'U.S. technological leaders cap 't be smug durlng Information Age

ast weekend, students from the Uni-
versity of Central Florida went to
Atlanta for an international comput-
| er-programming competition. They re-
turned having learned something about
the nature of technological advantages in
the global Information Age.

3 In 1987, a UCF team finished second
in the International Collegiate Program-
mlng Cunlesl World Finals, held by the

' for C Machi y. This
year, UCF's team tied for29th place.

The difference? In part, the arrival of
stiff competition from abroad.

Calling the 1887 event the “world fi-
nals” was something of a misnomer. Most
of the contestants were from colleges and
universities in the United States and Can-
ada. And even when more foreign teams
began entering the competition later,

“their programming skills were hardly on

par.
\ Fﬁn&est director William Poucher, a r

science
professor at Baylor
University in Tex-
as, remembers talk-
ing with one of his
counterparts from
an eastern Europe-
an university in
1991. The European
professor told him
most ci-

This year, the wl.rmhq,g team was from
Charles University of the Czech Republic,
and foreigm schools captured nifie out of =
10 top places. The best U.S. finisher, a
team from the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, placed fourth.

I remember a decade ago asking a
computer company executive about the
inroads Asian firms were making into the
computer-chip market, which was once
monopolized by the United States,

ad there
did not even get to

aLL ence e

- work on computers in their first two

years at school because the universities
didn’t have enough machines,

But computers soon became more af-
fordable. At the same time, the Internet
became widely accessible, giving people
around the globe a better way to tap into

state-of-the-art information.
At last year's finals, foreign teams took

seven of the top 10 spots. lr.;

He said Asians would capture most of
the mass-production chip market and be-
come strong competitors in personal com-
puters because those were areas in which
they could copy U.S. technological devel-
opments. But he predicted the United
States would retain its lead in software
development because that field requires
innovative skills at which Americans ex-
celled.

Americans still dominate software de-
velopment. But they no longer mu:{opo

" lize the fleld,
- The harsh reality of the Information

Age i5'that techridlogical advantages are
not sustainable for long. Knowledge is too
easily transported.

Today’s superior skills can be readily
mpled tomorrow and surpassed the next

¥.

The only way to sustain a bech.nologiv
cal lead is with ever. 1nmmjn,g
edge and skills.

But the United States appears to be
doing a lousy job of equipping its young

people for this arduous . As the

international computer
competition was going on in Atlanta, a
new study was released showing Amer-
ican students rank 21st in the world in
their knowledge of science and math.

As Poucher told me a couple of days
ago, “If Americans aren't serious about
being industrious [in learning], they're
going to end up being sne?tors to the

rest of the world.”
EEE

None of this takes away from the out-
standing performance of the UCF pro-
gramming students, or of a team from
the Florida Institute of Technology in
Melbourne, which also placed 29th.

The UCF and FIT computer-science
students proved themselves to be among
the most able programmers in the world.

If we truly value educational achieve-
ment, we'll cheer these computer whizzes
as loudly as we do UCF's football team.

John Koenig's column appears Sun-
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Monday ip CFB, He also can be heard
at 5:30 p.m. Monday on 90.7 FM
(WMFE). He welcomes your comments.
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