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Abstract

This paper discusses four Information Technologtifegtion regimens against the
background of academic literature regarding go@adtre approaches to assessment of
individuals’ skills and the potential pitfalls dfe certification process.

This essay was first presented as a paper towdvtdseers Degree at Victoria University
of Wellington.

Introduction

According to the IEEE Computer Society, there arer @00 certification programmes
available to IT professionals today, and over oiilkom people have been certified since
1997 (IEEE 2006). With this plethora of certificat programmes and the vast pressure
on people in the IT profession to attain certificat the question of the validity of the
assessment process and the value of the certircttian individual and to their
employers has to be raised.

Avalilable certifications include both vendor cediftions (Microsoft and Cisco are two
vendors who actively promote their certificatiomgrammes) and broader industry-wide
gualifications such as:

» Certified Software Development Professional (CSDP)

* International Software Testing Foundation CertiecdSTF)
» Certified Business Analysis Professional (CBAP)

* Project Management Professional (PMP)

These four vendor-independent assessment regimeiagna@ed at providing employers
and consumers/customers of IT services with aseartrat the individuals providing the
services have achieved a level of competency iptbfessional area they offer services
in.

The purpose of this paper is to assess theseicaioh regimens in terms of the
academic literature and industry expectations atempt to identify the real value these
programmes offer the industry in general and irthlimis who attain the certification in
particular.
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Literature Review

Certification 1. A formal demonstration that at&ys or component complies
with its specified requirements and is acceptabteoperational use.

2. A written guarantee to this effect

Definition from the Oxford Computer Dictionary, 1994.

In the context of industry certification, certiftean is the process whereby an external
organisation or body validates the skill and/orklezige of an individual as competent

to practice in a particular area. The person sgesertification must pass an assessment,
sometimes involving an examination, an interviewthrer mechanism to show their
knowledge in the area under examination (White BGOHroven knowledge). Hennessy
(2005) talks ofcertification through an independent, nationallgaognized body as a
means of ensuring the program's validity, impaityadnd integrity”.

Certification doesn't just happen; the worker seglaertification needs to put in
dedicated effort to achieve the requisite standéekill and knowledge. Study Groups
have been shown to be an effective technique tmlestts who are approaching a
certification examination (Scott, 2006) — find leelminded group who are studying
towards the same certification and meet virtuatlingperson for peer encouragement
and support.

Many of the certification programmes include guide$ for preparedness (Prekeges,
2005, Rooney 2004), aimed specifically at the selfly student.

Certification is considered to be a tool to asaisandidate in changing career, as well as
potentially addressing the shortage of workersienIT field. A candidate who wishes to
build their skill and knowledge using informal megpften self-study and internet based
computer based training courses) can pass théicaion examination as a means to
validate the skills they have acquired (Moor, Yagarmner & Crow, 2001).

Some commentators point to studies showing a @dioel between increased income for
the individual and attainment of a certificatiodnoes this translate to increased value for
the employer and for the industry/society in whieht individual operates? (Ewing &
Heinrich, 2003).

A strong driver for certification is the “borderteworkforce” (Adelman, 2001) — the
reality today is that we live in a multicultural vie with workers coming from a vast
range of educational backgrounds. Certificatiavvoles a level playing field which
enables employers/customers to be confident tegbd¢inson actually has the skills they
assert to have, by virtue of having sat a standeddexamination. (Albrechtson, 2006;
Bell, 2001)
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Another important consideration is the need to maancertification once it has been
achieved.

Maintaining Certification

"After completing the last question on the exam, | felt the typical train-ran-me-over blues
when a smiling proctor handed me a big envelope," Lewis said. "l opened it on the
elevator, on the way up to my overpriced hotel room, and found out that the [certification
body] hadn't had enough fun with me yet." (Quoted in White, 2005)

Having once attained a certification, the candid#itabs onto a treadmill — many of the
certification bodies have a requirement for “Coutirg Professional Development” or
“Re-accreditation” with associated costs and in yraases future examinations. (White,
2005)

Ongoing Professional Development is a recognisedraportant part of maintaining
currency with new tools, techniques and industist peactices in many industries (Roper
2006), and Information Technology is definitely motexception. Given the pace of
change in the IT industry and the laborious proegsmiversities must go through to
change their programmes it is up to industry botbemnsure that the new tools and
techniques are disseminated rapidly after theietdgment, in theory ongoing
certification maintenance will achieve this. (Misadt, 2006; IEEE 2006; I1IBA 2006).

