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Introduction
A series of four focus groups were conducted in locations spread over the US in an effort to gain information pertinent to creating stronger connections between IT programs at two-year institutions and industry partners. Participant groups in each location were a blend of educators and industry representatives. Participants worked individually, in small groups, and in a large group to share perceptions to answer seven questions. 
In the summary that follows we have broken our observations of the responses to these seven questions up into two sections. The first section is a high level overview. It addresses the most common of the themes that surfaced at all the sessions and ends with a section on unique regional concerns. The second section is an edited compilation of the comments that were collected on flip charts and by the recorders. 
Overview

Collaboration for a win-win relationship was the most often suggested solution to a variety of questions. The participants saw it as a way of training faculty and students, gaining an understanding of the needs of all the stakeholders, and providing students with “real life” experience to increase employability. Creating this win-win relationship required a true commitment to the process. Participants described this commitment as getting the right people involved at all levels, creating a process that reduced workload on all parties, using advisory boards effectively, maintaining a commitment through personnel changes, and dropping the program when the need no longer existed. 
The participants saw stumbling blocks to success coming from both sides of the partnership. Time and resources were cited by industry participants as issues that impacted their ability to participate. They suggested that a process that would make it easier for them to participate was needed; for example, more guidance in creating internship/mentoring/coaching programs. 
Criticism from both contingents, however, was weighted more heavily toward the educational side of the relationship. Industry participants stressed that education should learn to listen to industry. They intimated that education already had an agenda when it approached business and was often just looking for a rubber stamp from an advisory board. Educators and industry participants alike stressed a need for educators to spend more time in industry and for a vehicle that would return educators to industry for at least a quarter be created. 
Several participants at each session stated that they needed more sessions “like this”—meaning more focus groups where representatives could state their perceptions and interact in discussions about them. They expressed a hope that something would come from the groups. Although we know they were referring to the use of their comments and input, we saw at several sessions that something had already come from the sessions: Partnerships were created at the group; valuable information sources were exchanged, and several disconnects were resolved through sharing of information.
Participants in each group verbalized some comments that were unique to the area. However, only two groups had extensive discussions surrounding major regional issues: 1) the DC area discussion surfaced security and 2) the Raleigh area discussion discussed the impact of the surrounding medical research facilities. 
Security as an IT issue was discussed at all groups. The DC area group was the only one to point out that obtaining security clearance to work in government IT positions has been problematic. Participants suggested that teachers at the K-12 levels and parents talk about actions that may limit students’ later career choices. Participants from government agencies stated that obtaining qualified candidates who are still viable after the background check is a problem.
The Research Triangle just west of Raleigh contains numerous medical research facilities that need high end IT skills partnered with knowledge in a specific area of science. The participants in Raleigh asked several times what impact medical IT programs are having on the traditional IT programs. They pointed out the need for better communication and coordination within colleges where declining enrollments from one program may be offset by increasing enrollments in another area. 
Each group stated that partnerships between industry and two year colleges were valuable and worth pursuing. The participants wanted to be involved in further discussion and were interested in seeing the outcomes of their work. There was a message to education that came out clearly in all the sessions—learn to cooperate internally, present a united front to industry, and learn to listen.
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Summary
0.  Perceptions of IT Graduates – whole group:

· There is a perception that 2-year grads are lacking in soft skills such as customer service, reading and math.

· There is a perception that you cannot cover the technical knowledge and the soft skills needed for industry in two years.  Basic skills are covered in the K-12 system but students are coming to community colleges with math and English deficiencies and remediation needs.
· Soft skills and basic skills are needed and seen as lacking in a 2-year grad.  K-12 remediation may be the root of the problem.

· Soft skills need to be imbedded in the technical curriculum.  For example, writing technical reports, analyzing data, working in groups and presenting topics.  Curriculum should include project based learning.

· Students need better communication skills.

· Students not well rounded.

· Perception that employees need broad IT skills

· Two-year graduates are perceived as being less experienced.

· Two-year grads are perceived as not being as competitive as 4-year grads.

· Two-year grads are perceived as having a narrow focus compared to a 4-year grad.

· Two-year degree is viewed as a stepping stone to a 4-year degree.

· Perception that employers are raising the bar of expectation from a 2-year degree to a 4-year degree.

· Perception that employers are more selective

· Perception is that a 4-year grad will make more money than a 2-year grad

· Perception that IT classes are taught with a narrow, individual focus.

· Computer literacy bar has been raised.

· Parents have a perception that students need a 4-year degree based on unemployment trends

· Students can no longer be a pure “techie” -- that job may be outsourced – students need soft skills to differentiate themselves.  Pure techies can no longer exist.

· Perception that students don’t understand business, just have technical skills.

· Students and funders see IT as a “Bust” and don’t enroll

· Perception that students are choosing health instead of IT studies 
· There is some fear that students feel they are always behind and afraid that their job will go away.  They need to understand that education is a commodity to be consumed.

· Outsourcing is a factor in the perception of IT jobs and may be showing up as low enrollments.

· Cost pressures from businesses create fears about job security – American students can have an edge on foreign workers with customer service skills, innovation, creativity and critical thinking skills.

· Businesses ask in ads for technical skills but really want soft skills, too – students must have a blend to be competitive.

· Students are eager, motivated.

