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The Review:  
 

As a nation we are in the middle of possibly the most dramatic re-structuring of the way 
we work there has ever been. The Industrial Revolution which started in the United 
Kingdom in the early 1700’s brought unprecedented changes to working practices that 
took over one hundred and fifty years to come to full fruition. The Digital Revolution which 
the industrial world is now experiencing has only been underway for at most twenty years 
and has already transformed the way many of us work to an extent comparable to the 
changes of three hundred years earlier.  

Recent estimates are that the UK currently has 22 million employees who make use of 
IT as a tool of their everyday work, approximately 75% of the entire employed workforce1. 
It has being suggested that the digital economy is becoming synonymous with the national 
economy. Digital Skills havebecome key Life Skills, necessary for full participation in most 
aspects of life. Digital technology is transforming much more than just one sector of the 
economy — the whole economy has become digitised.2 

Change at this pace inevitably results in difficulties in matching the types of skills 
training being provided for aspiring workers to the skills sets required for the newly 
emerging jobs. The extent of this disconnect is linked to the rate of technological change. 
Historically advances have tended to be more gradual, allowing  training for the emergent 
skills to be developed, adapted into a qualification structure and then implemented (ideally 
along with the appropriate careers advice and guidance)  to ensure that there has only 
been a minor blip in the skills continuum.  This has not been the case with the digital 
technology, progress has been so rapid that the skills training and qualification delivery 
structure has struggled to keep up. Consequently whereas previously short-term skills 
mismatches were quickly addressed and the balance between the flow of skills required 
and the sectors needs was regained, now it would appear that we are facing a rather 
more difficult challenge. 

As with any very new technology the shortage of skilled practitioners means that the 
economics of the market place dictate that the price being paid for their services rises. 
This causes problems not only for the leading edge businesses in the sector, but also for 
those who are operating in the skills training sector. Traditionally lower paid than business 
they are faced with an acute shortage of skilled training practitioners. They need to pay far 
higher wages than normal to attract and retain staff and this at the same time as there is a 
real need to increase the numbers going through the training establishment in order to 
meet the shortage of skilled workers. 

 

                                                
1 E Skills Technology Insights Report 2012  
2 ‘Make or Break: The UK’s Digital Future’ The House of Lords Report February 2015 p20 
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                 Figure1. The Skills Cycle 

 

Given the unprecedented scale of the move towards a digitally centred economy, the 
risk is that this mismatch moves from becoming a short-term relatively minor imbalance to 
a far more serious structural problem which could impact on the economy as a whole.  

‘We need both a vibrant growing highly skilled workforce of ‘Digital Professionals’ and 
an increasingly large pool of technology capable business people who understand the 
strategic implications of technology and have the ability to realise its potential for all types 
of businesses innovation, productivity and competitiveness.’ 3  

The very recent House of Lords report4 recommends that Digital Skills should be made 
the third core skills subject. It goes on to suggest that approximately 35% of the UK 
workforce is susceptible to digital automation in the next two decades. The jobs which are 
most at risk are office and administration, sales and services, transport, construction, 
extraction and manufacturing production.5 

  
In September 2013 the DCTPN newsletter was writing: 

‘For some time now business leaders have been trumpeting the imminent arrival of 
high speed Broadband as something which was going to play a key role in helping to 
regenerate the economy of the deep South West. The speed on connectivity, the ease of 
access and the overcoming of the problems of rurality can play a key part in transforming 
the business landscape. And yet……. we still have Tim Jones at the Heart of the South 

                                                
3 Developing the Skills to Maximise the Impact of Superfast Broadband. ES Partnerships Alliance 
Briefing paper. Ben Nield Slim. Marchmont Observatory March 2012 p5 
4 ‘Make or Break: The UK’s Digital Future’ The House of Lords Report February 2015 p47 
5 Ibid p20 
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West LEP harping on about the lack of IT specialists, and despite the social networking 
revolution we still appear to have a shortage of young IT specialists’6.  

Research at the time into apprenticeship starts in the South West region revealed that 
there were twelve times as many Advanced ICT apprentices in the South East as the 
South West when the expected number based on recruitment across all apprenticeship 
frameworks should have been only twice as many.  

Two months later the newsletter was reporting the e-skills UK Report on the Digital 

sector 2.0 statement: 

‘On current predictions the digital sector will require nearly 300,000 new recruits by 
2020 if it is to maximise its full potential. The new roles that will be created will require 
both deeper and more specialised technical IT skills, as well as being complemented by a 
combination of business, sales and communications skills. But at present, a lack of 
specialist technical skills are seriously hampering growth in the sector and forcing the 
sector to hold back on growth despite its seeking to recruit from elsewhere.‘7 

Digital skills shortages are now being reported by a number of the larger employers 
across the whole of Heart of the South West (HOTSW) Local Enterprise Partnership 
(LEP) area. It is quite clear that there is a significant shortage of skilled IT technical skills 
staff who are available to work in the digital skills sector. All the evidence shows that there 
is only a trickle of young people qualifying in the sector and that they are either going on 
to HE or are being snapped up, often at a wage which is beyond that available in the 
South West.  

There have been a number of anecdotal stories of companies recruiting trained staff 
from abroad, Hungary and Poland in particular, indeed the Devon and Cornwall Business 
Council has looked closely at a European Union funded scheme,8 but this is being seen 
more as a temporary stop gap rather than a long-term solution. Those that are recruiting 
successfully are feeling the benefits for their own businesses. Paul Coles, British 
Telecom’s South West Regional manager commented recently that the recent Cornwall 
Business awards could have been renamed the Cornish High Tec Awards, as almost 
every winner had incorporated IT into their businesses and were now reaping the 
benefits.9 

Businesses will increasingly require IT systems that enable collaborations to take place 
between anyone, any time, on any device, from any place,  including overseas. 
Technology professionals will need to ensure that IT systems allow such collaborations, 
securely and seamlessly and those same business leaders will need to consider the 
staffing implications once it is possible to source talent from a potentially global pool.10 

                                                
6 DCTPN Newsletter September 2013 
7 Ibid November 2013 
8 Ben Rhodes DCBC 31.10.14 
9 Paul Coles BT 29.05.15 
10 ‘Digital Skills in the Heart of the South West.’ Ben Neild & Chris Evans. Slim, Marchmont     
   Observatory University of Exeter June 2014 p.11 
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Digital skills are global and can be accessed from many places across the globe without 
the individual worker having to be present on site.  Should the South West fail to secure 
the workforce it needs to move the digital sector forward in the way that it wants, there are 
a plethora of other locations which will be quick to fill the void. 

Figure 2 below provides some indication of the range of skills shortages which 
employers have been reporting from across the area. 

 

Figure 2. Source: UKCES, National Employers’ Skills  Survey, 2013  
 

 

Over the next two decades some economists have estimated that as many as a half of 
current jobs in the UK could become subject to a degree of automation, some in ways 
which we can’t yet imagine. With digital technology is changing so much of our lives, work, 
society and politics it brings with it huge opportunities for the UK, but should we fail to act, 
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it will bring significant risks.11 We need to know how serious a threat the skills shortage 
poses to the HOTSW area, and what, if anything, should we be doing about it?  

 

With the successful introduction of IT lying at the heart of the drive for business 
efficiency and rising productivity, it is central to way in which the HOTSW  Local 
Enterprise Partnership  (LEP) has been focusing on supporting local businesses to grow 
out of the recession, creating wealth and jobs across Somerset, Devon, Torbay and 
Plymouth. ‘The focus on digital skills and bringing the area’s ICT infrastructure up to the 
best international standards is part of the drive both to address economic and social 
exclusion in rural communities and the right conditions for knowledge intensive, export 
orientated growth across the area.’12 

 
 

Another aspect of the digital industry which needs further study in the South West is 
the very low numbers of women employed in the sector. Female participation in the UK 
workforce is currently 46%, but women only comprise 15% of ICT professionals.13 Whilst 
the National Audit Office statistics do show a slight rise in the number of women entering 
the Science Technology Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) careers, ICT has proven 
to be the exception with a 15% decline in the number of female ICT Technicians over the 
past two years, with women only making up 21.5% of the workforce compared with 25% in 
2012.14 Female representation in IT positions in the UK is lower than the European Union 
norm. A target for the proposed new national digital college is that 40% of their recruits 
should be women.15 

 Some local digital businesses have described the sector as being ‘part of a boys 
club’16 This gender imbalance is reflected in our local colleges and in those who are 
engaged on the apprenticeship programmes.17  Work to see what Information Advice and 
Guidance on the sector is being provided for young people18, it’s fitness for purpose19 and 
what role can be played by employers in helping to promote a STEM agenda20 has had to 
be undertaken. This sought to discover how many young people have been steered away 
from a career in the digital sector, before they even surface on a Further Education 
course.   