The frequency and style of re-accreditation rariigea the need to show a certain
number of professional development hours per YWaCS 2006, PMI 2006) to regular
re-examination as new technologies are introdukkcdr¢soft 2006, Cisco 2006). For
vendor-specific certifications the norm is a newm@mation and accreditation with each
new release of the underlying software/hardwarés dhgoing certification has become
a significant revenue earner for the certificatimuies and training providers (De Marco
1998).

Proven excellence in recertification examinationged in some fields to provide a
competitive advantage for the holder, a certificatgh distinction” indicates to potential
employers/customers that the candidate truly knives field and can be trusted to
provide a high level of service. (Baechle, 2005)

Another aspect of ongoing certification that a nemtf organisations require (industry
bodies rather than vendor certifications) is themcotment to a code of ethics. Where
the accreditation body is trying to promote a psefenal approach to the application of
skills there is a tendency to require certifiedgtiteoners to commit to behaviour in
accordance with a “code of practice” or some ofueh set of ethical guidelines. (White
2005b, IEEE 2006, NZCS 2006). These ethical stalsdare only valuable where the
accreditation body has the teeth to penalise tigigtual for infringements and where
there is a strong and respected process for exagnatieged breaches of the code.

In part because of the ongoing costs of maintainegjfication, a number of
commentators are distinctly sceptical about cedifon.
Industry Certification Programmes — Where do they add value?
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Scepticism towards Certification

Commentators such as Johnson (2002) and De Ma@88) Inake a strong case against
using certification as a decision making tool fotlbconsumers and employers.

Minter (2001) objects to the proliferation of neartifications, urging industry to “use
what already exists” — why add a new certificatidrere an existing one already covers
the area of skill.

De Marco points out that many of the commentatdrse are promoting certification
represent the organisations who (1) receive thenpay for the certification examination
and (2) might no longer have a rationale for existeif they don’t have a certification
programme to oversee.

Do training providers or authors take advantagiefcertification need to promote their
own wares? Gonzalez (2002) gives a programme dert#ication body to assist
unsuccessful candidates with exam passing; iethisal? What about courses which
are advertised as “examination preparation”?

How realistic is a certification as a predictorisatcess or even a measure of competency
in a subject area? Anecdotal evidence from pracéts, and at least one formal study
(Turocy, Comfort, Perrin & Gieck, 2000), indicaleat there is very little correlation
between examination marks, experience and suateshald.

How should the potential candidate chose? Peraapating point is to examine some
of the certification programmes in somewhat mortaitle
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Certification Programmes

All four of the certification bodies examined indlpaper embrace the concept of a Body
of Knowledge against which customers are assesHeel body of knowledge in all four

cases is considered (by the organisations concetoée the underlying basis for entry
into the profession that the certification body sonps.

Certified Systems Development Professional — CSDP
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Applying for the Exam

How to Apply

Special Testing Accommodations
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& Internat
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Administered and provided by the Computer Sociétye International Institute of
Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) the ®3idogramme is aimed specifically
at creating a recognised profession of Softwarartesging. According to the IEEE web
site, the elements of a profession are:

« Initial professional education
« Accreditation

» Skills development

+ Certification

« Licensing

+ Professional development

« Professional societies

« Code of ethics

The CSDP certification was launched in 2000 aradnsed at meeting the Accreditation
and Certification aspects of the profession, i lwvith the society’s mission t@uild the
Community of Leading Software Practitionérs According to the IEEE computer
society professional certification has three caititomponents:

+ Exam-based testing demonstrating mastery of a Bb#&ynowledge (BOK);

+ Extensive experience base in the performance oititk or profession being
certified; and

« Continuing professional education, measured am/aek to the BOK.

The BOK for the CSDP programme is the Software B@giing Body of Knowledge
(www.swebok.oryy covering the following knowledge areas:

L Business Practices and Engineering Economics
Il. Software Requirements
M1l. Software Design

V. Software Construction

V. Software Testing

VL. Software Maintenance

VIL. Software Configuration Management
VIIIL. Software Engineering Management

IX. Software Engineering Process

X. Software Engineering Tools and Methods
XI. Software Quality

The SWEBOK is available as an electronic publicafrom the IEEE Computer Society
web site www.computer.org

Candidates for the CSDP cetrtification are requiceshow experience in at least six of
the knowledge areas (a total of 9000 hours of fyl@vaxperience), agree to be bound by
the IEEE Computer Society code of ethics and pagxamination.
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The examination format is multiple-choice, closedk, completed under controlled
conditions using an online assessment tool at emérc testing centre. The cost of
applying and sitting the examination is US$450.08e examination is offered in two
testing windows each year, in countries acrosgjlibiee.

