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ABSTRACT

Information technology professionals comprise an important segment of adult learners seeking a four-year
undergraduate degree, and it is important to provide programs that address not only the conceptual and
theoretical, but also adult learning needs in terms of career orientation and practicality together with
providing real-life applications relevant to the needs of the IT job marketplace. The techniques of employ-
ing distance learning, providing modular and practical learning segments, emphasizing adult-oriented
learning preferences, engaging users toward learning, and providing appropriate course schedules and
sequencing are discussed in the context of an actual adult learner program. This program integrates job
and career-oriented needs with that of a well-rounded business education. Examples and illustrations
are provided to illustrate how an adult-oriented program was customized to provide needs important to
adult learners and IT professionals, with the objective of producing superior and useful learning results.

INTRODUCTION

An evolution in the roles and responsibilities of
today’s Information Technology (IT) professionals
is occurring as employers increasingly view IT
as a vehicle to help create a competitive edge in
the markets they serve. Companies are looking to
their IT professionals to support the development
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and implementation of strategic initiatives in areas
including, butnot limited to productivity improve-
ments, streamlining supply chains, aligning and
integrating information to create knowledge
systems and securing proprietary and increas-
ingly integrated systems (Applegate, Austin, &
Soule, 2009; Porter & Millar, 1985). Innovations
in computing hardware, software, and networks
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will further impact the types of expertise needed
by companies as new technologies are brought
into the market (Koong, Liu, & Liu, 2008). For
example, job opportunities for professionals in
technical support, network systems and database
development as a percentage of total IT employ-
ment are growing, with positions in programming
slightly decreasing (Information Technology As-
sociation of America, 2004).

Technically-skilled individuals, who possess
practical skills and are familiar with the intricacies
ofhardware and software systems, are still highly
valued by today’s employers. In fact, one critical
area of study concerns what kinds of skills are
desired and sought after, but are less frequently
found among IT professionals, sometimes referred
to as the IS/IT skills gap (Kim, Hsu, & Stern,
2006). However, formal education and training
are increasingly being viewed by employers as
equally important. “Across all NWCET job cat-
egories, hiring managers see the combination of
previous experience in a related field (46 percent)
and a four-year college degree inarelated field (41
percent) as the most important preparation for job
obtainment” (Information Technology Association
of America, 2004). Therefore, knowing which
skills are crucial for IT professionals is a critical
issue in research literature (Colomo et al., 2010;
Trigo et al., 2010), whether coming from formal
education or from previous technical training or
work experience.

Thelikely rationale underlying this thinking is
that many technically-savvy individuals withouta
four-year degree are more likely to be self-taught,
or have obtained technical job skills through train-
ing and/or certification programs, or from on the
jobexperience. As aresult, there is likelihood that
they typically would lack the overall background
and theoretical knowledge base to approach
business-oriented and more managerial tasks
both holistically and from viewpoint of end users
and the organization as a whole. The knowledge
gained in a degree program can thereby help to
elevate the perspective and critical thinking skills
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oftechnically-skilled individuals beyond solving
narrowly defined problems, towards developing
the ability to manage more long-term, integrated,
and sustainable problems and solutions.

In fact, the need for a formal baccalaureate
four-year educationinthe 2 1% century goes beyond
that of tech-savvy individuals and IT profession-
als, to encompass a much broader set of students.
Beyond traditional secondary and “vocational”
schools” the demographics oftoday’s undergradu-
ate population now extend to include older adult
students; homemakers returning to the workplace;
previously retired persons who desire a second
career; and those who desire a career change or
have been moved toward change to meet the de-
mand forupdated skills in the workplace (National
Center for Educational Statistics, 2002).

Most undergraduate university programs are
designed to meet the learning preferences and
scheduling needs of young, “traditional” high
school graduate age students pursuing degrees
in preparation for a future career. Adult students,
however, pursue degrees for different reasons than
their counterparts.

Consequently, educational programs, as well
as the tools, curricula, and services designed
to address educational needs, should similarly
evolve to be appropriate and useful to the new
populations they intend to serve. Beyond learn-
ing specific skills to complete a job, educational
knowledge should be delivered so as to enable
adult students to master the problem-solving and
critical-thinking skills required of workers in the
global economy. This is especially important for
IT professionals, who, given the rate of change
and the complexities of computing technologies,
may focus more on technical skills development,
rather than broader goals and abilities required
for supervisory or managerial tasks (Information
Technology Association of America, 2004).

A study of the means by which university
programs can be made more suitable for adults
in these areas is the objective of this paper. The
intent is to provide ideas and examples of focused
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