 
 

                                                
11 ‘Make or Break: The UK’s Digital Future’ The House of Lords Report February 2015 p.20 
12 ‘Digital Skills in the Heart of the South West.’ Ben Neild & Chris Evans. Slim, Marchmont     
   Observatory University of Exeter June 2014 p5 
13 Labour Market Statistics, February 2014 Office of National statistics February 2014 
14 Female representation in IT positions in the UK is lower than the EU norm. E Skills ‘Women in IT 
Scorecard’ E skills/BCS, June 2014. 
15 www.ncdigitalskills.org.uk/ 
16 Dave Underwood. Met Office lead on the Super Computer 11.02.15 
17 Jenny Leach Exeter College 15.01.15, 02.03.15       Kathy Barnes Achievement Training 
06.05.15 
18 Careers Council Cornwall, Devon & Somerset meeting 04.03.15 
19 Sam Ansell STEMNET 20.05.15 
20 DCBC STEM meeting 18.06.15 
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Executive Summary  

This report examines the current position of the digital technology sector across the 
Heart of the South West ( HOTSW) Local Enterprise Area and the factors behind a 
perceived shortfall in the numbers of locally trained digital workers entering that workforce. 
Despite the area having two outstanding Institutes of Higher Education, the highest 
concentration of Grade 1 Ofsted rated Colleges of Further Education in the country21, 
training providers who have consistently achieved the highest apprenticeship success 
rates in the United Kingdom22 and a history of close collaboration, the numbers of young 
people enrolling on digital programmes remains lower than in other areas23. 

The rapid growth of digital technology is already having a significant impact on the 
economy of the Heart of the South West area and has the potential to make an even 
greater one, if enough of the opportunities it brings can be harnessed. The existing and 
future impacts lie in two, linked, areas, in the rapid further development of the specialist 
digital sector in the area (with its massive potential) and in the broader effect that the 
impact of new digital technology has on the wider business infrastructure.  

In terms of the specialist digital sector, the HOTSW area has great potential. Digital 
development appears to occur in clusters24, where a core number of specialist digital firms 
emerge in a general locality, start to grow and build a momentum. The emergence of this 
innovative hub triggers a secondary growth in the development of a range of support 
firms, training specialisms in the local educational institutions and the development of both 
formal and informal networks where ideas and information are exchanged and plans 
formulated.  

 
The HOTSW area appears to have reached the tipping point regarding recognition as a 

viable digital cluster25. Currently it has not achieved the national recognition it needs to 
attract government investment26 yet the emergence of two distinct and quite strong digital 
clusters centred around Exeter and Plymouth makes this a real possibility.27 Both areas 
have the potential to deliver a specialist strand of the digital technology sector. Exeter has 
unique opportunity to develop a world leading position centred around Big Data. The 
acquisition of the new supercomputer and its location on the Exeter SCcience Park has 
the potential to be a game changer, but the super computer on its own is not enough, 
there is still a need to attract more specialist digital firms and to build a momentum which 
sees talented workers re-locating to the area.28  The support services need to be further 
developed and the guidance and educational infrastructure created, in order to begin a 
flow of talented local workers29. 

                                                
21 Paul Fletcher Lead South West Ofsted Inspector 23.03.15 
22 SFA Data Cube 2015 
23 ILR/FE Data Library 2015 
24 ‘The Tech Nation. Powering the Digital Economy 2015’ Tech City UK pp. 2-11 
25 ‘Noteworthy Companies from a year of innovation.’ Western Morning News 03.07.14 
26 ‘The Tech Nation. Powering the Digital Economy 2015’ Tech City UK 
27 See above pp. 73-74 
28 Glenn Woodcock Andromeda Capital 02.06.15 
29 Dave Underwood Met Office 18.03.15, Emma Fielding et al Exeter College 15.01.15 
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Plymouth is in a similar situation, with clusters in both Cyber Security for Business and 
Creative Digital sectors. With a strong link t its pro-active university, allied with a focus on 
its science park there is a momentum building around a digital specialism within the city. 
The laudable investment in the creation of a centre for  Digital Arts, Research and 
Enterprise30 in the Devonport market hall, emphasises that there is a local understanding 
of what steps need to be taken to move up a level onto the national stage. As with Exeter, 
the support services need to be further developed and a guidance and educational 
infrastructure created.,Currently interest in the sector as a future career remains very low 
amongst young people. The need is for the development of a world class digital workforce 
which will raise the level of skills operating in the local economy,(particularly higher skills). 
This will require the improvement of the existing vocational pathways to higher-level skills, 
quite possibly raising resident participation rates in Higher Education, as well as improving 
local graduate retention31.  

, 
 
Given the rapid rate of development the window of opportunity for the HOTSW based 

digital sector to move into a world market are short. It is a very competitive market and it is 
vital that everything is done to encourage and support our digital specialists to gain any 
possible advantage. Currently, it is fair to say that large elements of the  HOTSW area are 
‘behind the game’. Not having SMART city status32, not being listed as a digital cluster 
centre on the national map33, lacking initiatives comparable to the East London informal 
digital infrastructure for youngsters at school, not having a national digital college34, 
lacking a digital University Technical College (unlike Sheffield, Gloucester and Bristol -, 
three of our rival sub-regions) 35, and finally, having the lowest digital apprenticeship take 
up in the country36 all mean that there is a great deal of work to be done. Nonetheless, the 
area does have a number of critical advantages ranging from the Met Office and the 
associated supercomputer, to our outstanding educational facilities and some very high,37 
though also some rather low levels, of connectivity to superfast broadband38.  

 
It remains imperative that the area continues to see increasing numbers of local firms 

across all sectors embrace digital technology. For a whole host of reasons the area as a 
whole has been slow to seize the opportunities presented by the digital revolution, 
something which has contributed to the low productivity rates which have dogged local 
industry39. The HOTSW business community must continue to encourage local companies 
to grasp the nettle and embrace digital technology and make greater use of what digital 

                                                
30 ‘Digital Economy Highlight Report’ Plymouth Growth Board  April 2015 
31 Post 2014 22% of Plymouth University graduates were retained locally, 10% of Exeter 
University’s. Higher Education Statistical Agency, 2014  
32  See SMART City status pp 77-78 
33 The Tech Nation. 
34 See above pp.78-80 
35 See above pp.80-82 
36 SFA Data Cube 2015 
37 Gerald Power Digital Plymouth 18.11.14 
38 ‘Digital Deprivation in the UK’  Point Topic (October 2013).p11 
39 ‘Developing the Skills to Maximise the Impact of Superfast Broadband’. ES Partnerships Alliance 
Briefing paper Ben Nield Slim. Marchmont Observatory March 2012 
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opportunities are available.  
 
For this to occur it is necessary for there to be a readily available supply of skilled 

digital workers to fill the job opportunities that emerge. Whilst the digital specialist 
workforce will tend to be very highly trained and at the top end of skills levels, those 
working in the wider business environment often need to be technically competent rather 
than market leading specialists. They need to be comfortable around the technologies that 
exist, rather than at the cutting edge of developing new ones. This will require a co-
ordinated campaign both to promote the opportunities for jobs involving working with 
digital technology to young people and to support the Further Education sector to deliver 
the quality of training required.  

 
The delivery of information advice and guidance on digital working is uniquely difficult40 

and the costs of maintaining training venues with the latest technology and programmes is 
prohibitive.41 However, the region is fortunate in having the highest percentage of Ofsted 
grade 1 and grade 2 Further Education inspection results of any area in the country42 and 
is in a position to deliver what is needed, with suitable encouragement. 

The following recommendations are put forward in the belief that their successful 
delivery would contribute significantly to the competitiveness of both the specialist digital 
and wider business communities and that they will be important factors in determining the 
outcomes of any future bids for funding for the sector: 

1. Tackling the job readiness of those entering the job market 
2. The creation of one or more Digital hubs 
3.The development of informal groups for young people interested in the sector 
4. Greater Engagement of local digital firms with the Tech Partnership 
5. Need for SMART City and TECH Nation status to be achieved 
6. Work to encourage greater integration of digital businesses into the mainstream 

business community 
7. Encourage the Digital Business Community to work more closely with Schools 
8. The improvement of Information Advice and Guidance  
9. The setting up of a National Digital College in the Heart of the South West area  
10. Consider setting up a University Technical College specialising in Digital 

Technology  
11. Collaboration with those employers who have a training dimension 
12. Need to engage the informal cluster communities 
13. The need to grow the new degree apprenticeship frameworks  
14. A monitoring brief is kept on the Fitness of current Mathematics for Purpose 

delivery debate 

                                                
40 See above pp. 58-64, 78-79 
41 See above pp.56- 58 
42 Paul Fletcher Lead South West Ofsted Inspector 23.03.15 
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The Opportunities 

Occupations with Actual or the Potential for Growth : 

It is very important to make a clear distinction between two sectors within the 
workforce. There is a digital specialist business sector and in this the UK has the 2nd 
largest share of Gross Domestic Product of all the countries in the European Union43. This 
is needs to be looked at separately to the increasing use of digital technology, which is 
happening in many other industries such as the use of IT to co-ordinate retail sales and 
store deliveries, to design engineering machinery etc., this move towards digitalisation is 
well under way. 