Recertification is required every three years, lmvg an additional fee (US$150) and
providing proof of Continuing Professional Develggmh— calculated in PDU “units”
following a formula which gives credit for the foling activities:

Category 1 - Educational Activities
Category 2 - Publishing

Category 3 - Presentations

Category 4 - Technical/Professional Service
Category 5 - Self Study

Category 6 - Employment

Category 7 - Other

Material sourced from IEEE Computer Society web silvww.computer.org

Industry Certification Programmes — Where do they add value?
Page 9
Shane Hastie — Software Education Associates Ltd — www.softed.com


http://www.softed.com/
http://www.computer.org/portal/site/ieeecs/menuitem.c5efb9b8ade9096b8a9ca0108bcd45f3/index.jsp?&pName=ieeecs_level1&path=ieeecs/education/certification/continuinged&file=PDUCategories.xml&xsl=generic.xsl&#1#1
http://www.computer.org/portal/site/ieeecs/menuitem.c5efb9b8ade9096b8a9ca0108bcd45f3/index.jsp?&pName=ieeecs_level1&path=ieeecs/education/certification/continuinged&file=PDUCategories.xml&xsl=generic.xsl&#2#2
http://www.computer.org/portal/site/ieeecs/menuitem.c5efb9b8ade9096b8a9ca0108bcd45f3/index.jsp?&pName=ieeecs_level1&path=ieeecs/education/certification/continuinged&file=PDUCategories.xml&xsl=generic.xsl&#3#3
http://www.computer.org/portal/site/ieeecs/menuitem.c5efb9b8ade9096b8a9ca0108bcd45f3/index.jsp?&pName=ieeecs_level1&path=ieeecs/education/certification/continuinged&file=PDUCategories.xml&xsl=generic.xsl&#4#4
http://www.computer.org/portal/site/ieeecs/menuitem.c5efb9b8ade9096b8a9ca0108bcd45f3/index.jsp?&pName=ieeecs_level1&path=ieeecs/education/certification/continuinged&file=PDUCategories.xml&xsl=generic.xsl&#5#5
http://www.computer.org/portal/site/ieeecs/menuitem.c5efb9b8ade9096b8a9ca0108bcd45f3/index.jsp?&pName=ieeecs_level1&path=ieeecs/education/certification/continuinged&file=PDUCategories.xml&xsl=generic.xsl&#6#6
http://www.computer.org/portal/site/ieeecs/menuitem.c5efb9b8ade9096b8a9ca0108bcd45f3/index.jsp?&pName=ieeecs_level1&path=ieeecs/education/certification/continuinged&file=PDUCategories.xml&xsl=generic.xsl&#7#7
http://www.computer.org/

International Software Testing Foundation — ISTF

Administered in Australia and New Zealand by thesthalia New Zealand Testing board,
this certification is aimed at software testingqpiteoners.

@ Certification :: Australian and New Zealand Testing Board representing software testing profess - Microsoft Internet Explorer E]@
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Home What we do Cartification Accreditation Find out more

Certification

Foundation Level

The Foundation qualification is aimed at anyone invclued in softuare testing, induding testers,
quality managers, project managers, business analysts & software davelopers,

The Faundatian Level exam tests far knowledge, understanding and application of basic testing
techniques,

i% Read more about Foundation Level

Advanced Level

The Aduance d Certificat
depth of knowledge of
i% Read more about Advance d Laval

e iz for experienced testing practitionars, and airms £o derronstrate a
testing topics and the ability to perform testing activities in practice,

Syllabi

Download the ISTGE Foundation & Advance d Syllabus, as well as the ISTGE Glossan y of terms.
i% Read more about Syllabi

Examinations

e

@ Done 0 Inkernet

The certification programme and examination processiministered by the local body,
to standards set by the international softwareng$fioard. The ANZTB is one of in
excess of 20 regional boards covering the wholddvorhe parent body — the
International Software Testing Qualifications Boéndvw.istgb.org) — publishes the
syllabus which forms the body of knowledge for teetification.

The ANZTB offers two levels of certification, Fousiibn and Advanced.

The Foundation certificate is aimed at practitieneith zero to six months experience in
the industry. The examination is paper basededld®ok, multiple-choice sat under
strict supervision by an impatrtial invigilator. &xination sessions are arranged by the
training course vendors for students who attennl doeirses. The course instructor may
not be present while the students are sitting daenénation. The intention is to make the
examination available as an online assessmentaplylising Prometric testing centres
around Australia and New Zealand.
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The Advanced certificate is aimed at practitioneith three plus years of experience,
and target a deep understanding of the syllabushendbility to apply the knowledge in
real-world scenarios. The advanced examinatiantisee-hour written test,
predominantly consisting of essay-style questions.

