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ABSTRACT

Theinformation technology industry is subject to rapid change. There have been concerns
expressedintheliteratureabout the ability of infor mation technol ogy professional sto keep
up to date with developments, and it islikely that it is even more difficult for studentsto do
s0. New graduates require marketable skills in order to gain good employment, but the
skillsmost in demand changeregularly. Thischapter reportson a project that investigated
the channels of information that undergraduate and postgraduate telecommunications
management and electronic commerce students use to keep up to date with employers’
needs. The role of instructorsin this processis also discussed.

This chapter appears in the book, Current Issues in IT Education by Tanya McGill. Copyright © 2003, IRM
Press, an imprint of ldea Group Inc. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written
permission of Idea Group Inc. is prohibited.
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INTRODUCTION

Informationtechnology (1 T) hasbeen changing rapidly over along period, andthisrate
of changeislikely tocontinueor increase(Benamati & L ederer, 2001; Fordham, 2001). This
rapidrate of change hasproduced many opportunitiesfor organi zationsbut hasal so brought
withitmany challenges(Lederer & Mendelow, 1990). Among thesechallengesisthestruggle
for organizationsto obtain personnel with the appropriate knowledge and skillsin order to
meet the growing demandsfor IT services (Doke, 1999). Thisismirrored by the continual
requirement for I T professional sto keep up to date with the skillsrequired by organizations
(Benamati & Lederer,2001; Klobas& McGill, 1993).

Previous research investigated the importance employers place on various skills and
perceived deficienciesintheseskills(e.g., Doke, 1999; L eitheiser, 1992; Nelson, 1991). While
thecall forimproved communicationand social skillshasbeen consistent, thetechnical skills
in demand have varied dramatically over time. Less has been written about students
perception of theimportanceof various| T skills, though thiswasaddressed in arecent study
that compared Australian and American students' perceptionsof I T job skills(von Hellens,
VanSlyke, & Kittner, 2000).

Given that the skillsrequired by IT professionals change over time, I T professionals
need effective methods to keep up to date. The methods used by IT professionals to keep
uptodatewerestudied by Klobasand McGill (1993). They identified theexistenceof avariety
of information-gathering strategies and noted that while IT professionals tended to be
diligentintheir effortstokeep uptodate, amajority foundit difficult todo so. Inamorerecent
study, Benamati and Lederer (2001) investigated the coping mechanisms adopted by IT
professionals and noted that many mechanisms were not successful.

Ifitisdifficult for experienced IT professionalsto keep upto date, itislikely thatitis
evenmoredifficultfor I T studentstodo so. New graduatesrequire marketableskillsinorder
to gain good employment, but the skills most in demand change regularly. Little has been
written about how I T studentskeep informed of employers’ requirementsor about how they
ensure that they can meet these requirements. Yet, this knowledge would be of use to
educational institutions aiming to facilitate this process and to potential employers hoping
torecruit studentswith therequired skills. Thischapter describesaproject that investigated
the channels of information that undergraduate and postgraduate telecommunications
management and el ectronic commerce studentsuseto keep upto datewithemployers’ needs.
The role of instructors in this process was of particular interest, because they are ideally
placedtofacilitateit.

THE RESEARCH PROJECT

This research was conducted by survey. Participants in the study were students
enrolledinseveral el ectroniccommerceand tel ecommunicationsmanagement coursesat an
Australian university. Studentswho successfully completethese particular coursescan also
pursue Cisco certification asthe coursesmake use of the Cisco curriculum. Participantswere
recruited during class and completed a questionnaire on the spot. It was stressed that the
compl etion of the questionnairewasvoluntary and that it formed no part of their assessment
in the course.

The questionnaire was designed to be easy to read and understand and to require no
more than five minutes to compl ete (the Appendix at the end of this chapter contains alist
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