FREE TRAINING - THE UKTA EXPERIENCE


Derek Parker, UKTA General Manager








�
Introduction


The United Kingdom Telecommunications Academy, (UKTA), is a non�profit, joint venture company comprising some of the leading communications companies in the UK. Its objective is to offer an annual programme of free telecommunications training courses to applicants from the developing world. The training is delivered at the various in�house training facilities of the UKTA member�companies in the UK. Delegates only have to find their own funding for their travel and UK living costs. This article reviews the experience of the UKTA since its establishment in November 1995.


Background


In this highly competitive and commercial world of telecommunications, the provision of any service without charge immediately arouses questions (if not suspicions) as to the motives of the providers. The concept for providing free training through a virtual college, (to become the UKTA), arose from a UK government�led committee which was looking for ways to enhance relationships between the UK communications industry and the developing world. Most of the leading telecommunications companies operating in the UK were represented on this committee and it was recognised that almost all had in�house training facilities. Between them they were providing high quality courses on most aspects of telecommunications and management development. At that stage most of the courses were reserved for the companies' own staff or paying customers. It was recognised that free places on appropriate courses could be made available to delegates from the developing world and that this would incur only marginal extra costs and resources from the providing companies. By pooling their capabilities the companies could create a virtual college based on the geographically dispersed, in�house training facilities of each participating company. The consensus view was that the provision of free training in this way would help build long term relationships while helping to develop the telecommunications and commercial expertise within the developing world. As communications based facilities continue to grow in their sophistication, speed and quality, the "end-to-end" nature of communications dictates that the benefits can only be fully exploited when all geographical areas and communities have corresponding capabilities. In summary, it was recognised that helping to improve the telecommunications provisioning capabilities throughout the developing world would be of mutual benefit to all parties, with only marginal financial and resource implications for the training providers. Following the presentation of a feasibility study in early 1995, several of the companies elected to go ahead with the scheme. Hence, the UKTA was set up as a not�for�profit company with a board of directors representing each of the member�companies. The UK government Department of Trade & Industry also has a representative as a member of the board. 


The Experience to Date


The main problem facing the board on their first meeting in November 1995 was that of creating awareness of the UKTA and its training opportunities to a globally dispersed audience. The main vehicle for this was to be the annual training brochure, distributed through various channels. Many were sent directly to known companies and administrations. Others were distributed via the British Embassies/High Commissions; the British Council Offices; the Commonwealth Telecommunications Organisation and the ITU. Brochures were also distributed via trade fairs and exhibitions around the world. There then followed a somewhat anxious time wondering what response there would be. The knowledge that there was little time for the essentially sequential process of applicants' internal authorisation, application submission, place allocations and delegate travel arrangements, in readiness for the first programme of courses which were scheduled to be delivered during August to October, 1996, only added to the problem. 


The actual response resulted in a very intense period processing applications and organising the associated logistics for each applicant. During this first year, each applicant had to attend a 4-day UK Induction course before going on to his or her chosen course or courses. This had many benefits but a cost-benefit analysis and feedback from delegates suggested that the benefits did not justify the additional time away from their home country and the additional UK living costs incurred. Also, the UKTA wished to extend the programme of courses throughout the year and the need for manageable groups of delegates to commence on scheduled days to attend induction courses would have placed intolerable constraints on the flexibility required to accommodate the various delegate start dates. Therefore, for subsequent years the UK Induction course was abandoned and the annual programme now runs from April to December. Most courses are repeated during the year to allow greatly flexibility for the applicants. 


In order to maximise the potential benefit to delegates, applicants were invited to select a sequence of courses to match their personal requirements, together with an alternative selection for consideration if any of their first choices happened to be full. This often incurred a considerable amount of extra work during the placement process, particularly in trying to preserve a sequential programme when there was limited availability of mid�sequence courses and the desired courses were spread over more than one member-company. However, this facility is considered to be of great value to the delegates and every effort will continue to be made in order to maximise the benefit of their visit to the UK. 


The degree of effort involved in the allocation process only serves to increase the disappointment that has arisen from the applicants that just fail to arrive after confirming their place. Apart from the wasted effort on the part of the UKTA, this has often resulted in places remaining empty that could have been allocated to serious applicants. In order to deter such abuse, it has reluctantly been decided to make every effort to charge the offending individual and/or their company the full market price of any future places wasted in this way. (Though free to UKTA delegates, the market prices range from £300 to £8,500 sterling per course place). 