The syllabi for both certificates are available download, along with a glossary of
testing terminology which is important for the urstanding of the terms covered in the
syllabus.

While self-study is theoretically an option for tbertification, the reality over the last
year (since the founding of the ANZTB) is that deration examinations have been
offered in conjunction with training courses by apged training providers.

The ANZTB does not require commitment to a profesal code of ethics nor is there
any ongoing professional development requiremEnundation certificate holders are
encouraged to strive and prepare for advancedicatitbn, but this is not mandatory.

Material taken from ANZTB web sitewww.anztb.org
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Certified Business Analysis Professional — CBAP

A relatively new body, the International Instit@EeBusiness Analysis (IIBA), was
founded in Canada in October 2003. The first magonal chapter was formed in New
Zealand in 2006.

The mission statement of the 1IBA is to “Develomlanaintain standards for the practice
of business analysis and for the certificationt®firactitioners”.

With over 50 chapters around the world, the [IBA leaperienced massive growth is the
short time since its founding. Perhaps it is @®a whose time has come”.
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The IIBA has produced the Business Analysis Bodgmdwledge (BABOK), version
1.6 of which was released in July 2006. Versighi due for release in early 2007.

The CBAP certification is based on a written exaation (multiple-choice, paper based,
closed book) against the current BABOK and docustptoof of experience in the
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field. The certification is clearly and explicittgrgeted at intermediate to advanced
practitioners in the field.

According to the IIBA website'This [certification] program has been carefully
designed to be in compliance with the Internatidd@ndards Organization (ISO) 17204
standard for certifying the competence of personf@A™ will be seeking ISO 17024
approval.”

The focus on ISO certification for the examinatgocess is designed to provide a level
of assurance that the examination process itsefftise highest calibre.

The examination was offered for the first time iaidmber 2006, and will be amended
based on the feedback from the initial examinatimmdidates. A North American
examination schedule for 2007 will be offered am#inational examinations available in
2008. The IIBA will keep central control over tegamination setting and marking.

Currently the IIBA does not require the adoptioragfrofessional code of ethics for
certification, nor is there any continuing professll development requirement, but this
will most likely be the case in the future.

The IIBA accredits training providers whose couraesassessed to cover one or more of
the knowledge areas of the BABOK.

Material taken from the 1IBA web siteww.theiiba.org

In many ways the CBAP has been modelled on the PMfect Management
Professional programme.
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Project Management Professional — PMP

The longest standing of the four certification ppogmes, the PMP certification is

offered by the Project Management Institute. Witlexcess of 200000 members in 125

countries the PMP has strong support around th&wor

] PMI Certification Program Overview - Microsoft Internet Explorer E]@ |
Eile Edt ‘“iew Favorites Tools Help
7 = n = E
& \ ] . 5 5 3 B =
@ Back. 2} |ﬂ @ fal | A Search 7.{ Favorites @ [ ag = L
z Tl »
Address @http:h’www‘Drm‘Drgf\nfD,iPDC_Csrt\ﬁcat\unsOverwew‘asp?nav=0401 \VI EY Go.  Links
[l
B rr Project Management Institute al
L 4 4 WMo Making project mansgement indispensable for busines:
PMI about = Global Membership ~ [ Professional » Publications & -
Home PMI & Communities Practices Information Resources
Certification Program . : :
4 Mamber Log On 4Contacts 4Sitemap < china pmi.org
Certification Program Overview
Horne i
e | 3
Breaking News
Cnline Registry
" Certification | 3
el CERTIFICATION
'y Cantinuing Certification 3
1 Requirarments Professional Gredenticling Programs =
| Online Application | PMP Credential Handbook | CAPM Credential Handbook | CCR Program
i Handbook | My Certification Records
Contacts |
-| What is a Credential?
The Project Management Institute (PMI@E) is the world’s leading association for the project
management profession, It administers a globally recoanized, rigorous, education, and/or professional
experience and examination-based professional credentialing program that maintains an 150 2001
certification in Quality Management Systems, To get the |atest information, please visit the breaking
news section,
Earning & professional credential thraugh PMI means that one has:
» Demonstrated the appropriate education and/or professional experience;
# Passed a rigarous exarination;
# Agreed to abide by a professional code of conduct;
# Committed to maintaining their active credential through meseting continuing certification
requirements,
PMI professional credentials — available to members of the Institute and nonmembers alike — are
widely recognized and accepted throughout the world as evidence of a proven level of education,
knowledge and experience in project management.
What credentials does PMI offer?
® Project Management Professional (PMP®)
s Certified Associate in Project Management (CAPME)
* OPM3E ProductSuite
® Program Management Professional (PuMPm)
|
&) Done ® Intemet

The PMI offers a range of certifications:

« Project Management Professional (PMP®)

« Certified Associate in Project Management (CAPM®)
+ OPM3® ProductSuite

. Program Management Professional (PGNP

The certification process is a large revenue geoefar the PMI. Local chapters retain a

portion of the revenue, with the remainder senhé&parent body.
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The examinations are computer-based, multiple ehsiat at Prometric testing centres
around the world. The PMP® and CAPM® examinatiaresoffered in 10 languages.