“All future jobs will include digital in one way or another.”44 
 
There were 340,000 new start up digital businesses in UK in 201445 and it is useful to 

get a sense of the employment ramifications and the consequent demand for skills.  
 Of the 1.55 million employed in the national workforce who utilise digital skills, 30% are 

digital sector professionals, 30% are ‘other workers in the digital sector’ and 40% are 
using digital skills professionally in other sectors.46  

Nationally, digital jobs account for 4% of the UK workforce. The majority of IT services 
and manufacturing industries are predominately based in London and the South East. 
Estimates of annual employment growth in the digital industry (to 2020) vary from 3.3% in 
London to 2% in the North East and South East of England, with a need for 141,300 new 
entrants into IT and Telecoms professional occupations every year. 

Devon County Council’s Local Economy Forecasting Model suggests that employment 
in IT services in Devon will grow by 21% between 2013 and 2023, 5% higher than in the 
rest of the country.47 This provides an indication of the opportunities available for the 
region through establishing a digital sector hub. 

Over the last decade there has been a growth in the number of specialist digital firms 
which have moved their location into the Heart of the South West, in addition to a number 
of notable start-ups. Whilst the Met Office’s move to Exeter has attracted the greatest 
publicity, that city has also seen the emergence of Blurr, Atass, Sparx, U Check and 
Crowdcube to name but a few. At the same time Plymouth has gained Intelligent 
Optimisations, Blue ScreenIT, Silverstream and Goss Interactive48. The HOTSW LEP 
area is proving to be attractive for digital companies and it is important that this is 

                                                
43 European Commission Report on Digital Competitiveness. 2010 
44 Julie Hawker CEO Cosmic UK 04.03.15 
45 House of Lords report p72 
46 ‘Digital Skills in the Heart of the South West.’ Ben Neild & Chris Evans Slim, Marchmont 
Observatory University of Exeter June 2014 P13 
47 Ibid p14. 
48 ‘Noteworthy Companies from a year of innovation.’ Western Morning News 03.07.14 
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highlighted and publicised. 

There can be no doubt that the lifestyle available in the South West does act as a pull 
for many of the senior managers.49 The high levels of superfast broadband around the 
Plymouth area, acts as a pull for others.50 It would be wrong however to paint too positive 
a picture, although the  Heart of the South West does appear to have real opportunities for 
growth, HOTSW has three of the most deprived top ten Local Authorities in country 
located within its boundaries. Connectivity is also variable, with West Somerset having the 
lowest connectivity nationally, Torbay ranking as the 6th lowest and Torridge coming in at 
number 1051. 

  

Given the connectivity issues for some of our more rural locations it follows that with 
the Go On campaign reporting that 16 million individuals nationally do not possess even 
basic IT skills, HOTSW LEP faces a challenge if it is to upskill  those elements of the 
workforce who face the greatest issues around connectivity52.  

Recent (for 2013) figures for HOTSW indicate that 195,000 individuals have never 
used the internet, ranging from 13.5% in Torbay to 14.7% in Plymouth.53  

In the most recent European Competitiveness report,54 nationally our connectivity is 
rated as Good, with 82% of benefiting from next generation broadband coverage, against 
the European Union (EU) average of 62%. Our Internet Usage is also rated as Good, with 
87% being listed as regular users, compared to the EU average of 72%. The UK also 
appears to be very active at E-commerce with 77% of individuals buying online, compared 
with the EU average of 47%. More worryingly, the population’s Digital Skills are rated as 
only being Average, with 35% having low or zero skills, well below the EU average of 
39%. 

42% of our large businesses are now selling online compared to the EU average of 
32%, although the difference is much lower with small and medium sized businesses and 
micro businesses, where only 18% of the UK’s S.M.E.’s are selling online. This is only 
slightly higher than the 14% of S.M.E.’s figure for the EU average. Our companies 
engagement with E-Business is also low, with only 24% using electronic invoices some 
5% lower than the EU average of 29%. Even more significantly, only 10% of the UK’s 
SME’s use enterprise resource planning software (e.g. accounting software), well below 
the 25% average across the EU. 

It has to be pointed out that with the UK being one of the EUs most advanced 
economies, comparisons with the average can be misleading. A comparison with the 
other leading economies could well further highlight the areas where we are being left 
behind.  

                                                
49 Mike Dieroff CEO Blue ScreenIT 23.04.15 
50 Gerald Power Digital Plymouth 18.11.14 
51  ‘Digital Deprivation in the UK’  Point Topic (October 2013).p11 
52 www.go-on.co.uk 
53 ‘Internet Access Quarterly ONS’, Q1 2013 
54 Europe 2020 Competitiveness Report 2012 World Economic Forum.  
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This serious under performance in the levels of digital skills within the population 

comes at a time when we are seeing national moves to embrace digital technology as a 
means to facilitate cost savings in our public services, The need for an increased focus on 
how our society becomes more digitally literate and the digital inclusion agenda will 
influence both the skills demand and the skills supply sides of our economy.  

 The case for investment in Superfast Broadband is clear from a number of studies 
showing high levels of economic and social return for public investment in digital 
infrastructure. The UK Broadband Impact study, for example, models a £20 return for 
every £1 of public investment, arising primarily as a result of productivity growth among 
broadband using enterprises, but also from increased labour market participation, 
safeguarded employment and increases in teleworker productivity55. 

 
Big Data 

 
What is meant by the term Big Data? 
 
‘The continual generation of data from social media sites, mobile devices, smart 

meters, satellites and other sources coupled with advances in data storage and 
processing, is identified as being not only a source of competitive advantage for existing 
enterprises, but the basis for the growth of new ‘big data’ analytics clusters focused on 
marine, environmental and health related services.’ 56 

 
The growth of the Big Data specialism within the Digital sector has been spectacular, 

from not even being listed as an occupation on Linked in in 2009 its has risen to fifth place 
in the listing all digital jobs by 201357  and with the amount of data available in the world 
having grown by 90% in the past two years it is set to grow far faster58.  

 
• Big Data has a scale of transformational potential for business comparable with 

the World Wide Web  
• Development of the ‘Internet of Things’  could mean that by 2020 sensor data will 

be being generated by as many as 50 billion connected devices around the globe. 
• Estimated national Big Data job market of 58,000 new jobs by 2017  
• Value of public sector information alone to UK economy = £1.8 billion a year. Not 

to mention wider social / economic benefits.  
 
Big Data is of particular interest in HOTSW 
• Exeter University with focus on computer science research inc industrial partners 

such as Hauwei Technologies & IBM; cross-disciplinary working and expertise on data 

                                                
55 UK Broadband Impact Study SQW Nov 2013 
56 Ben Neild & Chris Evans p8 
57 Linked In Infographic 1. LinkedIn Infographic. Available at: 
http://linked.com/blog/index.php/2014/01/top-10-job-titles-that -didn’t-exist-5-years-ago-infographic 
58 Mickledore, Exeter Knowledge Economy Strategy and Action Plan 2013 
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science centres, major partnership with Met Office on Global Environmental Futures 
Campus 

• Met Office – national recognised asset and major investment in new 
supercomputer 

• Emerging / existing business base including ATASS Group, Solent Statistics, 
Tangerine Bee, Select Statistical Services, First Databank, Blur Group……..59 

 

The area has an opportunity, with the spectacular growth of Big Data a number of key 
factors have come together to mean that HOTSW and Exeter in particular are very well 
placed to become leading players in its development on the world stage. Consequently 
there is a need to create a vision of what is possible and then get all the required partners 
to buy into it and to act quickly, however it is a short window of opportunity and if not 
grasped it will not become available again. Exeter City Council are keen to build on the 
opportunity as is one of the country’s top universities, there is the Met Office, the new 
Super Computer now located at the fast growing Exeter Science Park, a top Further 
Education College, one of two national Maths schools as well as a growing number of 
cutting edge local digital businesses all keen to be involved.60 

 

There is the old problem that pre occupation of the Government is always with London, 
the regions have to push far harder to get noticed 

 

What is the potential?  

More than either road or rail links the band width availability is at the heart of 
developmental opportunity on the region. We have it at the Met Office and the University 
the challenge now is to make it both accessible and more widely available.  

‘Critical to realising the economic benefits (of superfast broadband) is the need to build 
capacity and understanding of the benefits of broadband among local communities’.61 

We now need to sow the seeds to develop a sense of ambition and drive, the 
ingredients to make us push to enable us to become top dogs. We have one of the largest 
computers in the world, now we need to capitalise on the opportunities which it brings. 
The quantities of information available is mind boggling, along with information security it 
will become increasingly more important.  We need the expertise developing around Big 
Data 

We need people who are proficient at Mango, DB and Hadoop while knowing all the 
time that they will have been left behind within a few years. We need a dynamic central 
hub where both current and potential staff are learning all the time 

 

                                                
59 Chris Garcia  CEO HOSW LEP. Unlocking Big Data Conference The Met Office.28th January 
2015 
60 Dave Underwood Met Office Lead on the Super Computer. 11.02.15 
61 Broadband Delivery Programme: Superfast Pilots – Lessons Learnt Report, DCMS, Nov 2011 
P18 
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On the new science park Met Office is providing potential access to one of the biggest 
data bases in the world, is at a level of scale that is beyond most people’s comprehension 

Already they are working with the really huge global companies who know about and 
want access to Big Data. 

