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In the March-April issue of Defense
AT&L, Michael W. Wynne and
Mark D. Schaeffer, in their article
“Revitalization of Systems Engi-
neering in DoD,” stated that “our

primary goal is to re-establish DoD’s
systems engineering prowess.” One
of the missions of the Naval Sea Sys-
tems Command’s Systems Engi-
neering Development Program is to
train and develop systems engineers
based on competency-driven models. 

Assessing the Health of
NAVSEA’s Systems
Engineering Development
Program 
Two years ago, NAVSEA’s Systems En-
gineering Development Program was
evaluated for effectiveness. In Octo-
ber 2003, after the survey, a national
engineering manager’s meeting was
held to enhance and improve the program through the
implementations of agreed-upon best practices. This year,
65 engineers from NAVSEA’s Systems Engineering De-
velopment Program were surveyed to evaluate our
progress. How are we doing? Well, as Dr. Bob (Richard
Dreyfeus) said to his client (Bill Murray) in the movie What
About Bob? “Baby Steps.”

While several areas, such as managerial awareness, down-
sizing, and the administration of the program, have
showed some progress, there is plenty of room for con-
tinued improvement. The “intern” name still remains a
sore point. The percentage of engineers who would enter
the program again has decreased. Although managerial
awareness has shown improvement, it still is the area
identified as most frustrating and in need of work. 

Two years ago, 86 percent of current engineers and grad-
uates said they would enter the program again. In this

year’s survey of current interns, 66 percent said that they
would definitely enter the program again; another 15 per-
cent said they would not; and 17 percent indicated “not
sure.” As before, some of those who would not enter the
program again cited faster advancement outside the pro-
gram. According to some engineers, the current lower ini-
tial salary contributes to their reluctance. 

Best Experiences
SSyysstteemmss  EEnnggiinneeeerriinngg  EEdduuccaattiioonn
Two years ago, 90 percent of managers indicated that en-
gineers were learning systems engineering, as did 63 per-
cent of current engineers. This year, 100 percent of the
managers said that the engineers were learning systems
engineering, and 73 percent of the engineers agreed. 

RRoottaattiioonnss  
Two years ago, rotations—the core of NAVSEA’s Systems
Engineering Development Program—were cited as the
most valuable aspect of the program by 60 percent of the
engineers surveyed. This year, 81 percent indicated that
rotations were valuable, with 55 percent citing the rota-
tions as “extremely valuable.” 



In answering the question “What has been your best ex-
perience in the program?” the predominant number of
responses were related to the opportunity to rotate and
the flexibility to rotate through different assignments, es-
pecially those rotations that brought the engineer closer
to the sailor and the Navy’s products. Fifty-four percent
cited rotations and another 22 percent cited the flexibil-
ity that the program offers. Since rotations are a major
aspect of the flexibility, one might argue that 76 percent
of the positive indicators pointed to rotations. Some com-
ments:
• “The main reason I entered the program was the abil-

ity to rotate within NAVSEA.” 
• “Rotations provide you with the background to under-

stand the Navy organization.” 
• “External rotation at SubPac Pearl Harbor. I learned how

the Navy ‘really works’ from the guys in both blue and
khaki.”

Some engineers found the rotations to be career- 
defining: 
• “Freedom to explore the Navy’s acquisition system, the

opportunity to mold my career path, and the chance
to get a graduate-level education are fantastic aspects
of the program.”

• “[The program] gave me an opportunity to work many
different kinds of engineering jobs and work with many
different kinds of engineers. This helped me sculpt what
an ideal job for me would be, where I could contribute
the most.“

HHaannddss--oonn  EExxppeerriieennccee  
Two years ago, 20 percent indicated that hands-on ex-
perience from events, trips, and SEA trials was one of the
more important aspects of the program. This year, the
number was up to 48 percent. Ninety-
four percent indicated that hands-on
experience was, at the least, “valu-
able,” if not more than valuable. Un-
happily, some engineers stated that
they hadn’t had the opportunity for
hands-on experience. Some of the en-
gineers reported that hands-on ex-
perience enabled career-defining re-
alizations. A representative comment
from one engineer: “By being hands
on, I was able to determine what kind
of position I would like to pursue once
I’ve graduated from the program and
enter the regular government civilian
workforce.” 

GGeettttiinngg  AAnn  OOvveerrvviieeww
Nine percent of the engineers re-
ported that getting an overview was
either a “best experience” or a posi-
tive aspect of the program. For one,
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it was “the opportunity to try a variety of different things
and gain a broad range of experience before settling into
one position.”

NNaattiioonnaall  IInntteerrnn  CCoonnffeerreennccee
The National Intern Conference was cited as “extremely
valuable” by 19 percent of the participants, and overall,
71 percent indicated that it was at least “valuable.” Twenty-
five percent reported that the National Intern Conference
was “not valuable”; however, many of them indicated
that had it been offered during the first three months of
their employment, it would have been valuable.

