The Computer Programmer's Job Search

By Rebecca R. Orton

Due March 6th, 1990

Introduction to College Writing

Spring 1990 Semester

Section 15

Taught by Evelyn Wood

At the University of Northern Iowa

Cedar Falls IA
Purpose: To provide information and guidelines on finding a computer programming job.

For an Audience of Graduating college seniors with majors in Computer Science, Computer Information Science, Data Processing, and Accounting with minors in computer science.

Significant Tips in the Search for a Computer Programming Job

“Al1 programming is very similar to itself, what I mean is, the principles that you apply to one language is the same as the principles that you use in another, and once you really learn to program, it really doesn't make any difference what language you are using. Writing is the same way, once you have the story in your mind, it really doesn't make any difference what subject you are writing about." (Jack)

An offer from a company that uses a computer programming language unfamiliar to the computer programming job applicant should not be turned down for that reason. There are various report generators that pass off as computer languages, for example, RPG II.  RPS III is similar to Lotus 123, and therefore should be easy to learn (Jack). The company interviewer may ask questions about various languages, so familiarity with a number of languages is an asset. Salaries of computer programmers have steady increased over the decades from approximately 9,100 dollars a year in 1965, 14,000 dollars a year in 1975, 19,830 dollars a year in 1980, and 24,000 dollars a year in 1986 (Wright, 339). Today, an average salary for a computer programmer is about 30,000 dollars a year. Benefits are a significant part of the offer package. The benefits should at least include time off without pay, annual paid vacations, health insurance, paid sick leave, life insurance, and a pension plan (Jack). Being able to relocate means that the company will be able to hire you, re1ocation benefits may be included in the company offer. (Engineering Science, and Computer Jobs, 26) Relocation benefits also covers the relocation of terminated employees, and transfers (Engineering. Science, and Computer Jobs, 32). Watch out for companies that are hiring to fill vacancies due to employee problems (Jack). Also watch out for companies that are expanding because contracts yet to be awarded are expected to cover the cost of expansion. Stable companies that hire computer programmers in Iowa are Computer Sciences Corporation, Control Data Corporation, Digital Equipment Corporation, Honeywell. Inc., Mead Corporation, and NCR Corporation (Henry, 29-44 and The Career Guide, 4057-4060).  Regions of the United States have different ranges of salaries for computer programmers. On the average, New England and the Mid Atlantic had the highest range of salaries and the central United States had the lowest range based on 1986 data. South Atlantic, Mountain, and Pacific are in the middle range (Wright, 340-341).

Long Range Career Opportunities

Long term career planning and goals is important for both the new graduates and the companies hiring them. Job-hopping is beneficial for the computer programmer in order to gain new experiences, but wastes time, money, and customized training that the companies give during the initial months for the new trainee. (Wright, 331) However some companies would include in their benefits a continuation of health and life insurance for a period after leaving the company, and reinstatement of seniority after being hired back again (Engineering, Science, and Computer Jobs, 32).  Some companies may promote from a computer programming position to system analysis, but the positions are relatively equal to each other (Wright, 339). The system analyst deals with the computer system as a whole and is more concerned with the details of the system than with the applications that the system contains (Wright, 339). Educational opportunities are available through the companies providing in their benefits package, tuition reimbursement for trade schools and colleges, and in-house courses taught by visiting professors (Engineering, Science, and Computer Jobs, 31-32).  Some trade schools teach computer programming, but a lot teach other computer related fields. For example, the DeVry Institute of Technology in Chicago offers courses in electronics engineering technology, the most commonly taught subject (Norback, 206).

Alternate Careers in Freelance Programming and Consulting

If a computer programmer wants to freelance as a consultant, marketing the finished product becomes a major effort (Jack). But if the product was worthy, letters and calls praising the product arrive long after the marketing campaign ceases (Jack). Deals in which a company and a consultant work on a product together results in the company receiving the all of the credit when the company markets it (Jack). However the current rate for consulting is in the range of 40 to 50 dollars an hour (Jack). Consultants often work by themselves (Jack), whereas a computer programming department of a company work together as a team. Entertainment software is simple to make, but hard to market because the competition from well-known companies has to be overcome. They hire professional artists to work on the video displays of their games (Jack). A glut of software exists in established areas of gaming and only a new idea yet unexplored that would lend itself well to games would sell rapidly. In the last generation, the market for software was so new that any software was a novelty. Word Star by Micro-Pro was the first word processor; Lotus 123 was the first spreadsheet. Now a vast variety of word processors and spreadsheets are marketed. New products such as accounting packages, desktop publishing, and expert systems require extensive familiarity and/or professional knowledge of the respective fields to use them, much more so to make them.

Who Makes a Computer Programmer

The ideal computer programmer is one that has the knack for programming a computer such as the Apples found in many secondary educational institutions. Or is one that built a computer from a kit as a child (Jack). Another characteristic is a love for science fiction and an interest in high technology. Deaf and mute persons are able candidates (McDaniel, 110).  Personally owning computing equipment was an important factor in landing computer-related positions, and updating skills to current standards are required to stay on the leading edge of computer technology.  Popular computer magazines often report on the development of a new technology. Accountants with experience in programming also become computer programmers that work with accounting, bookkeeping, and data processing systems.

The Use of Placement Services

Using a placement service does help, sometimes in peculiar ways. An old company may use old job titles from the beginning of the age of personal computers such as data processing for computer programming jobs. Data entry and data processing positions may be advertised as programming jobs. The placement service may end up with incorrect qualifications for a position and listing unqualified or overqualified candidates. Sometimes, after securing a position unrelated to computer programming with the help of a placement service, transfers to the computer programming department occurs after the company found out about the programming skills possessed by their new employee (Jack).
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