 
The South West has the opportunity to become a global  leader in this field, despite the 

pre occupation of the Government  always being with London and the regions have to 
push far harder to get noticed even London is struggling to compete, though does have 
the high wage draw. The key is the development of a local developmental infra structure 
which provides a flow of outstanding digital talent. The hugely valuable assets are the 
’thought leaders’. They are the visionaries and the architects of the systems, who are 
often still relatively young, ambitious they do find that the South West attractive as 
somewhere to live and the lifestyle choice can bring people down for factors other than 
money.62  

 
However they also need to have opportunity and it is essential that the locality 

possesses a cluster of high tech companies whose staff feed off each other and see the 
opportunity for a localised career development path rather than have to move out the area 
when they are ready for a new challenge.63  

 

There is a wealth of expertise in the Heart of the South West and a surprisingly large 
number of small cottage industry digital companies working across it often with one or two 
individuals working out of their back room working 35-40 hour week, making a comfortable 
income and enjoying the lifestyle. We do need to harness this expertise and use it to feed 
into the central digital hub.64 

 
In order to make the required progress it is essential that the area is able to make full 

use of every opportunity to build a strong and vibrant digital infrastructure. Currently the 
government is looking at a Smart City agenda where cities local government, businesses 
and Higher Education Institutes link forces to develop smarter cities. Overseen by a 
government led forum local authorities and businesses work together to ensure that 
growth opportunities are not missed).  

 
The SMART City concept is not static, it should enable every citizen to engage with all 

the services on offer, public as well as private, in a way best suited to his or her needs. It 
brings together hard infra structure, social capital including local skills and community 
institutions and digital technologies to fuel sustainable economic development and provide 
an attractive environment for all. 

 
The first of its five key aspects to smarter approached, which are strongly information 

driven is: 

                                                
62 Ibid 
63 Glenn Woodcock Director Andromeda Capital 02.06.15 
64 Dave Underwood. 11.02.15 
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• A modern digital infrastructure with a secure but open access approach to public 
re-usable data, which enables citizens to access the information they need when they 
need it65 

 
With rivals for funding pots such as Bristol already pushing hard to achieve this, it is 

important that both Exeter, Plymouth and possibly should follow to enable them to get 
through the entry requirements for future bids.  

 
The same can also be said of the Tech City UK Cluster alliance, which was created in 

2013 to bring together the leading digital businesses from across the country. The group 
produce an annual Tech Nation Report which lists the top fifty centres for digital 
businesses and analyses their strengths. It is an influential list when it comes to the 
allocation of funding yet hardly surprisingly only cluster members are included. No Heart 
of the South West centre is included, and yet when the strengths of an Exeter Plymouth 
grouping are compared to most of those on the list, for example Belfast, the local 
attributes far outweigh those of our potential rivals.66   

 

The Cyber Security and Creative Digital Sectors 

Like Exeter, Plymouth already has a growing Digital Business nucleus with the added 
bonus that Plymouth University is already established as a major player in the delivery of 
Cyber Security graduate and post graduate degrees, as well as having considerable 
expertise in the creative arts, real engineering, electronics and robotics fields.67 It would 
appear that they might find the opportunities to grow the international military cyber 
security business limited by the work of GCHQ around Cheltenham, but the opportunities 
for cyber security development centred on the business community, in particular the 
smaller businesses are vast68. They already have strong ties with local digital companies 
and are keen to be involved with the development of the new level six apprenticeship 
framework. They already have staff who are operating at that level and possess the 
cutting edge equipment and programmes to back it up. However as with Exeter they do 
find it difficult to recruit local individuals for their courses and are keen to stimulate interest 
in local schools. 

 
They work closely with Exeter Science Park, have a real Big Data expertise as well as 

having close links to the Offshore Energy Catapult projects with it’s high digital input 
requirements. 

 
On the creative side Plymouth College of Arts has taken bold steps in this direction by 

creating a unique ecosystem which blends advanced digital technologies with traditional 
making. In so doing, they are developing students who not only posses the qualifications 

                                                
65 ‘SMART Cities: Background Paper’ Dept Business, Innovations and Skills October 2013 p.7 
66 ‘The Tech Nation. Powering the Digital Economy 2015’ Tech City UK 
67 Sally Sharpe University of Plymouth 11.05.15 
68 Paul Coles SW Regional Manager BT 29.05.15  
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but, more importantly, the aptitude to assess risk, solve problems and innovate. This is 
particularly evident within their new Fab Lab area where students are not simply learning 
to operate the machines but are learning how the machines can be used as an extension 
to their tool kit leading to the creation of new products69.  

The HOTSW LEP is well aware of the strengths within the city: 

• Plymouth University with Centre for Security, Communications & Network 
Research (CSCAN); Secure SW – university/business/government research programme; 
and Plymouth IDAT (Institute of Digital Art & Technology) – creative uses of data and 
technology.70 

 
  Plymouth University’s research work on Marine Cyber security has been rated by 

HEFC as four star, the highest and comparatively rare grading, denoting world leading 
work71. Apart from the outstanding world wide publicity and the outstanding achievement it 
will also help to ensure that further research funds are forthcoming.  

 The Plymouth Growth Board has been very progressive in the development of a digital 
hub in the guise of the Devonport Market Hall project which has been linked in with City 
College’s new STEM innovation centre. The cities aim is to set up world class centre for 
digital arts, research, enterprise and visitors which would be key in regenerating the area. 
It would provide training, digital research and development as well as helping digital 
inclusion. A professional development it will hold events, have conferences and play a 
central role in professional development.  

The partners include RIO, Plymouth University, Plymouth City Council, City College of 
FE, Devonport High School Boys, SWPET, Mutant Labs, Total Monkery, Highly Interactive 
Media Workshop, Cosmic UK, Elixel and Strike Games  

A £4m new build & renovation work starts on site in the summer of 2015 with phase 1 
completion in September 2016 phase 2 in November of 2016. It will comprise of state-of-
the-art facilities over 5 storeys, new laboratories and hi-tech learning spaces and will 
provide an entry vehicle to high level skills development for future jobs. The intention is for 
it to be a talent retention/pipeline for local employers and will be ready for business in 
201772 

 
 

 

 

 

                                                
69  Hannah Revell Director of Development Plymouth College of Arts 30.03.15 
70 Chris Garcia  CEO HOTSW LEP. Unlocking Big Data Conference The Met Office.28th January 
2015 
71 Professor Neil James Head of School University of Plymouth 18.06.15 
72 ‘Digital Economy Plymouth Growth Board Highlight Report.’ Plymouth Growth Board April 2015 
Pp. 2-3 
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Identified Problems  

Shortage of local young people coming through into the workforce 
 

A common theme through meetings with a number of specialist digital companies 
locally has been the lack of local young people who join their workforce. Some have found 
the recruitment of new staff to be a very time consuming task73, while others despite their 
best efforts over a number of years have struggled to get the percentage of ‘home grown’ 
staff above the 10% level.74  The Met Office in particular are keen to develop a permanent 
workforce from the local area as management feel that local personnel they will have 
greater commitment to the business, will have stronger ties to the area and consequently 
will not be as prone to leave etc. As it is they are drawing less of their workforce than they 
would like, but do not have any significant churn issues currently,  losing a few, but then 
also gain a few. 

 
The problems are not confined to the South West.  The House of Lords report into the 

UK’s Digital Future in February 2015 suggested that we are now at a tipping point when it 
comes to the development of digital skills and digital development generally. The report is 
described as “a wake-up call” generally about digital skills, which we are failing to develop 
at anything like the required rate. It states that “Digital is everywhere” and “we have a 
choice as a country about whether we seize this opportunity or whether we fall behind.” It 
demands that the next government should take control of the issue, create a national 
training agenda and rather like Lord Baker in the early flushes of computing in the 1980s, 
sanction a Cabinet Minister to lead it. Much of the report is aimed at the deliverers of 
education.75 

. 

The lack of skills is particularly difficult in the high tech digital firms where very bright 
ambitious young talent is needed. Sparx have grown from 3 members of staff to 60 over 
three years in Exeter but have real problems recruiting the desired staff, looking locally, 
then nationally and now internationally. They have a very complex recruitment process 
with a number of layers for would be employees. Having ascertained that they have the 
technical expertise required if they progress through the initial on line problem solving 
challenges and are invited to interview they then face an assessment day which focuses 
on their team working, how they function as a part of a group and how they present 
themselves.  

The company make considerable use of internships, has ascertained which 
departments in which universities are producing students of the appropriate calibre and 

                                                
73 Alison Kerr HR Manager Sparx 02.06.15 
74 Paul Taylor Business Development Manager BlueScreen It 
75 House of Lords report Pp. 6-9 
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marketing themselves there despite which recruitment takes up a disproportionate amount 
of time of senior management.76  

Atass initially tried where possible to recruit graduates with first class honours or 2:1’s 
in Mathematics solely from Oxford and Cambridge but have had to spread the net wider. 
77 

The digital sector requires highly skilled staff.  

