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Introduction

I am currently working in the Information and Communications Technology Management and Development Unit (ICTMDU), which is part of the Education, Leisure and Community Services Directorate of Bridgend County Borough Council where I have responsibility for the development of the Bridgend Grid for Learning. Having embarked on the Education Managers Development Programme (EMDP), I was required, as part of the course to undertake a project that would help develop my skills as a manager. The areas in which I felt I needed to develop were highlighted by completing and reviewing the outcomes of the Professional Development Analysis (PDA) especially the Education Managers Competence Framework and the 360( review. The completion of the PDA was very useful as it highlighted not only the areas to concentrate on for my own professional and personal development but also showed areas in which I had competencies that I did not know I had. It was also the first time that I had actually brought together all the different aspects of my professional career, I now have in one place my curriculum vitae, my career history, my certificates of courses I have attended, letters and commendations from senior officers and everything else to do with my professional career to date.

Both Bridgend County Borough Council and the Education, Leisure and Community Services Directorate are committed to Investors in People and in the whole ethos of staff training and so I wanted to choose a project that would not only help me develop my professional skills but was also in line with the commitments of the Directorate. One of the main reasons for this choice was my interest in e-learning. I had recently attended a training session hosted by IDeA, the Improvement and Development Agency, on the creation of e-learning content and have been instrumental in bringing the concept to Bridgend County Borough Council, which has now been adopted corporately within the Council.

The ultimate purpose of training is to increase the knowledge and skills of staff thereby enabling increased efficiencies. According to Mullins, Management and Organisational Behaviour, 2002, training can:

· Increase the confidence, motivation and commitment of staff

· Provide recognition, enhanced responsibility and the possibility of increased pay and promotion

· Give a feeling of personal satisfaction and achievement and broaden opportunities for career progression

· Help to improve the availability and quality of staff

After discussions with my line manager, I decided that the project should in some way be basic ICT skills awareness oriented as, for some time, we (the ICTMDU) had often discussed about ways in which the ICT competencies of staff could be improved. It has become clear over the last few years that although staff are using ICT to help increase efficiencies, they often had very little basic ICT skills awareness. Instead they were using their ICT tools inefficiently because they had either “picked up” the skills as they went along or somebody had shown them how they did the task but not necessarily in the correct way. The idea of the project was to help raise the skill levels of staff in their use of ICT.

The first problem that arose was that we had already tried this previously by holding twilight awareness sessions on using the Internet and email. Nobody turned up for any of the sessions even though the events were well advertised, communicated and supported by other unit managers. We thought that nobody was interested but this was not quite the case as will be seen from the outcomes of the project, in fact they actually did not need any training in this area. I decided that the project should be to find out what members of staff themselves thought of their own levels of ICT competencies were and this in turn could allow us to develop more specific and targeted awareness sessions.

The project links to the following areas of the Education Managers Competence Framework:

· D42: Develop teams and individuals to enhance performance

· D22: Manage change in organisational activities

· D23: Manage the running of projects

Links to the outcomes of the PDA are:

· Communication

· Motivation

· Project management

The final aim of the project then was “How do I improve the performance of staff within the Education, Leisure and Community Services Directorate”.

The final outcomes of the project would be to develop specific and targeted training for those members of staff who required it. The councils Human Resources already has a comprehensive training programme which departments can buy into but the idea of this exercise was to find out what members of staff wanted themselves which was not on offer from traditional sources. For example if it was found that there was a need for awareness of the filing system on the County network then a specific, bite sized piece of learning could be established. This type of learning lends itself perfectly to e-learning. Small learning modules could be created and stored on the intranet to be accessed by members of staff as and when required. This allows staff to access what learning they require when they want it and when it suits there particular requirements with minimum disruption to their working day. As the development of information and communications technologies continues, e-learning will become increasingly important in the development of organisations.

Implementation of the project

The method of collecting the data was chosen from various considerations. It was decided that the method should impact as little as possible on peoples work time and also be optional. The following methods were considered:

· Direct interview. This method was not chosen as not only would it distract staff from their work but also take up too much of my time although on reflection I think the answers may have been more precise because of the two-way dialogue that would have ensued.

· Telephone interview. Again it was the time constraints that ruled this method out.

· Paper based questionnaire. It was decided that the questionnaire method was one of the easiest to implement and control but a paper based survey would involve resources in sending out.

· Email based questionnaire. This seemed the ideal method of sending out a survey as it is low on resource requirements and all staff have email.

As the questionnaire was going to be optional for staff to fill out, the results would give a feel for the general situation rather than a definitive answer. It was also pointed out on the questionnaire that the results would be anonymous and used for statistical purposes only. The layout of the questionnaire was carefully considered. The questions had to be precise in what they were asking and not ambiguous. It was also decided that the it should also be just one page so that it was quick and easy to fill out and also that it should be in the form of tick boxes. For each of the questions, the respondents were given a choice of four boxes to tick with the headings:

· Can’t do it

· Beginner

· Intermediate

· Expert

The idea of having four headings instead of five is that if you have five, people tend to just pick the middle option whereas with four headings, they have to decide between headings two and three if they are unsure of where they are. Nineteen questions were arrived at which covered different aspect of ICT such as hardware, applications, Internet usage and file storage. The following page shows the final chosen layout of the questionnaire.

Think about the statements below and tick the box which indicates how you rate your own level of skill / knowledge of the subject.

