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NASIRE 2001 Recognition Awards Nomination: Texas Comptroller of Public Accounts

Category: IT Professional Retention and Recruitment

Title of Nomination: Texas IT Academy:  A Public Private Cooperative Venture

Executive Summary:

State governments across America are struggling to maintain qualified staffing in the face of a mass exodus of information technology (IT) workers from government to more lucrative  positions in the private sector. Texas is no exception to this trend; about six of every ten state IT workers have left for private firms since the late 1990s. Furthermore, even Texas’ private sector is finding its expansion limited by a lack of IT workers. 
To alleviate the worker shortages that force state agencies and corporations to vie for qualified IT personnel, the Texas Comptroller of Public Account’s office has spearheaded the creation of the Texas Information Technology (IT) Academy, a collaborative effort between state government and the private sector designed to help the state recruit and train IT workers for key positions while also expanding the IT labor pool. The Texas IT Academy provides intensive IT training to people with non-IT backgrounds, and in return for their training, participants commit to two years of state employment.

In December 1999, the Comptroller formed a Public Private Advisory Committee to work with 41 state agencies and universities and 32 technology companies on the academy’s design and development.  In spring of 2000 the committee developed a program model, and recruited 30 participants for the first class, which began in late July.  Sixteen agencies were matched with the 30 participants prior to the beginning of the training, in effect “sponsoring” the participants.  The graduates began working full-time at their designated state agencies in early November.

The Texas IT Academy recruited both recent college graduates with liberal arts and general business degrees, as well as professionals looking for a career change.  Participants received IT skills training through an intensive curriculum delivered in a 14-week “boot camp” setting.  Trainers from private IT companies, as well as some public employees, conducted training sessions primarily in state facilities.  In return for their free training, participants agreed to work for the state for two years.  After two years, they will be free to continue working for the state or may move into the private sector. 

Due to the success of the first “pilot” class, the Comptroller of Public Accounts is seeking authorization from the current 2001 Texas Legislature to continue the Texas IT Academy, starting with a new class in fall 2001.

A) Description of project, including length of time in operation

State governments across America are struggling to keep qualified staff in the face of a mass exodus of information technology (IT) workers from government to more lucrative private-sector positions. In an April 2000 study by the Council of State Governments, NASIRE, the National Association of State Personnel Executives, the National Association of State Telecommunications Executives and the National Association of State Chief Administrators, 90 percent of the states responding to a survey described their shortage of IT workers either as “chronic” or “regular.”

Texas is no exception; about six of every ten state IT workers have left for private employment since the late 1990s. Vital IT positions in state government remain unfilled, because the state simply cannot compete with private industry. 

Moreover, even Texas’ private sector is experiencing a shortage of IT workers. Texas’ IT industry now ranks second only to Silicon Valley’s in size and importance. Yet in 1998, the Texas Governor’s Council on Science and Technology estimated that some 34,000 Texas technology jobs were unfilled due to a lack of qualified applicants. A 1997 survey of Texas companies conducted by Texas A&M University’s Bush School for Public Policy found that more than 90 percent of respondents identified “some skill gap in their current workforce. Of those indicating a gap, nearly half stated that their employees lack adequate computer skills, industry-specific skills, problem-solving skills or communication skills.” Even as the economy has cooled in early 2001, a study by the Information Technology Association of America in April indicated that 425,000 IT private sector positions will still go unfilled throughout the nation this year.

To address some of these persistent workforce challenges, the Texas Comptroller of Public Accounts initiated the Texas Information Technology (IT) Academy. In fall 1999, the Comptroller’s office began conducting background research and meeting with private companies and various state agencies to lay the groundwork for the Texas IT Academy. In December 1999, the Comptroller formed a Public-Private Advisory Committee, composed of 41 state agencies and universities and 32 technology companies. The agencies included both large and small state agencies, and the technology companies included Dell, Compaq, Sybase, Cisco, Oracle, Keane and IBM. In spring 2000, the committee advised the Comptroller’s office on the academy’s design and development through subcommittees, which addressed the following topics: 

· recruitment and selection, 

· facilities and logistics, 

· curriculum and continuing training, and 

· program administration.

The Comptroller’s office, along with a group of volunteers from the Advisory Committee, began the recruitment phase late in March 2000, and completed candidate selection in July. More than 900 people applied for the academy’s pilot training class; most applications were received online. Staff from sponsoring agencies chose 30 participants and matched them with agencies participating in the pilot. The IT Academy training began in late July, and the participants in the academy’s first class began working full-time at their designated state agencies in early November.

The academy recruited recent graduates with liberal arts and general business degrees, professionals looking for a career change and individuals seeking to reenter the workforce. Participants received IT skills training through an intensive curriculum delivered in a 

14-week “boot camp” setting. The generalist IT curriculum, developed by the public-private advisory committee, includes modules covering hardware, operating systems and architecture, application development and software, computer networking, 

e-business/internet/intranet, and project and process management. The advisory committee also included critical “soft” skills, such as conflict resolution and communication, in the technical curriculum. 

Trainers from private IT companies, as well as some public employees, conducted training sessions primarily in state facilities. In return for their free training, participants agreed to work for the state for two years. After two years, they will be free to continue working for the state or may move into the private sector. 