  ‘On the whole people in the Technology Occupations are highly skilled with 66% 
holding qualifications at level 4 or above. The need for hybrid technical/business capability 
means that the sector is increasingly favouring workers with business experience. As a 
result the age at which people are recruited into these occupations has been rising and 
less than 1% of employees in the Technology Occupations are aged under 18.’ 78 

 
With the digital sector offering the potential of a relatively well paid job in a low wage 

area the issues behind this low level of take up need further examination. 

A number of possible reasons could be: 

1. Potential recruits do not have the qualifications necessary to gain employment 
2. The local deliverers of education and training are not providing enough appropriate   
       qualifications and training to prepare people to work in the sector 
3. The expectations of the employers is unreasonably high 
4. The ‘laddish’ culture that is said to exist in the sector deters many would be  
        applicants.  
5. Those providing Careers Guidance are unaware of the opportunities in the digital  
        sector 
6. Potential recruits are unaware of the potential careers in the digital sector 
7. Young people do not consider the digital sector to be an attractive one to work in 
8. The Digital sector is grouped with the other STEM sectors and has experienced   
        low levels of interest from young people 
9. The lack of clear career pathways deters many of the more able potential recruits 
 
 
So how does the digital sector draw its trained workforce from?  Figure 3 beneath 

provides a current insight into where those who are currently working in the sector have 
gained their experience and or qualifications.  Clearly a number of those surveyed gaining 
their skills from a variety of different sources rather than via a single route. 

                                                
76 Alison Kerr Sparx 02.06.15 
77 Rob Bosworth Exeter College 01.05.15 
78 Developing the Skills to Maximise the Impact of Superfast Broadband. ES Partnerships Alliance 
Briefing paper Ben Nield Slim. Marchmont Observatory March 2012 p.9 



  

23 
 

 

Figure.3 79 

 The presence of self taught at the top of the list puts the spotlight firmly onto the fact 
that the current training infrastructure is failing to deliver what the sectors needs. The lack 
of any formal qualifications in the top four outlets being used to develop staff suggests that 
there have been problems for those who have chosen to go down the more formal 
academic training route, and since those trained in local Further Education barely feature 
and Apprenticeships aren’t listed at all simply adds to the difficulties.  

As one local employer stated:  
 

‘Formal qualifications have not been fit for purpose, we have little engagement with 
apprenticeships as they do not have the content which we require, namely very specialist 
programming and big data skills, the HND still nowhere near suitable and we employ 
some computing graduates because we know that they have shown that they are capable 
of learning rather than for the knowledge they already have. We want programmers who 
are really up to speed with programme such as Java and Python. This is rarely the case, 
and many who are self taught from books, have learnt on line or been on a very short 
course, lack the real expertise to apply their skills and understanding to the challenges 
they face’.80 

 

                                                
79 ‘The Tech Nation. Powering the Digital Economy 2015’ Tech City UK p.27 
80 Dave Underwood  11.02.15 
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The Digital Qualifications 

Digital qualifications generally have been experiencing problems since before the turn 
of the century. There have been a few serious attempts to improve them but they proved 
short lived81.  

By January 2012  

‘At a time when technology is bursting with potential, teachers, professionals, 
employers, universities, parents and pupils are all telling us the same thing, ICT in our 
schools is a mess.  The current ICT curriculum is demotivating and dull. Instead having 
our children bored out of their minds being taught how to use Word or Excel by bored 
teachers, we should be having 11-year-olds able to write simple 2D computer 
animations,"82 

Announcing reasons behind the development of a new national curriculum in IT the 
education secretary Michael Gove went on to say that the inadequate grounding in 
computing offered by the current curriculum was in danger of damaging Britain's economic 
prospects.  

GCSE’s 

There has been a long-term slow decline in the numbers studying IT at GCSE 
reflecting the problems with the qualification. Across England in 2012/13 there were 
57,734 GCSE entries in IT, significantly up on the previous year, but still just 1.3% of all 
GCSE entries.  

Table:  GCSE entries in IT. 2007/8 – 2012/13 Englan d 

 

 IT 
Entries 

IT as a % of overall GCSE 
entries  

2007/2008 66,392 1.4% 

2008/2009 55,230 1.2% 

2009/2010 43,363 0.9% 

2010/2011 36,162 0.8% 

2011/2012 39,213 0.9% 

2012/2013 57,734 1.3% 

 Figure 4.  Source SFR 01/201383The upturn is likely to be linked to fact that following  

                                                
81 Richard Brine Exeter College Manager of the College’s IT systems. 10.11.14 
82 Michael Gove Education Secretary 11.01.12 
83 Statistical First release 01/2013 DfE. 
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Michael Gove’s intervention the then national curriculum for ICT at key stages 3 and 4 
was removed from September 1st 2012 which allowed schools to pursue their own ICT 
curricula. This situation changed again with the introduction of the new national curriculum 
in IT in September 2014. With the new national curriculum really challenging schools to 
engage with local employers and work hard at making the subject come alive it opened 
the door for more co-ordinated support.  

‘If the HOTSW LEP wishes to build a ‘Silicon South West’ it may wish to build on this, 
through supporting extra curriculum enrichment, IAG, Silicon ambassadors and other 
employer led measures to excite young people in this area of work and learning.’84 

 

The ‘A’ Levels domain 

 There can be little doubt that for a number of years the qualifications being offered for 
those who were interested in Digital Skills were not fit for purpose. The problems appear 
to date back to 1990’s. The A levels were focused on how individuals should be using 
existing programmes rather than understanding the principles behind their creation. This  
resulted in the programmes offering zero creativity or stimulus and with no opportunity for 
young people to think outside the box85.  It some ways this was worse than offering no 
qualifications as those free thinkers which the industry were desperate for were actually 
put off by their exposure to such a narrow syllabus.86 

By the early 2000’s the ICT A level had amongst the lowest success rates of any A 
level subject in the country and many establishments stopped delivering it rather than 
being penalised for a poor showing in their local success tables. Between 2002 and 2011 
the number of ICT A level students nationally declined from 15,037 to 8,828  and by the 
2012/13 academic year were down to 7,696. In the same period those studying A level 
Computer Studies fell from 9,329 to 3,517.87 

In HOTSW the position was significantly worse than in the rest of the country with a 
decline 43% greater than elsewhere which was spread fairly evenly across the sub region. 
In 2011/12 there were only 66 entries in Computer Studies but 132 in ICT 

 Computer Studies  ICT 

2010/1
1 

2011/1
2 

% 
Change 

2010/1
1 

2011/1
2 

% 
Change 

Devon 26 17 -35% 59 42 -29% 

Plymouth 5 3 -40% 35 24 -31% 

Somerset 52 36 -31% 69 46 -33% 

                                                
84 Neild and Evans p.22 
85 Richard Brine 10.11.14 
86 Dave Underwood 16.02.15 
87 Ben Neild Developing the Skills to Maximise the Impact of Superfast Broadband p.16 
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Torbay 11 10 -9% 16 20 25% 

HOTSW 94 66 -30% 179 132 -26% 

England 3,326 3,229 -3% 8,190 7,659 -6% 

 

Figure 5.  A level starts in HOTSW area 2010/11 – 2011/12 SFR 01/2014 

 

The long overdue complete overhaul of the A level qualifications came much too late to 
help meet the rising demand for IT specialists. As a senior member of staff at the Met 
Office commented ‘we discovered that the vast majority of staff we recruit were actually 
put off IT at school’.88   

There was failure to study the mathematical skills which underpin all of the 
programmes, no work was done on the logic, on coding or the networks behind the 
systems required in order to build databases etc. It was stated that what was being done 
was that the education system was like teaching people how to use the telephone, when 
what they really needed to know was how the telephone worked. The result has been that 
as a nation we have turned out a workforce of users not creators, people who know how 
to put the parts together and link them up to make a working system, but do not possess 
an understanding of the underlying principles of how the machines work.89  Exeter College 
transferred ‘A’ level ICT delivery across to the Maths department where they felt that it 
was the best fit, and now require all A level ICT students to take ‘A’ level maths at the 
same time90. Yeovil College have built a strong A level cohort with both Computing and 
ICT91 

 

Adult Learning 

 Whilst the academic side of the Further Education sector have been experiencing 
difficulties around the decline of both GCSE and A levels numbers as well as seeking to 
place individuals onto programmes which they had a good chance of passing there has 
also been a need to look at the adult learning market. The provision of and recruitment 
onto IT courses for adults, not all of them qualification based, has been very uneven 
across the sub region, often reflecting local College’s decisions about which areas they 
should focus their delivery on in a period of ongoing funding cuts. The variations across 
the Heart of the South West area can be seen in Figure 6.  

