Technical Colleges, Industries Join Forces to

Recruit, Graduate Engineering Technicians

By Barbara S. Gainey

South Carolina's technical colleges and local industries are joining forces to recruit more students for engineering technology programs and graduate more technicians. The state mirrors the rest of the nation in the need for greater numbers of more highly skilled engineering technicians -- a need heightened by the growth and complexity of technology in the workplace.


 The SC ATE Scholars initiative is an effort to help meet existing and projected industry needs by capitalizing on a new approach for educating technicians. The new approach has been developed by the SC Advanced Technological Education (ATE) Center of Excellence, funded by a National Science Foundation grant and the SC State Board for Technical and Comprehensive Education. SC ATE is a statewide initiative designed to increase the quantity, quality and diversity of engineering technology graduates throughout the state's Technical College System. 

The ATE approach revolves around student teams learning mathematics, physics, communications and technology in the context of solving real-world industry problems. Used on South Carolina technical college campuses for the first time last year, ATE classes showed dramatic improvement in retaining students in challenging engineering technology programs. 


The prospect of retaining more engineering technology students through to graduation has captured the interest of economic development leaders and industry officials. The SC Technology Alliance and SC Department of Commerce have endorsed and are actively supporting the ATE Scholars initiative as a way to address the need for technicians throughout the state.


The SC ATE Scholars initiative is being piloted at Florence-Darlington and Tri-County technical colleges this year and has been met with enthusiastic support from local industry leaders. Roche Carolina, Inc., responded immediately with a $10,000 contribution to help get the initiative under way and is working with Florence-Darlington Tech officials to educate future chemical engineering technicians using the ATE approach, according to Charles Muse, the college's vice president for academic affairs. 

"The SC ATE Scholars initiative is very timely. It's really a leading-edge program," said Ron Chatham, director of human resources and community affairs at Roche Carolina. "The program enhances the technical colleges' ability to deliver well-trained employees." Chatham sees the team approach and practical application of knowledge as two strengths of SC ATE classes. "You (the employer) know what you're getting because you know what the students are getting in that first year."


Roche hosted the ATE Scholars kickoff for Florence-Darlington Tech area businesses. "The program just fits hand and glove" with partnerships Roche wanted to develop with high schools and Florence-Darlington Tech to identify potential students and promote technician careers, Chatham said. "This place won't run without technicians." Employers should assume "a large portion of the burden" of recruitment for their companies, Chatham said, including going to high schools to talk about careers, acting as guest lecturers, providing tours of companies and offering technical college financial support, he said.



In the ATE Scholars initiative, industries and colleges become partners to identify, recruit and select students as SC ATE Scholars. Through a local ATE Scholars industry consortium, students are offered competitive technical college scholarships (for tuition, books and supplies) and related work experience with company sponsors. To date, eight companies are committed to sponsoring 22 students at the two campuses. At least four additional companies plan to participate this year.


"We are excited about this opportunity to more closely link with business and industry to communicate to students -- and potential students -- the tremendous opportunities available in the engineering technology fields," said Elaine Craft, SC ATE Center director.


"This is a fantastic opportunity, both for the students and the company, a real win-win situation," said Jon Rennie, plant manager at ABB in Florence. A student benefits from actual on-the-job experience and an opportunity to practice what is learned in college, while a local industry benefits from a young, energetic resource with the potential to grow into a valued employee, Rennie said. From his vantage point, "it's a good program."


In addition to workforce needs, industries are facing two other challenges, according to Eugene Grant with Robert Bosch Corporation in Anderson. "Industry is facing the shortened life cycle of products and ever-changing technology," Grant said. "Technicians must be easily adaptable."


Bosch has a year of ATE experience under its belt, having placed student apprentices in ATE classes at Tri-County Tech last year. "ATE fosters creative thinking and independent learning," Grant said. ATE also addresses communication and teaming skills. "They call them soft skills, but they're awfully hard to teach. Students in ATE are developing much better communication skills and are able to apply what they've learned to a problem."


"The ATE Scholars program appears to be a good fit for us to bring potential employees in to see how they work in our environment," said Joe Valotti from Nucor Steel Company. Ladd Hall, vice president and general manager at Nucor, added, "Students can customize their education to fit a potential job" instead of having to be retrained once they are employed. Hall also hopes that students will bring their industry work experiences back to the classroom, enhancing learning opportunities for other students and faculty.


D. Ray Mantle of Nan Ya Plastics Corp., America, in Lake City sees the ATE Scholars program as helping to accelerate the process of gaining productive employees. "The normal process is that when students graduate from a technical college, they go through the regular interview process and, once they are hired, they go through additional training that takes one year," Mantle said.  "Through ATE Scholars, we can identify students while they are in college. Upon graduation they will be able to be of immediate value to our company. They won't require that additional year of training.


"ATE Scholars is ideal for us," he said.


Honda, Inc. of South Carolina, with its eye on future growth, has been able to hire from within the state thus far, said Bill Kalp, Honda vice president. With the recent announcement of a new product design unit to be located at the Florence site, Honda is looking at the need for more technicians with increased technological capabilities. "The ATE program will provide us with associates with more technical abilities," Kalp said. "This is an excellent program," with manufacturers in the area willing to support the new effort.


The SC ATE Scholars initiative can also be viewed as an important benefit to help attract, motivate and retain quality employees in a competitive field.


Honda is such a believer in the program's potential that the company is encouraging associates' children to apply as ATE Scholars. "One student, a senior, will probably start in the program next year after finishing high school," Kalp said.


The SC ATE Scholars effort to recruit more students into engineering technology careers and enhance engineering technician education provides "a big incentive for companies to move in and local companies to expand," Kalp said. "This is an attempt to keep the future workforce in the area. Technical jobs are developing rapidly in the Pee Dee." Students don't have to leave the area in search of high-tech jobs.


"Anything we can do to create a pool of qualified people is good for us and other industries," Bosch's Grant said. "We need qualified people to help us to succeed. Anything we can do to retain these students to graduation will benefit the state. We have some quality people out there that we don't want to lose."


"This is a standardized approach to meet businesses' needs," said Chatham from Roche Carolina. "We're very excited about it. We know South Carolina has the best technical college education in the country. Hopefully, this will enhance the technical colleges' reputation" even more, he said.


Mantle from Nan Ya Plastics said the number one complaint that he hears around the state is that there aren't enough qualified workers. SC ATE Scholars represents one solution. "We need more of these programs throughout the state," in addition to growing the two pilot ATE Scholars programs, Mantle said. "This is the best technical training that our state could offer."

For more information on the SC ATE Scholars initiative, contact Elaine Craft, director of the SC ATE Center of Excellence, State Board for Technical and Comprehensive Education (803-896-5407 or email crafte@sbt.tec.sc.us). Information on SC ATE and the Scholars effort can be found on the ATE web site: http://scate.org.
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