The examinations are against the Project ManageBwht of Knowledge (PMBOK)
which is maintained by the PMI. The PMI accretligsning providers whose course
material covers topic areas in the PMBOK.

The CAPM® certification requires only passing aamination.

The PMP® certification requires the candidate tesphe examination, agree to abide by
the code of ethics and prove significant experienqeoject management.

The PgMP certification is considered the pinnadélproject management skills
assessment, targeted at senior project managermahage multiple streams of projects.
Assessment involves proving the relevant experigmassing a multiple-choice
examination and a multi-rater assessment by a ggbagperienced project managers in
an interview situation.

Retention of both PMP® and PgMP certification regsiicontinuing professional
development and payment of fees every three years.

A vast array of books and training courses arelaivia which claim to prepare students
for the PMP examination.

Material taken from PMI websit@ww.pmi.com

Another question for the certification candidatéhis value of the certification vis-a-vis a
formal university qualification.
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Industry Accreditation and University Qualifications

There appears to be a bi-directional, symbiotiatrehship evolving between traditional
university courses and industry certifications.

(Moor, Yager, Sumner & Crow, 2001) point to a nembf initiatives in the USA where
industry certification in the IT field is accepted attaining entry criteria for formal
university programmes.

The author is aware of three universities in Adstrahich offer industry certification as
part of their degree programmes, and which alsega variety of industry certifications
as proof of entry level skills to be accepted ategree programme. (Source: Ongoing
commercially sensitive negotiations).

Over time, it is quite likely that more and moreuarsity courses will both include
preparation of students for certification examiomasi, and accept certification as evidence
of prior learning, allowing students to gain exeimptfor modules which align with the
certification they have already attained.

Given the move by many universities towards offguiistance courses, the candidate
should also consider how the certification impactslistance learning delivery.

Implications for Internet Based Courses

The availability of independent certification pragrmes which provide an impatrtial
assessment of a candidate’s skills against recedgj@isd respected Bodies of Knowledge
is an opportunity for providers of internet basedning courses, whichever delivery
mechanism is used: synchronous distance learnsygchronous broadcast/lecture based
courses, pure self study or a mixture of variolsvegy tools.

A Google search for practice examination bringsiwyast list of organisations offering
practice or trial tests for a huge range of cediiions. Many of these are commercial
organisations trying to sell their own self-studgtarial; some have a business model
that makes money by charging for the practice exathsome are personal web sites
maintained by individuals who appear to have a gy altruistic motive. An area for
careful consideration by a candidate needs to d@itbvenance and credibility of the trial
examination provider, and more importantly of tleetification itself.
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Conclusion

Industry certification is neither a good nor a blaidig in and of itself, and appears to be
an inevitable part of the Information Technologydacape today. Employers (especially
larger companies with formalised Human Resourcésips) demand some “checking of
the box” when sorting through applications for eayphent and frequently the lack of a
certification will prevent an otherwise viable catate from passing the first hurdle
towards employment.

There is valid questioning of the motives of sorhthe accreditation bodies, training
providers, CBT providers and “how to” book authetso focus their courses purely on
passing an examination, often sacrificing true kieo\ge in the area of assessment.

On the other hand, where certification is part bf@ader skill and knowledge acquisition
process by of a motivated and determined individiha&n it becomes part of the proof
that the person knows the basics of their chosefegsion, irrespective of the path they
have chosen to get there, and a recognized catitfic gives employers and customers
confidence in the competency of the individual.

The potential certification candidate must cargfuleigh the value of the certification
they are pursuing — is the certification credilolgptospective employers/customers and
does it cover an area that is of career intereftg@andidate. There is little point in (for
instance) being a certified software tester ifritle of testing is one that doesn’t interest
the individual!

Where certification entails agreement to a codetlots or other standard of behaviour
then the certification brings with it an assurantappropriate behaviour or censure by
the accrediting body for violating the standardve® the low ranking of the IT industry
in many of the “trust” surveys this assurance malp Ito raise the perceived value of the
profession in the minds of our customers and “misti, provided the certifying body is
respected in the wider community.
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