 

                                                
88 Dave Underwood 10.02.15 
89 Richard Brine 10.11.14 
90 Emma Fielding , Jenny Lynch, Nick Anderson, Steve Mariadas. Exeter College 15.01.15 
91 Rob Wood Yeovil College 24.02.15 
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Area 2010/11 2011/12 Vol 
Change 

% 
Change 

East Devon Total 340 350 10 2.9% 

Exeter Total 1,040 470 -570 -54.8% 

Mendip Total 400 320 -80 -20.0% 

Mid Devon Total 200 170 -30 -15.0% 

North Devon Total 470 360 -110 -23.4% 

Plymouth Total 1,040 1,090 50 4.8% 

Sedgemoor Total 580 590 10 1.7% 

South Hams Total 200 180 -20 -10.0% 

South Somerset Total 540 530 -10 -1.9% 

Taunton Deane Total 290 370 80 27.6% 

Teignbridge Total 660 360 -300 -45.5% 

Torbay Total 630 640 10 1.6% 

Torridge Total 290 240 -50 -17.2% 

West Devon Total 360 160 -200 -55.6% 

West Somerset Total 30 60 30 100.0% 

HOTSW Total  7,070 5,890 -1,180 -16.7% 

 

Figure 6.  Adult Learning Starts HOTSW 2010/11 – 2011/12 Source: The Data Service 

The vast majority of these starts were funded through the Skills Funding Agency’s 
Adult Skills Budget and were delivered by local Colleges and private training providers. 
The reduction of this budget over recent years and a further cut of 24% in that budget for 
next year (2015/16) is likely to see these numbers reduce even further and may be the 
prelude to the ending of that funding by 2019.  

 

Apprenticeships 

The existing apprenticeship IT framework’s have not been fit for purpose, old and out of 
date, they have failed to keep pace with the dramatic rates of advance in the sector.92 

                                                
92 Julie Hawker CEO Cosmic 04.04.15 
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Consequently many of the training providers have resorted to putting learners on to 
Business Administration apprenticeship frameworks with the offer of taking two specific IT 
units amongst the required number of optional.93 94 At the top end of the offer Yeovil do 
offer a combination of Creative and Digital and Digital as well as Business Administration 
with bolt on units95. 

The odd initiative such as Cosmic UK’s work on taking through 7 IT apprentices 
through an entirely IT focused apprenticeship framework, were hampered by their lack of 
a direct contract and the requirements of ‘persuading’ their Awarding Body as to the 
appropriateness of what they were delivering every step of the way.96 The fact that 
employers were biting their hands off to recruit the former apprentices tells its own tale97.  

  Nationally the House of Lords report raised concerns that about the content of  digital 
provision ‘usually lacks any significant coding or other relevant computing skills 
acquisition, even though almost all trades and professions require these as standard 
practice. 98 

But as with any set frameworks the speed of advance in the sector made such 
problems inevitable, as Michael Gove accurately stated: 

‘Standards cannot keep pace with the scale of change technology brings. How can 
government departments regulate innovations which develop at such speed?’99 

After a period of growth from 2006/7 the numbers of ICT apprentices have been in 
marked decline since 2010/11. The new Trailblazer standards which are currently drawn 
up by employers are likely to be a crucial factor in how well ICT frameworks meet 
employers in the future and will determine whether the numbers grow or not.   

 

 HOTSW England 

ICT App 
Starts 

As a % of all 
starts 

ICT App 
Starts 

As a % of all 
starts 

2005/2006 50 0.8% 6,500 3.8% 

2006/2007 40 0.5% 5,700 3.1% 

2007/2008 130 1.6% 6,700 3.0% 

2008/2009 90 1.0% 8,800 3.7% 

                                                
93 Jenny Leach Exeter College. Head of IT and Business Studies 02.03.15 
94 Steve Howard CEO V Learning 02.03.15 
95 Rob Wood Yeovil College 24.02.15 
96 Vicky Moss – Crump Operations Manager Cosmic UK 18.02.15 
97 Julie Hawker CEO Cosmic UK 04.04.15 
98 House of Lords Report p.54 
99 Michael Gove Minister for Education 22.01.14 
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2009/2010 180 1.6% 12,500 4.5% 

2010/2011 260 1.6% 19,400 4.3% 

2011/2012 230 1.2% 18,400 3.6% 

2012/2013 180 1.0% 14,000 2.8% 

2013/14 
(Q1&2) 

120 1.6% 6,000 3.1% 

 

Figure 7. Apprenticeship Starts in HOTSW 2005.06 – 2013/14 Source: ILR/FE Data 
Library 

  It is to be hoped that the creation of the Next Gen Skills Academy in September 2014,100  
will help with this problem. A consortium, which comprises Pinewood Studios, Double 
Negative, Framestore, Moving Picture Company, Sony Computer Entertainment Europe 
and Ubisoft Reflections, they secured nearly £6.5m through the UK Commission for 
Employment and Skills (UKCES) to develop the next generation of animators, games 
designers and visual effects artists. The investment is also to support the development of 
a new online learning platform and new nationally recognised qualifications with a 
particular focus on Higher Level apprenticeships.101 

Higher National Diplomas and University Degrees 

  Exeter College do currently offer an IT Higher National Diploma however the numbers 
have always been low and there is a feeling that the curriculum is not fit for purpose, being 
too heavily weighted towards the business aspects of running a digital company rather 
than focusing on the digital skills. Most applicants have been keen to get experience 
particularly of coding, programming and networking, but with four of the eight required 
mandatory units being on enterprise and totally business based there is little room much 
else. It is agreed that the diploma needs to be re written. It requires an attendance of 1.5 
days per week and has a 50:50 employed: non employed composition. Recruitment is 
also evenly divided with 50% coming from f/t college courses and 50% having completed 
apprenticeships locally.102 
 

Nationally there have been major changes in the delivery of Digital degrees with 
university’s seeking to specialise more and offer business what it needs. Locally 
Southampton has a very good name and is seen as progressive103, and Plymouth is highly 
rated104, whilst Exeter’s IT department is currently being re started and hopes to have take 
in 100 undergraduates next year105. 

                                                
100 www.insidermedia .com/insider /.../ 
101 Pete Levy Next Gen Skills Academy 15.06.15 
102 Emma Fielding, Jenny Lynch Exeter College 15.01.15 
103 Dave Barlow HM Forces Royal Signals 15.4.15 
104 Dave Underwood 11.02.15 
105 Glenn Woodcock 02.06.15 
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  On a national stage several individuals named Dundee University, as being one of the 
best of the Higher Education Institute’ (HEIs) offering qualifications in Data Studies.106 
They deliver qualifications at both under graduate and post graduate level, but are 
unusual in that their programmes have no syllabuses with the focus being entirely on the 
individuals skills level allied to an attitude about how to make use of them. It was felt that 
by using this approach they were able to remain totally current.107 
 

  A number of those interviewed expressed concern that the digital sector was now 
developing at such a pace it was extremely difficult for HEI’s keep up to date. By the time 
a new course had been written validated and then delivered there was a strong possibility 
that it could be out of date.108 Hence it was felt that there needed to be renewed focus on 
the logic and understanding which underlie the sector rather than any over concentration 
on any one field109.  

 

 

The Focus on Qualifications 

  A number of organisations said that in the current climate they were no longer making 
qualifications the sole determinate of whether or not they would recruit an individual. The 
recent developments in learning through more informal groups, which will be studied in 
more depth at a later point in this work, has seen the emergence of quite significant 
numbers of individuals who possess very current  technical skills without any 
qualifications110. Some of these groups exist solely on line, whilst others are more 
structured and have regular meetings111. 

  Rachel Neaman, chief executive of Go ON UK, when addressing the House of Lords 
committee agreed that digital skills qualifications needed constant updating to cover new 
technologies. She told the committee: 

“The idea of setting a curriculum that’s going to last for five to ten years in the digital 
space is clearly no longer feasible.’112 

  GCHQ made it clear113 that for them these groups are an important dimension in their 
recruitment policies. To some extent they need the mavericks who can think outside the 
box, for them attitudes and having individuals with ways of thinking far more important 
than qualifications. They accept that a number of those who come through the traditional 
academic route are likely to be quite narrow in the way they approach problems and to 

                                                
106 SQL Interviews 24.04.15 
107  Terry SQL Director 24.04.15 
108 Dave Underwood 11.02.15 
109 David Rowe JISC Manager 03.12.14 
110 SQL Interviews Jonathan Allen 24.04.15 
111 Terry SQL Director  24.04.15 
112 House of Lords Report pp. 49-53 
113 GCHQ Interview 18.02.15 
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think in conventional ways whereas those who have gained their skills in any one of a 
variety of different ways has the potential to think ‘outside of the box’ a key attribute when 
one is dealing with their type of work. There is a real need to tap into these informal 
groups expertise to uncover those with the kind of mindset which the security sector is 
looking for. 
 
   The same can be said for many of those companies involved in the Cyber Security 
sector. Plymouth’s Cyber Security Day in February 2015114 brought together many of the 
main players and all of them were struggling to recruit sufficient new entrants to the 
sector.115 The use of special Cyber Challenges116 in local schools and young people’s 
groups had brought in a few talented individuals but all agreed that there was a need to do 
much more to achieve their target numbers. 
 
