 70% of all IT industry positions in the next ten years will require some level of post secondary education. He said advanced developer courses are needed now to maintain an adequate supply of trained individuals to meet future demand.

Referring to what he termed the ‘Millenial Student’—born after 1982—Mr. Parkhill said educators must be ready to embrace a new generation in the classroom. He pointed out that Millenials:

· Gravitate toward group activity

· Identify with the values of their parents

· Spend more time on homework and less on TV

· 8 out of 10 say it’s ‘cool’ to be smart

· Have fascination for new technologies

· Come from racially and ethically diverse backgrounds

He said the IT industry must reach out to the next generation of potential employees by creating an environment that attracts and challenges. Working from a global perspective, the Millenials are armed with an unencumbered sense of readiness and focus on experiential activities.

Mr. Parkhill predicted that “eTeaching will dominate the learning culture”.

Working for Solutions

The afternoon portion of the IT forum featured working sessions. Divided into three groups, participants were tasked with discovering ways that colleges, industry and government could “work more effectively together to meet Canada’s future IT human resource needs.” 

Panellists consisted of:

Working Group A: 

· Anne Miller, Education Marketing Manager, CISCO

· Garry Bridge, Dean, School of Applied Media and IT, Northern Alberta Institute of Technology

· Dave Wattling, Managing Partner, Courtyard Group and Chair of the Canadian Healthcare Information Technology Trade Association (CHITTA)

Working Group B:

· Trish Brooks, Global Leader for Talent Delivery, Nortel Networks

· Peter Komarnicki, Chair, Computer Education, Red River College of Applied Arts and Technology

· Fraser Donnell, Corporate Recruitment Manager, Royal Bank of Canada (RBC Group)

Working Group C: 

· Bill Drost, Chief Information Officer, Government of PEI and member of the Public Sector Chief Information Officer Council of Canada (PSCIOC)
· Georges Debay, Coordonnateur, Département d’Informatique, Collège de Bois-de-Boulogne

· Denise Woods, International Director, Canada, CompTIA

In a plenary session after the workshops, the group identified the following Challenges and Avenues for Action. 

CHALLENGES

· Increasing awareness that IT job opportunities exist and will continue to exist.

· Disconnect between what the IT industry says it wants and what college systems are providing.

· Retaining sustainable programs in a declining/stagnating IT market.

· Attracting more females and aboriginals into the IT industry

· Lack of skilled specialists graduating from colleges—guidance counsellors tend to push people toward university rather than college.

· Elimination of low-level jobs.

· Sensitization of medium and large companies to the skills of college graduates.

· Leading edge training costs money – funds not available because enrolment is declining.

· A lack of co-op placements in industry. Inability of industry to accept more co-ops.

· Industry doesn’t have a common voice – it has diverse needs.

· Providing students with business literacy skills.

· Need experience to get employment – ‘Catch 22 experience trap’.

· General ‘black eye’ of IT industry from what it’s been through.

· There is no good mechanism for maintaining research to match and forecast skills gaps.

· Influencers (i.e. parents, guidance counsellors) don’t know the skills required to teach students. Need connection between industry and the influencers.

· Lack of data for people to make the right choice.

· Delivering industry needed soft skills at the expense of core programs.

· Concerted effort between colleges university government and industry.

· How to define what an IT job requires, and how to recruit a qualified applicant. 

· Attracting international students and making the change easier for them.

· How to determine what jobs will exist in the future. 

· Difficulty getting colleges across Canada to collaborate and have specialty points of excellence to eliminate duplication across Canada – changing the college business model.

· Faculty development.

AVENUES FOR ACTION

· Awareness: host an information event with a brand name employer and use them as speakers. Specialize – women in IT.

· Create corporate scholarships linked to a forgivable student loans combined with a mentorship program. 

· Government incentives for support business to take students into co-op programs.

· SHRC as conduit voice to government, education and industry.

· Use ACCC as conduit to reach industry small, medium as well as large.

· Canada wide or global accreditation to allow companies to compare job descriptions.

· ACCC IT affinity group to be a success.

· Partnerships of industry, hardware and software makers with colleges to promote their software product and to take financial burden off colleges.

· Integrated sectoral committee (government, industry, associations and education) to promote interest in IT and education.

· A new model of apprenticeship. Develop a vision and framework for partnerships that involve trainees training providers and employers. 

· ACCC branding and communication initiative to promote colleges.

· SHRC as analyst for IT - extend into combining IT research with vertical geographical research.

· Common standards, models and curriculum. 

· ACCC to organize regional groups where colleges and industry can get together on issues specific to their regions.

· Providing colleges with the ability to fast track their program changes.

· Positive marketing and messaging targeting students and parents about the need for IT through shared commitment.

Maintaining Momentum

The forum concluded with a strong sense of purpose for nearly all participants. It was generally agreed that the session helped to foster understanding and awareness of the mutual benefits available if the IT industry and colleges act collaboratively to ensure the long term viability of computer programs in Canada. 

Forum evaluation forms revealed that 87% of respondents rated the overall symposium an 8-out-of-10, or higher. In total, 93% felt they (or a representative) would participate in a future meeting of this type. Consequently, organizers plan to meet in the near future to develop a series of ongoing sessions that will maintain the momentum of this inaugural event.

Paul Brennan also announced the formation of an industry/education IT Affinity Group that will meet on a semi-annual basis to provide direction and enhance communication on mutual issues. He expressed confidence that the new group will form a solid partnership that will support the SHRC’s new capacity to accurately address labour market projections.

In closing remarks, Mr. Brennan expressed appreciation to the dedication and commitment of sponsors and participants.


“Today we have proven that by working together, we can overcome the challenges confronting education and the IT industry.”
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