Texas IT Academy participants earned entry-level state salaries while attending the academy, and in effect were “sponsored” by one of the 16 participating state agencies that hired them Due to the generalist nature of the curriculum and the variety of needs of the participating state agencies, the participants are working in a number of different areas of IT, including networking and systems support, hardware support, business analysis, programming, Web design and development, disaster recovery and enterprise testing.

During the two years participants will work for their sponsoring state agency, they can attend 10 days of continuing education. These training opportunities will include review sessions to prepare them for certification exams and briefings on new technologies. The academy is working with the sponsoring state agencies and the Advisory Committee to ensure that the training is relevant to the trainees’ positions and environments.

Due to the success of the first “pilot” class, the Comptroller of Public Accounts is seeking authorization from the current 2001 Texas Legislature to continue the Texas IT Academy with two classes annually, starting with a new class in fall 2001.  

B) Significance to the improvement of the operation of government

Increasing numbers of Texas’ business processes are being automated and more customer services are being offered on-line to meet the growing demand for the efficiency offered by Web-based applications. While government can outsource the development and support of many projects, it cannot abandon its managerial and oversight responsibilities. Agencies need substantial in-house IT skills to ensure their operations are efficient and effective. 

An additional challenge the state faces when recruiting IT workers is some people’s image of government employment. Potential employees may fear state jobs use outdated technology that would leave them unprepared or less marketable in the private sector. This assumption is demonstrably false today. Texas has made a substantial commitment to electronic government and e-commerce. 

The Texas IT Academy helps government agencies maintain adequate and skilled technology staffing while bringing new faces and fresh ideas into public service and the field of information technology. The two-year commitment allows the state to realize a return on its investment and achieve greater stability in IT staffing. The newly trained personnel benefit from training delivered by some of Texas’ most successful and creative private sector IT companies as well as by some of the state’s own IT leaders. As a result, the academy helps dispel any misconceptions that potential workers may have about the value of working in the state’s IT environment, which could only help recruitment efforts in the future.

The academy is unique in Texas, where state agencies operate for the most part independently. In particular, because each agency has its own human resources office, they rarely collaborate on staffing issues. The IT Academy is the first initiative in which state agencies pooled resources to recruit, select and hire employees. This program has created the foundation for agencies to continue to work together, using their collective market power to meet other recruitment, training and retention needs at lower costs. 

Innovations frequently have a ripple effect. Several agencies have already expressed an interest in providing advanced IT training for existing IT staff and advanced financial training for chief financial officer positions within state agencies. 

C) Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state

Recipients of government services and taxpayers increasingly demand more advanced electronic services from state government and to provide them efficiently and effectively, the state must possess a skilled IT workforce. The Texas IT Academy provides an ongoing mechanism through which the state can recruit, train and retain qualified state IT workers. Recruitment for the first class of the Texas IT Academy was more successful than the Advisory Committee or staff anticipated. The Comptroller’s office received more than 900 applications for 30 positions. Ultimately, an impressive group of individuals from a variety of backgrounds were selected into the pilot and are now working in IT in 16 different agencies.

In addition, rather than bearing the costs of recruitment and training entirely on their own, individual agencies pool their collective resources and market power to work with one another and the private sector, lowering costs. Finally, the academy develops a cadre of IT workers who stay connected with one another and share best practices across agencies. Participants in the first Texas IT Academy class consistently share ideas and use one another as resources. 

Private industry, in turn, ultimately should benefit from a larger pool of experienced professional IT workers, since many academy graduates can be expected to enter the private sector after the end of their two-year commitments. Moreover, companies participating in the program foster better relationships with state government, a major purchaser of their services. The IT Academy gives vendors an opportunity to work cooperatively with their client agencies, developing a workforce familiar with their products and services. 

D)
 Return on investment, short-term/long-term payback

The Texas IT Academy is designed to address the recruitment, training and retention of qualified state IT workers. Recruitment for the first class was highly successful and competitive, and inquiries are made daily as to the starting date for the next class. Thus far, the 14-week training curriculum has proved successful in preparing the participants for a variety of entry-level information technology positions, ranging from network support and administration to business analysis to Web design. Although the participants have been on the job less than six months, several have already been promoted to more responsible positions. 

The true test of the program’s success at retention will come when the participants’ two-year commitment is completed. The state predicts more than half of the employees will remain. To date, all of the participants who completed the training are still employed by their sponsoring state agencies. Furthermore, the terms of the academy agreement require any candidate not completing the two-year period to refund the cost of his or her training to the state.

The State of Texas will be the chief, immediate beneficiary of the Texas IT Academy. It represents a significant positive step toward a major improvement in the state’s IT workforce that began with the first graduating class in Fall 2000. The private sector undoubtedly will begin reaping some benefits from the academy’s program two years thereafter. 
The IT Academy, moreover, allows state agencies to participate in a collective training and retention effort that most could not afford on their own, with extensive training resources and expertise assembled from both the public and private sectors. The initiative also offers opportunities to consider other collaboration related to IT challenges faced by state agencies. Finally, the academy may ultimately make it possible for the state to contribute to the overall improvement and expansion of Texas’ IT workforce.