  Paul Coles, British Telecom’s South West Regional Manager rather surprisingly is a big 
fan of these informal networks and the clusters, saying that they are provide crucial 
flexibility and able to keep abreast of the ongoing changes. He is very conscious of the 
problems of qualifications not keeping up with the rate of advance at the cutting edge of 
the sector and firmly of the belief that the informal cluster groupings have a really vital role 
to play in bridging this currency gap and providing ongoing CPD for those who are in the 
sector.117 

 

Consequences of the Speed of Development and Change  in the sector 
 

 Currently in some fields of the digital sector the rate of progress is now so rapid that it 
is possible for individual’s specialism to become out of date far faster than in any other 
sector, indeed it has been suggested that companies can go from being cutting edge to 
obsolete in two years.118   For those who are trying to establish common skills levels 
linked into qualifications and career pathways this presents a major problem. Digital 
development generally is now so rapid and prone to going off in so many unexpected 
directions that there are simply no formal skills programmes suitable for the training of the 
staff. There would appear to be a need is spend more time teaching potential staff to 
focus on ways of thinking and understanding the underpinning principles of the technology 
and then help personnel develop in as unstructured way as possible119 rather than 
concentrating on learning processes which will never be used.   

 

   This is not just the case with digital specialist bodies. The Devon and Cornwall Business 
Council’s Advisory Board120 holds the view that there is a growing need for employers are 

                                                
114 Plymouth Cyber Security Day in partnership with Plymouth University 18.02.15 
115 APMG, CompTIA, Octopi,MWR Infosecurity, 7safe. 18.02.15 
116 www.cybersecuritychallenge.org.uk/ 
117 Paul Coles BT 29.06.16 
118 Mike Dieroff Blue ScreenIT 26.03.15 
119 Terry SQL Director 24.04.15 
120 DCBC Advisory Board 11.05.15 
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going to need to focus more on the skills that people possess rather than the qualifications 
which they have, particularly  in the case of the digital sector with its a high risk of going 
out of date very quickly. There was a school of thought that with other sectors starting to 
experience similar difficulties finding qualifications which reflect the cutting edge needs, 
particularly when they themselves start to utilise digital technology to revolutionise the way 
in which they operate, there will need to be a shift to focus far more on softer skills and the 
requirements for new recruits having the right attitude which will allow employers to 
develop them into the field that they are needed in rather than expecting to recruit the 
near finished article. Although a degree of vocational aptitudes will continue to be required 
companies can expect to play an ever larger part in the development of the rest of their 
skills.  

This rate of advance is already unprecedented and is across such a broad front that it 
would appear likely that the spread into other related sectors will already have begun. The 
reconfiguration of the marketing sector in response to the revolutionary explosion of Social 
Media is indicative of just how significant and rapid some digitally induced changes can 
be. Many businesses are beginning to focus on using social media networks as key 
components of their marketing strategies, are having to recruit new staff with completely 
different skills sets and learning to cope with the incredibly rapid speed of response which 
use of the medium generates. 

A look at the rates of change in Linked Ins top ten job titles over the past six years 
supports this view of unprecedented rapid new growth. 

 

Job title 2008 2013 Growth 

IOS Developer 89 12,634 142X 

Android Developer 53 10.554 199X 

Social Media Intern 25 4,358 174X 

Data Scientist 142 4,326 30X 

UI/UX Designer 159 3,589 22X 

Bid Data Architect 0 3,440 No Baseline 

Cloud Services Specialist 195 3,314 17X 

Digital Marketing Specialist 166 2,886 17X 

 

Figure 8. Top 8 Tech Job Titles: 121 

                                                
121 Source Linked In Infographic 1. LinkedIn Infographic. Available at: 
http://linked.com/blog/index.php/2014/01/top-10-job-titles-that -didn’t-exist-5-years-ago-infographic 
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The rapid growth in the need for Big Data Architects is particularly relevant to HOTSW 
with its massive potential around the new super computer. It will affect the local labour 
market. 

‘This (Big Data growth) in turn creating a growing need for the modelling, simulation and 
analytical skills needed to derive business conclusions from operational data’122. ‘Digital 
Skills in the Heart of the South West.’ 

This is as well as creating new opportunities for all of our local businesses.  

‘The growing use of big data will open new commercial opportunities such as businesses 
providing data aggregation and analytics services to a diversity of businesses in areas 
ranging from climate change, health and manufacturing’.123  

 

Skills Delivery 

  Having looked at the demand for digital skills and the current range of qualifications 
which underpin their delivery there is a need to look at the bodies who are delivering the 
training  in the locality, and how well they are linking in what they are doing to the needs of 
the economy. 

‘Training on its own is worthless, it has to be tied in to the engine of development.’124 

Those delivering qualifications and or training include the following: 

1. Secondary Schools 
2. Further Education 
3. Work Based Learning /Apprenticeships 
4. Higher Education Institutes 
5. Informal Learning Organisations 
6. Digital Delivery 

 

The Schools 

There have been major changes made in the schools national curriculum in the past 
academic year with IT becoming mandatory component. Critically this development now 
presents the opportunities for young people to study the underlying principles of digital 
technology such as coding and programming from the start of their formal education. 
From year 1 in primary schools youngsters will be exposed to completely new approaches 
to digital technology which it is intended will prove both stimulating and exciting as well as 
encouraging the development of more creative thinking rather than mastery by learning 
through rote.  

                                                
122 Evans and Nield p.11 
123 Mickledore, Exeter Knowledge Economy Strategy and Action Plan 2013 
124 Dave Underwood Met Office 11.02.15 
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Whilst applauding the new initiatives and being willing to do all they can to help the 
schools from the workforce perspective125 the key issues for businesses are how long will 
it take for this new focus to start to bear fruit since: 

 a. an infant starting in year 1 this year who will have gone through the entire 
developmental programme will not enter the job market before 2029 at the earliest which 
will do little for the current skills shortage.  

b. what will be the impact of the changes on those learners who are already well into 
their school development of having a new IT skills component parachuted in to be welded 
onto their training.  

 
The dilemma is that whilst the new curriculum is in place the vast majority will still be 

continuing to be taught about software and learning spreadsheets and word because the 
staff in both schools and colleges are suddenly being required to deliver parts of the 
curriculum which they themselves aren’t cognisant with. Also the need to recruit suitably 
qualified teachers and install appropriate up to date equipment and software present 
many schools with problems which they find it hard to overcome, and, if they fail to do so 
which is likely in a time of severe budget restrictions, there is a real risk of them continuing 
to deliver in the same way as before. 

  Fortunately many of these potential problems have been identified.  The House of Lords 
report made a series of recommendations with many of them in mind. The report identifies 
that digital literacy should be embedded in the school curriculum as the third core skill, 
that a new training and investment programmeis needed to help upskill teachers 
specifically in digital technology and see this being underpinned by developing strong links 
with local digital employers alongside wanting all schools to have an employer (albeit not 
from the digital sector) on their governing boards126. 

  The report recognises that to date schools have failed to deliver the required flow of 
inspired, competent digital workers who having left school have come onto the labour 
market and possessed skills which digital employers have been able to utilise. Indeed it 
suggests that endless exposure to the narrowness of having to learn how to use 
programmes rather than gaining an understanding of the principles behind them has 
tended to deaden their interest in digital learning. A frequent comment has been that 
many young people studying IT in school say that knew more than their teachers.127 
 
In light of this business should not anticipate any marked improvement in the flow digitally 
skilled young people emerging from the schools in the short-term. It will take time to get 
the teachers skills up to the required levels and only then will the students gain the full 
benefit. With BT’s Barefoot Computing Challenge128 setting targets for 2020 for training 
teachers it is likely the full benefits of the change will not be felt for another decade at 
least.   

                                                
125 Mike Dieroff Blue ScreenIT Schools offer 23.04.15 
126 House of Lords report Pp. 46-50 
127 Ibid p50 
128 ‘The Tech Literacy Challenge Building, a culture of tech literacy for the nation’. British Telecom 
2014 pp2-6 
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  Overcoming the problems of insufficient investment in Computer Science over a long 
period, the paucity of computing understanding amongst staff of the sector, the challenges 
of keeping up in a sector which is progressing as astonishing speed when one is already 
well off the pace is not going to be achieved quickly.  Computing is only slowly being 
appreciated as a STEM subject and needs that mindset, many suggest that A level Maths 
is a requirement for those aiming to become technically proficient both of which are 
obstacles to learner engagement. The Met Office found from researching their own staff 
on recruitment that many who have a clear aptitude for the sector were put off it at school, 
suggesting that despite a well thought through new approach to digital skills delivery the 
schools have a long way to go to produce youngsters who will be fit for purpose in the 
sector129. 

 

The Further Education Sector 

  In the view of the House of Lords report the Further Education has a key role to play in 
developing digital skills130 but that at this moment in time the quality of provision and the 
sectors responsiveness were variable. The report considers the nature, funding and agility 
of the skills system before going on to highlight the importance of strengthening digital skill 
development in the apprenticeship system. The main recommendation here was for a 
major industry led review of the Further Education offer, to be completed in the first six 
months of the new Parliament in 2015 which would consider: 

• The inclusion of a digital element in all FE courses 
•  Stronger industry relationships and industry designed and endorsed certificates 
• More apprenticeships, particularly those that include a digital skills element 
• Skills funding targeted at short, flexible courses and apprenticeships 
• Stronger careers guidance especially for 16-19 year olds131 

   As to what Further Education should be providing, the Chief Executive of e-skills UK, 
Karen Price told the House of Lords Digital Skills committee: 

“We need to look very seriously at the role of FE and what it can contribute. The FE sector 
needs to offer short, focussed IT courses for those who wanted digital skills for their job 
but were not necessarily digital specialists. However the funding system currently works 
against it. We have an enormous adult skills budget and a lot of it is spent on IT but it’s 
the wrong sort of IT — it’s qualifications that are 10 years old and very out of date. FE’s 
offer is driven by where they can access funding, these qualifications and courses need 
repurposing. It’s not going to cost us any more money and then the amount of adult skills 

                                                
129 Dave Underwood Met Office 18.02 15 
130 House of Lords Report Pp.50-53 
131 ‘The UK’s Digital Moment’ Steve Bisley Pearson February 2015 
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budget spent on it can be spent on relevant material that the market and the community 
need.”132 

 In Somerset the absence of Institutes of Higher Education has seen the emergence of a 
stronger Foundation Degree offer than elsewhere in the region with a noticeably greater 
focus on the programming side133. 