From its first annual programme in 1996, through to the end of the 1998 programme, the UKTA has receive more than 430 applications, which have resulted in 182 delegates, from 80 countries, attending 371 courses, and receiving 2,395 days of free training. The numbers have continued to grow each year, though it was evident that the economic crises in 1998 prevented many potential delegates from attending. 





Delegate Funding


Though the training continues to be provided completely free of charge, it is recognised that the travel and UK living costs prevent many potential applicants from taking up the training opportunities available. Applicants should be funded for this element by their parent company, but where this is difficult they are encouraged to explore funding through appropriate local or regional organisations. Some delegates are funded through UK based companies that have partner or trade relationships with the delegate's company. The UKTA is also applying to the UK government for some degree of sponsorship for applicants but, if forthcoming, this would only be for a small number of selected delegates. The UKTA remain very grateful to the ITU for their scholarship awards to selected UKTA applicants, but again, these are only available by the invitation of the ITU.


The UKTA receive many requests to run courses in�country in order to allow more local delegates to attend without incurring travel and UK living costs. Many of these requests include offers to wholly or partly fund the costs of sending trainers overseas. Unfortunately, the organisation and provision of in�country training would also incur additional staffing requirements for the UKTA and its member�companies. This would depart from the original concept and remit, whereby the training in the UK can be provided free of charge because of the marginal cost and staffing implications for the member�companies. Therefore, it is regretted that all such requests have to be refused. 


Subsequent Developments


It is recognised the applicants need as much advance notice as possible in order to plan their training activities and submit internal budget applications and that for this they need sight of the annual training brochure. Unfortunately compilation of the training brochure cannot begin until the providing companies have fixed their own training schedules for the coming year. This, in turn, prevents the brochure being distributed to potential applicants before the end of February/March time each year. For those with access to the Internet, this problem has been alleviated to some degree by the creation of the UKTA web site, [www.ukta.co.uk]. The contents include an application form and a full list of the courses offered, together with their associated course descriptions. This enables the new annual programme to be published in advance of the brochure distribution, giving potential delegates more time to consider and process their applications. This has also enabled any date or information changes regarding courses to be published as soon as they become apparent. 


Most of the founding member-companies remain strong supporters of the UKTA though some have changed due to the now familiar mergers and re-positioning that continues to typify the communications industry. Several new member-companies have added to the strength of the portfolio of courses offered. In order to make the UKTA accessible to the smaller, more specialised companies within the communications sector, the membership structure has recently been amended to include associate members. This move is also attracting attention from the UK universities that have a strong communications interest and it seems likely that they could add a new dimension to the training portfolio in the future.


The VIII, ITU, Interregional Human Resources and Training Meeting


The UKTA are very pleased to be hosting the VIII, ITU, Interregional Human Resources and Training Meeting in the UK, from the 18th - 24th August 1999. In addition to the valuable information on training requirements expected to evolve from the meeting, this event should also provide opportunities for the UKTA to informally meet the people responsible for addressing the training needs of their companies and administrations, throughout the developing world. This information and the views expressed will help the UKTA to do all it can to meet ongoing requirements in the most appropriate manner.


In conclusion


At the beginning of this venture it was very difficult to predict the level of response that might be generated. On the one hand, it was felt that the training offered would be of great value to the developing world and that the absence of any training fees would be a very strong incentive. On the other hand, it was recognised that training in the UK would mean that potential applicants from the developing world would need to spend longer away from their home and workplace and that some may have difficulty in raising the funds for their travel and UK living costs. Creating and maintaining awareness of the opportunities available to a globally dispersed target audience was obviously going to be difficult. Our experience to date has been very gratifying in that the annual number of applications has exceeded expectations and has continued to grow. Also, the feedback received from delegates regarding the quality of the training provided has been very complementary. We have continued to learn and adjust in our endeavour to provide the best possible service to delegates within the very real constraints imposed by the competitive commercial UK and global telecommunications environment. Though all member-companies are continually pressed to reduce their operating costs, they remain committed to providing this free service as long as the demand remains evident. For the future, there are a number of ideas under consideration to improve the breadth and standing of the training offered but ultimately the continuing success of the UKTA, as always, depends on the degree of interest expressed by its target audience. 
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Leaflets, brochures and application forms are available from Chris Reynolds, tel. +44 1785 762522; fax. +44 1785 761207; e-mail chris@ukta.co.uk. Internet www.ukta.co.uk�
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