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BACKGROUND

The Midwest Center for Information Technology (MCIT) has been offering a Working Connections Conference for four continuous years.  Participants who enrolled in this year’s Conference included faculty from the ten MCIT community colleges, secondary school information technology teachers, representatives from business and industry, and selected others from the regions served by the participating community colleges in the four state areas.

Prior to the implementation of the fourth Working Connections Conference, the project principal investigators decided that conference plans should include two focus group meetings with attendees who attended the previous three conferences and would be attending the fourth conference as well as a focus group with new attendees.  The principal investigators initiated a plan to have the focus group meetings conducted by a member of the external evaluation team. 

These meetings, in a small group discussion environment, were designed to obtain qualitative data regarding why participants continued to or decided to attend the workshops and the effect the conference course content will have on their professional growth, curriculum development and subsequent classroom instruction.  The project external evaluator facilitated and documented the focus group meeting with assistance from the MCIT Project Director.

The Working Connections Conference Coordinator invited all participants who had attended the previous three conferences to meet with the external evaluator in the focus group setting, held at the conference.  Each multiple-year invitee was asked to respond, via E-Mail to the external evaluator, notifying of their intention to attend the focus group meeting.  In a like manner all first time registrants for the conference were invited to also confirm attendance at a separate focus group meeting with the external evaluator    and were asked to respond, via E-Mail to the external evaluator notifying of their intention to attend the focus group meeting.  

Twelve four year conference participants indicated that would attend the focus group meeting prior at the conference.  Four first year conference participants indicated that would attend the focus group meeting at the conference 

Four-time attendees:

The questions asked to the four year participants at their focus group meeting are listed below: 

1. What have been the major reasons for your continued attendance at the Working Connects Conference?

2. How might participation in the Working Connections Conference reinforce an organizational and instructional model that supports Information Technology student success?

3. How can participation in the Working Connections Conference assist in aligning your Information Technology curriculum with industry needs and standards?

4. How might we further measure the impact of the Working Connections Conference?

5. How might we improve the Working Connections Conference?

6. Any other Comments?

FINDINGS

Bullet-type statements representing attendee comments are provided following each question posed rather than a lengthy narrative.  This type of reporting provides the reader with a succinct overview summary of the comments.

What have been the major reasons for your continued attendance at Working                Connections Conference?

· Hands on instruction with new technology

· The instruction is relevant to what we are doing in the classroom

· Sharing ideas with other information technology instructors 

· Networking with information technology instructors from other community colleges and secondary schools

· Attendance at this conference is a cost effective way of getting quality professional development

· Lessons learned at the conference improves instruction at the institutions represented by the attendees

· We are able to spend time working with colleagues who work in the same institution but are 80 miles away. 

· Team building within our own campus

· Networking with faculty and administrators from other campuses

· Determining the gaps between the needs of business and industry and the education programs which are offered  

· Those gaps have seemed to be bridged with each working connections conference. The gap is narrowing and there is a meeting taking place in the middle.  The feedback loop from business to education and back to business has become stronger.  

· Including secondary school faculty resulted in an impact as gaps between K-12 education and post secondary education were addressed.

How might participation in Working Connections reinforce an organizational and instructional model that supports Information Technology student success?

· With additional content knowledge and instructional delivery applications, new courses can be offered.

· Keeps faculty on the cutting edge of information technology content

· Our campus is implementing Windows Vista in fall of 2008 and now I have the ability to teach and demonstrate it to students enrolled in my classes 

· Businesses and education can begin to set up Vista Servers and work with it, thereby staying ahead of students that will be using this program. 

· The conference allows a concentrated time away from the every day demands associated with teaching to focus on new technology and bring back current up-to- date information to our students. 

· Different instructors highlighted different aspects within the same information technology content area.  One instructor was focused primarily on the marketing aspect of web design where another instructor was more focused on the technical aspects associated with the software program. 

· Coming to Working Connections continues to increase our credibility with students and employers.

· Changes in the information technology curriculum are constants necessitating on-going professional development to better meet the needs of students through curriculum adoption and modification

How can participation in the Working Connections Conference assist in aligning your Information Technology curriculum with industry needs and standards?

· Information gained at the conference assists in bridging the gap between the needs of  business and industry and what is being taught in the class rooms

· The conference provides a forum to network with representatives from businesses and industry by college and secondary school faculty members

· Attending the conference with representatives from business and industry provided for a greater insight into the specific needs of business and industry

· Information obtained at the conference demonstrated a need to understand current and future requirements of the information technology workforce and initiate plans to react to these necessities

· Networking with representatives from business and industry provides an opportunity for community college faculty to communicate the value of a two year information technology degree program 

· Globalization is defining employer needs in the information technology field and disclosing that students are missing some necessary core skills.

· Participation in the conference further revealed that the businesses and industries  that are growing most rapidly are employing more technology personnel

· The conference is bringing up the levels of expertise of instructors

· Industry led sessions such as Red Hat Linux are critical for faculty to gain a clearer understating of the program resulting in more effective classroom instruction

· Business sponsored “Boot Camps” often miss some aspects of training, whereas the Working Connections Conference is more thorough.

How might we further measure the impact of the Working connections Conference?