1 = can’t do it,   2 =  beginner,   3 = intermediate,   4 = expert


1

2

3

4

Using Microsoft Word to create letters and documents

















Using Microsoft Excel to create spreadsheets

















Using Microsoft PowerPoint to create presentations

















Using Microsoft PowerPoint to show presentations

















Using Teamware or e-mail for communication

















Using the Internet for research

















Using a search engine to find specific information

















Understanding of network drives

















Creating and maintaining a directory structure for files

















Searching the network for a specific file

















Connecting or setting up a laptop and digital projector

















Copying files from a CDROM to a specific folder

















Connecting a new printer to a computer

















Using a scanner to create a digital image

















Working with digital images (eg cropping, sharpening etc)

















Knowing what a computer virus is

















Knowing how to guard against a computer virus

















Writing files to a recordable CDROM

















Using Windows Explorer or My Computer to browse files








The questionnaire was created using Microsoft Word, an application which is standard across the directorate and sent out to all Unit Managers as an email attachment. It was important that unit managers were included in the process as the survey potentially had an impact on the productivity of the units members of staff. The email asked unit managers to fill in the questionnaire and then, if they were willing, pass it on to members of their staff for them to fill out and return to me. Not knowing the competencies of individual members of staff, the survey gave them the choice to either fill it in electronically and return it to me via email or they could print it out and return it to me via the internal courier system. I restricted my email list to the main offices of the directorate, which houses around 150 people. In total, I had 61 replies to the questionnaire. The questions turned out to be as unambiguous as I had hoped they would be as I had no queries on their meaning. I did, however, have several queries regarding my reasons for the questions and several members of staff were quite enthusiastic about the prospect of training or awareness sessions being produced as a result of the survey.

I had to set a deadline for replies as the project had to be finished in time to meet the requirements of the course. I feel this may have impacted on the number of questionnaires returned as it was over the summer period with many people away on holiday.

On reflection, I think there were one or two flaws in the exercise that I would probably do differently if I did it again. Firstly, I think that sending out a Word document as an email attachment probably biased the results in favour of the more ICT literate members of staff, especially given that the first question was about the users knowledge of Microsoft Word! Secondly, I think I would do the survey by department, which would allow me to determine the needs of each individual department. I would also make it a compulsory exercise so that the result was a true overall picture of the whole of the directorate.

Results

All the returned questionnaires were collected together, the results collated and entered into a spreadsheet to determine the final results. The results were presented in graph format to make the comparisons. After experimentation with different ways of displaying the data, I decided to combine the “can’t do it” and “beginner” columns into one column and the “intermediate” and “expert” columns into a second column. This gives two distinct columns that separate those in need of some basic awareness training (can’t do it and beginner) and those who do not (intermediate and expert). The following graphs are taken from the spreadsheet and show the results obtained. I have grouped the results into their relevant headings to make comparisons easier.
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You can see from the above graph how staff rated their skills and knowledge of various applications. As mentioned previously, I think it is now obvious that most respondents would consider themselves as able users of Word. Quite interestingly, 40% of users considered themselves good at creating PowerPoint shows but only 30% were confident at showing their presentation, possibly because people create them for their line managers.
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As can be seen from the above graph, almost everybody who responded to the survey felt they were good at Internet technologies, perhaps this is the reason why nobody turned up for our Internet awareness sessions.
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This graph shows a fairly even split between those who need some training and those who do not. This is a fairly important area for staff to be conversant with as it impacts on how one person can find another persons files if he or she is off work. Avery important consideration and one which could have a big impact on how the Council deals with requests under the Freedom of Information Act, which comes into full force on January 1st 2005.
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The hardware results above came as no surprise as many people have quite a phobia about actually connecting different pieces of equipment together. I feel though that this is one area which is becoming more and more important with increasing use of laptops and projectors as a means of communicating with an audience.
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This graph also shows that this is an area which needs to be covered. Again, the increasing use of multimedia in daily situations such as PowerPoint presentations and even reports requires that more and more staff are required to be aware of scanners and digital images and know the basics of using them. Also, with the increasing use of images in documents, file sizes are getting larger and larger and often need to be stored on CDROM as conventional floppy disks are now too small.
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The final graph is concerned with users knowledge of computer viruses. As can be seen from the results there is a definite need of training in what is a very important issue in today’s world. Although many members of staff are aware of the presence of viruses, a worrying 60% of users are unsure of how to guard against the threats of them.

Conclusions

The results of the project have been very worthwhile for both myself and the ICTMDU. They have enabled us to form a strategy for the improvement of the basic awareness of ICT for staff in the Education, Leisure and Community Services Directorate. 

I have found that Education Managers Development Programme has been of great benefit to me in the way that my approach to situations has developed. The interaction with the other members of the course has also added to the experience. As someone new to management, the interchange of ideas with others more experienced has helped enormously.

The construction, implementation and completion of the MDP has helped me to develop my skills of communication and project management. It has also made me realise things about the organisation that I work for. For example the communication within the organisation is good and the willingness of staff to help out other colleagues has proved to be excellent.

I think that I have definitely achieved my goals of taking part in the course, the development of myself, both personally and professionally, has been a key outcome of taking part. The PDA is an excellent tool to assist in the development of LEA managers and has proved to me the benefits of active reflection on individual achievements and how these can contribute to the continuing professional development of an individual.
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