· Students have unrealistic salary expectations and what kind of job a two-year degree can prepare them for.
· Generational differences between younger and older students.  Younger students are focus on the immediate and not the long term; older students are focus on life-long learning.

· Perception that it is difficult to find first job.

· Perception that community colleges have excellent equipment and faculty.
1.  What are the major attributes of successful industry-education partnerships (working relationships)?
· Clear purpose
· Commitment
· Mutual respect
· Champion of the project
· Customer focus
· Value the partnership
· Respond quickly
· Honesty
· Monitor progress
· Share resources
· Meet regularly
· Collaboration at all levels
· Pro-active action
· Strategic
· Set expectations

· Win-win

· Synergy
· Add value

· Flexibility

· Trust

· Common ground

· Clear understating of roles

· Clear goals.
· Clear definition of needs.
· Each side of the partnership listens well.

· Meaningful metrics
· Useful deliverables.

· Responsiveness
· Good communication
· Positive relationships

· No one dropping the ball.

· On-going relationships – maintain relationships over the long term.
· Success breeds success and long-term relationships

· Staff turnover can be disruptive to a partnership if new staff person is not engaged in the goals of the partnership.

· Value proposition
· Return on investment
· Clearly defined goals and roles and deliverables

· Set scope and objectives

· Educators need to think like business people
· Win-win
· Engagement of the partners
· Equal interest in solving a problem
2.  What must community colleges do to better position themselves with the employer community?

· Community colleges need to understand business needs.
· Make it a priority to connect with the employer community.

· Reach out to industry showing how the community college can meet their needs.

· Review current jobs on websites to view what employers want.

· Attend venues for educators and industry reps to collaborate.

· Broaden industry contacts.

· Join industry panels, business councils, small business groups

· Teach emerging technologies

· Approach government sector for participation

3. What are effective methods for developing/modifying IT programs and strategies in response to changing needs and trends?
· Collect economic data, industry forecasts, trends and needs.
· Enroll in institutional memberships to IT and industry organizations.

· Create “seamless” community for transfer of degrees

· Partner with IT program alumni.
· Teach students to be life-long learners.

· Teach students virtual workplace techniques to model industry.

· Security clearance as part of IT degrees is huge issue in WDC.
4. How can educators better understand employer hiring needs and practices?
· Gather and use placement data (NC has a best practice model)
· Follow up on how well IT grads were prepared for their job

· Follow up with employers on IT grad preparedness.

· Use career center and placement office effectively with students and employers – this needs to be a much higher priority for colleges

· Place students into Internships with employers.

· Encourage faculty participation in return to industry and/or mentorship with employers.
· Use industry skill standards.
5. What are specific recommendations for building and sustaining productive industry-education partnerships?

· Inform education about industry needs and related curriculum.
· Encourage forums for education and industry to come together to listen to each other and solve problems.  Recommend that ITAA convene such forums.
· Sponsor IT and Education Summits around issues.

· Provide tax breaks for industry to partner with education

· Promote Advisory board participation; Industry needs to be used appropriately not just as figure heads.
· Identify and document successful case studies of partnerships as models for others.
· Cultivate relationships at the top of organizations
· Document accountability measures.

· Develop cost benefit analysis.

· Set quantifiable goals and measurable deliverables.

· Communicate clearly the role of the community college to industry to show value added
6. What can community colleges to improve collaboration with industry?  4-year schools?  Professional associations?

· Listen to industry and follow their advice.
· Be aware of industry trends.

· Clearly communicate IT programs and resources to employers.

· Articulate 2-year IT degree with direct pathway to 4-year schools (DC area employers require 4-year degrees due to government contracts that pay a higher rate for a 4 year degree vs. a 2 year degree.)

· Reach out to local trade associations and user groups and professional associations
· Focus on funding and staffing career centers for higher priority
· Focus on partnership and grant opportunities.

· Collaborate with private colleges.

7. How, and with whom, can community colleges partner to stay current?

· Partner with vendors to provide currency training for faculty.
· Partner with industry organization special interest groups, monthly and annual meetings for faculty to stay current in their field
· Provide return-to-industry opportunities with employers for faculty
· Provide job shadow and mentoring relationships with industry for college faculty
· Fund annual professional development activities for faculty

· Share best practices.

· Certify faculty in vendor certifications
· Attend summer IT conferences

· Attend seminars and webinars

· Seek current economic data for trends in order to stay current
· Some tenured faculty refuses to stay current.  Community colleges need to deal with this issue.
Misc Information:

· The skills bar is being raised by employers; they expect more in a graduate today.
· It’s difficult to get all the skills employers want in two years.

· IT enrollments are down.
· IT faculty positions have been reduced trough retirement, return to industry and re-deployment to other departments.  In Denver, one community college had reduced staff from 15 to 5 full-time IT faculty; another reduced from 7 to 2 IT faculty.

· Internships more important now.  2-year grads perceived as lacking experience.  Employers want education and experience.

· Specialists to generalist now.

· IT enrollments are declining.  But are the enrollments showing up in other areas?

· Globalization competition – where are the IT jobs of tomorrow?  -- are they in the US or other countries? – will they hire the lowest cost IT worker anywhere in the world?

· North Caroline has 58 community colleges.  NC has a state-wide IT curriculum and course numbering system which allows ease of transfer. They have an impressive system of tracking graduates and employers.  NC is developing a virtual High School.
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