· The number of industry certifications obtained by attendees

· The competency level of a faculty member to design, develop, and implement new information technology courses

· The number of new information courses started as a result of attending the conference

· Collect data on courses offered at colleges have changed significantly as a result of a faculty member attending the conference

· Employment that students are able to obtain as a result of new courses offered

· Relationship to enrollment and retention

· Measure the change in program retention rates

How might we improve working connections? 

· Keep doing it!

· Increase the numbers of secondary school faculty attending to support the articulation of information technology curriculum across secondary school and community college curricula.

· Curriculum is proactive with course offering increasing business participation to enable more articulation.  

· Increase the number of advanced course tracks and eliminate stagnant tracks

· Web Page- offering 4 year increase advance- need to grow

· Platform courses then add new courses and levels.  Align curricula

· Section 508 standards need to be taught within web design

· A need for soft skill integration-acquisition within the information technology classes, particularly in the areas of leadership, team work, and oral and written skills. 

· Include problem solving activities as part of the instructional design of the conference coursework

· There is a need to follow-up on the training with more instructional design. 

Any other comments?

· Students are being employed as a result of this

New Attendees:

The questions asked to the first year attendees at their focus group meeting are listed below: 

1.
What were the major reasons for your attendance at the Working Connections Conference?

2.
How might participation in the Working Connections Conference reinforce an organizational and instructional model that supports Information Technology student success?

3.
How can participation in the Working Connections Conference assist in aligning your Information Technology curriculum with industry needs and standards?

4. How might we further measure the impact of the Working Connections Conference?

5. How might we improve the Working Connections Conference?

6. Any other Comments?

Bullet-type statements are listed following each question posed for the first time participants as was done with four time attendees.   This again, provides the reader with a succinct overview summary of the comments made by those attending the focus group meeting.  

What were the major reasons for attendance?

· Gain further knowledge to pass on to students and increase my own information technology knowledge.  

· Gain insight into various teaching tools used in the delivery of information technology curricula

· Learning new techniques to do increase my teaching effectiveness

· Gaining the knowledge to be able to develop integration between secondary and post secondary course offerings with Microsoft Office 2007.

How might participation in the Working Connections Conference reinforce an organizational and instructional model that supports Information Technology student success at your campus?

· The conference provides specific learning activities focused on program implementation skills or presentations reporting on successful information technology programs for the times that all attendees meet 

· Provides an opportunity to pass on information technology content knowledge to colleagues and students.

· Many students  with a basic understanding of software programs need additional curricula offerings to achieve the next levels of competencies

· The supporting instruction offered this conference allows information technology faculty to integrate newly developed or updated software into coursework

· The conference is very important for help desk support

· Campus level information technology support staff could be invited.

How can participation in the Working Connections Conference assist in aligning your Information Technology curriculum with industry needs and standards?

· The conference makes available learning opportunities closely aligned with industry standards  

· Networking of college and secondary faculty with information technology professionals from business and industry assisted following more closely industry standards for information technology 

· One of the conference instructors with an industry background demonstrated the aligning those needs and standards.

How might we further measure the impact of the Working Connections Conference?

· Follow up in a few months or semester to obtain data relevant to the impact the conference had on curriculum implementation and student performance

· Establish a workshare forum by classes offered at the conference

How might we improve the Working Connections Conference?

· Ensure that the initial conference activity started on time and concluded within its allotted time frame so as not to deter from the beginning of classes

· Have available the necessary books and classroom materials for all classes where ever possible

· More sessions offered more often.  1-2 day courses or refreshers.

· Enlist support of the Midwest Higher Education Consortium by college presidents from the campuses. 

OBSERVATIONS

The Working Connections Conference appeared to closely meet the needs of those in attendance by providing up to date instruction in a cost effective manner.  The faculty instructors of the Working Connections conference were well prepared and delivered sound curricula designed to improve the instructional content of those in attendance.  

Those participating in the previous three Working Connections Conferences brought with them an understanding of the dynamics of attending the conference.  They came prepared to enhance present skills and learn new skill sets.  In addition, these repeat attendees were able to continue networking with colleagues who attended previous conferences.  The sharing that occurred between and among the repeaters strengthened team building and leadership skills that would be implemented at their respective educational and business sites.  

The first time participants cited the great value of the conference, but were not as advanced in networking with colleagues as those who had attended the three previous conferences.  Likewise, they were not as insightful as how some of what was offered at the conference could be used to reinforce an instructional model that supports student success in information technology.  The first time attendees indicated that the lessons learned at the Working Connections conference would provide them direction for the implementation of curricula change at their respective secondary schools and community colleges.

Both the four-time and first-time attendees rated the conference very highly and indicated that they would attend another Working Connections Conference.  Both groups spoke highly of the overall quality of instruction at the conference as well as indicating that the instruction was equal to or surpassed that of other information technology workshops and conferences they had attended.

Finally, in general both groups found the conference to be extremely worthwhile and provided an opportunity to engage in high level professional development.  Networking between and among colleagues and representatives from business and industry provided the necessary links to promote a greater understanding of the needs and standards in the field of information technology and the curricula being offered to meet these needs and standards.
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