Areas For Improvement
MMaannaaggeemmeenntt  IIssssuueess
This year, some of the same areas for improvement
emerged, with management training and program aware-
ness once again considered the two areas still needing
the most improvement. However, while two years ago,
60 percent indicated insufficiently trained managers as
a major problem area, this year only 17 percent indicated
managerial training as a major issue; however, another
66 percent said the managerial training could use some
improvement. Ten percent cited “managerial awareness”
or lack thereof as being their worst experience: 
• “I was placed initially on an external rotation with a

manager that wanted to use me as his secretary. When
I realized this and tried to press the issue with him that
I needed to be challenged more, he refused.”

• “My boss didn’t introduce himself for a week-and-a-
half and didn’t give me anything to do for the entire
four months that I was there.”

• “Maybe give the managers, or divisions for that mat-
ter, mandatory training before they are allowed to take
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on interns. My biggest complaint is lack of manager
knowledge about the program.”

Thirty-one percent stated more specifically that there was
a lack of oversight and guidance, while 50 percent stated
that the manager’s expectations for the engineers were
not clear. Twenty-three percent indicated insufficient su-
pervision as an issue, and 25 percent specifically stated
that their managers had a lack of understanding of the
program. As a result of the survey, two key managers will
be providing a Q&A to other managers in the field via
video teleconference (VTC).

DDoowwnnttiimmee  
Two years ago, 30 percent of the engineers in the pro-
gram cited downtime as an issue. Lack of a computer or
telephone and delays in obtaining a badge were noted as
problems. This year, only 14 percent thought downtime
was an issue, but of those, 21 percent said that they had
to wait too long for a phone, badge, or computer. An ad-
ditional 52 percent indicated that this area could use some
improvement. What were the issues under downtime?
Thirty-seven percent stated that they felt lost with noth-
ing to do; 25 percent said that they had full time job re-
sponsibilities in addition to the Acquisition Intern Pro-
gram responsibilities; and 16 percent indicated that they
had too much to read. 

““IInntteerrnn””::  MMiisslleeaaddiinngg  NNoommeennccllaattuurree
Two years ago, 60 percent of the engineers reported that
the term “intern” was an issue. As a result, at the National
Manager’s Meeting, an agreement was made to call the
interns “engineers in NAVSEA’s AIP.” How did that pan
out? Not very well, it seems. According to this year’s sur-
vey, 73 percent said that the intern name was still at least
somewhat of a problem. From my perspective, calling
the interns in the program “engineers” did not stick at
the NAVSEA level, and since the official name of the pro-
gram is “Acquisition Intern Program,” the title engineer
falls out of use quickly. Fifteen percent of the responses
concerning worst experiences were related to the intern
name. “I had a lot of ‘intern’ work to do, meaning wasted
time,” commented one, while another cited “being treated
as free labor and being put on projects solely because you
are free with no regard for the intern’s plans.”

IInnddiivviidduuaall  DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  PPllaann
Thirteen percent cited the Individual Development Plan
as their worst experience—“trying to get my IDP filled
out and sent to Mechanicsburg [Pa.] by the deadline when
my supervisor didn’t have much clue what it was about.”

AAddmmiinniissttrraattiivvee  IIssssuueess  
Fifty-nine percent referred to administrative issues;
even so, this was an improvement from two years
ago. The area of travel issues showed an improvement
of 9 percent; communication showed an improve-

ment of 10 percent; and budget problems showed an
improvement of 8 percent. Gratifyingly, several engi-
neers felt that the employees of the administration
provided excellent service.

In terms of Washington, D.C. headquarters-related ad-
ministration, two years ago, 20 percent cited the quar-
terly meetings as an area for improvement. This year,
only 11 percent indicated the meetings as an area for im-
provement; 5 percent reported that the quarterly meet-
ings were too long. The quarterly meetings have since
been streamlined. Twenty percent did indicate that com-
munication is an issue with HQ. Overall, communication
was cited by 45 percent as an area to improve.

FFiirrsstt  DDaayyss
There has been real improvement in this area. The ma-
jority of the respondents completed the necessary pa-
perwork and introductions on their first day of work. Most
felt the first days were positive. It especially stood out for
the new engineers when a more seasoned engineer met
them the first day—a recommendation after the last sur-
vey. Ten percent of the first-day experience was some-
what negative, usually having to do with downtime and
lack of preparation by management. Even so, this area
has markedly improved over the last two years. 

Conclusions and Recommendations
In summary, NAVSEA’s Systems Engineering Develop-
ment Program has shown measured improvements. How-
ever, in looking at the data and specific areas highlighted,
exponential improvements are possible with some slight
adjustments. What would these recommendations/ad-
justments be? 
• The senior career manager of recruitment will provide

four 1- to 2-hour VTC training sessions to everyone man-
aging engineers in NAVSEA’s Systems Engineering De-
velopment program.

• The two resident managerial experts will give Q&A ses-
sions by VTC two or three times a year.

• The Naval Center for Acquisition Workforce Professional
Development and NAVSEA Headquarters will commu-
nicate regularly any new information by e-mail.

• NAVSEA engineering managers will reinvigorate the title
of “engineer” for those in the program.

• NAVSEA's Systems Engineering Development Program
will be administered based on the Manager's Survival
Guide and the best practices recommended during Q&A
sessions. 

• NAVSEA engineering managers must be better prepared
and have a seasoned engineer meet the new engineers
on the first day.

The author welcomes comments and questions. He
can be contacted at matthew.tropiano@navy.mil.