  Given the funding challenges and  the problem that the numbers going through the 
Further Education system studying A level ICT and Computing have continued to decline 
across the entire HOTSW area (see pages 25-26) a far more in depth look at the available 
evidence behind it in just one of HOTSW’s constituent Local Authorities was undertaken.   

Plymouth was selected because being a significant urban centre it does have a college of 
Further Education as well as sixteen schools with sixth forms who are also capable of 
delivering IT programmes.  Apart from Exeter, where there is an absence of school sixth 
forms, any of the urban centres with a Further Education College could have been 
selected and seen as being typical. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
132 Karen Price to Digital Skills Committee 24.10.14 
133 Rod Davis DSTPN 11.06.15 
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Courses  Year 

Institution 
Data Type 

SSA Tier 1 SSA Tier 2 
Notional 

Level 
2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 

Grand 
Total 

LR_FE_IPP 
Information and Communication 
Technology 

ICT for 
Users Level 1   3 3 6 

      Level 2 29 2   31 

      Level 3   3 3 6 

    
ICT for 
Users Total   29 8 6 43 

    
ICT 
Practitioners Level 1 1     1 

      Level 2   16 10 26 

      Level 3 54 63 57 174 

    

ICT 
Practitioners 
Total   55 79 67 201 

  
Information and Communication 
Technology Total     84 87 73 244 

LR_FE_IPP 
Total       84 87 73 244 

LR_S6F 
Information and Communication 
Technology 

ICT for 
Users Level 1 12     12 

      Level 2 5 1 7 13 

      Level 3 60 49 12 121 

    
ICT for 
Users Total   77 50 19 146 

    
ICT 
Practitioners Level 2 24 14 24 62 

      Level 3 76 138 129 343 

    

ICT 
Practitioners 
Total   100 152 153 405 

  
Information and Communication 
Technology Total     177 202 172 551 

LR_S6F 
Total       177 202 172 551 

Grand Total        261 289 245 795 

Figure 9.  Plymouth Delivery Institutions FE Institutions and Schools Core Delivery 
Aims in IT sector.   EFA Data 
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Figure 10.  Plymouth Core Aim ICT Deliverers.   EFA Data 

 

  It is quite evident from the figures that schools are working with a far greater number of 
young people to develop their digital skills at this age than Colleges of Further Education, 
particularly on level three work. A study to follow up what this cohort of young people 
progress on to would be helpful to understanding why so few appear to progress into the 
digital sector locally. 

  With many colleges now asking for  A level Maths to be studied alongside A level Digital 
134 in order to make it possible for the learner to achieve a good grade several prominent 
colleges have stated that few of learners they take on from the schools who have the skills 
and qualifications necessary to go straight onto the  Digital A level programme. In one 
college, which has seen full time Digital numbers increase fourfold over the past four 
years special bridging Maths programmes have been developed135 for those who really do 
want to take computing but aren’t at the required level of Maths.. Significantly 100% of the 
full time Digital course learners at that College have gone on to Higher Education136.  

  Although Further Education also delivers both apprenticeships and adult programmes 
Figure 10. highlights a lack of alternatives for young people. Given Plymouth City 
College’s announcement that they will be stopping offering A level programmes to new 

                                                
134 Emma Fielding et al Exeter College 15.01.15 
135 Nick Anderson Exeter College 16.01.15 
136 Jenny Leach Exeter College 02.03 15 
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recruits from September 2015 there might be a further reduction in alternatives for year 
12’s in the city.  

  Despite the imbalance in numbers it would appear that the FE sector is still providing 
more workers for the digital sector than the schools. 137 138 The Colleges  also have the 
benefit of well established strong links into some university digital programmes e.g. 
Plymouth139 140 It is also quite clear that some colleges have fully grasped the STEM 
dimension of digital studies141, embracing what has been called the elephant in the STEM 
room. 142 

    Interestingly the Skills Funding Agency has found it so difficult to get an overview of the 
range of digital training taking place in the Further Education sector that they have asked 
all training providers to respond to a survey they are carrying out of digital skills 
qualifications.143 The Agency needs to know more about the different types of provision on 
offer that lead to the development of digital skills, outside of Apprenticeships. For 
example, basic digital literacy, digital skills that adults need in a variety of work 
environments, or specialist and advanced qualifications that lead directly into digital job 
roles.144  

 

Apprenticeships and Work Based Learning 
 

From the independent training provider’s and college’s standpoint there has not been 
any marked upsurge in the demand for or the delivery of digital skills apprenticeships over 
the past decade to mirror the growth of the digital sector145. The number of IT 
apprenticeships delivered in the Heart of the South West area has declined for the past 
two years and one of the top college deliverers recently pulled out of delivering the 
Software and Programming  apprenticeship framework having only had two expressions 
of interest from employers over the past year146. The comparative failure of digital 
apprenticeships is highlighted by the fact that in 2013 there were only 307 digital 
apprentices enrolled in the entire South West region including Bristol, Cornwall, Dorset, 
Somerset and Gloucester, only slightly over 1% of the total apprenticeship cohort147. 

It is possible that the figures may be slightly misleading since the majority of the 
training providers have been using the Business Administration framework as the vehicle 
to deliver apprenticeships when some digital skills is asked for.148 When this has been 

                                                
137 Dave Underwood Met Office 18.02.15 
138 Mike Dieroff Blue ScreenIT 23.04.15 
139 Dave Underwood18.02.15 
140 Jenny Leach 02.03.15 
141 ‘Digital Economy Plymouth Growth Board Highlight Report.’ Plymouth Growth Board April 2015  
142 Ed Coley Head on Employability and Skills PCC 18.06.15 
143 https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/Digital_Skills_Review 26.06.15. 
144 Countdown issue 728 item 10. 
145 Figure 7 page 26 
146 Mike Blakeley Business Services Exeter College  09.03.15 
147 Southern Division Performance date SFA Feb 2013  
148 Jenny Leach 15.01.15 Stephen Howard 11.11.15 
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done the providers have then selected specific digital units as a part of the optional units 
choice.149 150Whilst this is more likely to be done when the employer is from a different 
sector and is taking on a member of staff with some digital responsibilities, it often results 
in a ‘dumbing down’ of the digital element of the training and certainly is not appropriate 
for those working in the digital sector itself151.   

A number of employers spoken to have been happy with this as it met their needs152, 
whilst others have been less satisfied as they felt that it limited the development of their 
apprentice’s skills153. 

Witnesses to the House Of Lords Report on Digital Skills agreed that the number of 
apprenticeships, particularly higher level apprenticeships, was far below what the 
economy needed. Last year (2013/14) less than 3% of the total number of apprenticeship 
starts were ICT apprenticeships. This can be compared to a shortfall in the number of IT 
workers qualified to level 3 which estimated currently the UK economy could easily absorb 
three times as many level 3 IT apprentices154. According to BCS in 2014 Microsoft 
reported that amongst its partners there were as many as 10,000 unfilled vacancies in the 
UK. Many of these were suitable for level 3 technicians155. There was also concern that 
non digital provision ‘usually lacks any significant coding or other relevant computing skills 
acquisition, even though almost all trades and professions require these as standard 
practice.156 

 
When compared to other industrial sectors the digital sector is failing to recruit its share 

of those starting on comparable apprenticeship frameworks. If one again selects Plymouth 
as being representative of the whole sub region and look in detail at the numbers of starts 
in each of the priority sectors, this underperformance is clear. Additionally given that 
Business Administration starts have dropped very sharply it would seem unlikely that the 
low ICT figure was being affected by the learners who are doing that framework to make 
sure they do cover some IT units. 

                                                
149 Kathy Barnes 06.05.15 
150 Jenny Leach 15.01.15 
151 Julie Hawker Cosmic UK 04.04.15 
152 Ben Rhodes DCBC 07.05.15 
153 Stephen Howard V Learning 11.11.15 
154 House of Lords report p.54 
155 Ibid 
156 Ibid 
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Figure 11. Plymouth Priority Sector Apprenticeship starts.   Plymouth Skills Analysis 2015 

  A more in depth analysis of those who have been starting on the ICT apprenticeship in 
Plymouth in Figures 12 and 13, breaks down the figures by age and by level reveals that 
there has been a particularly sharp fall in the number of starts from 25+ learners, 
particularly at level 3, in part compensated by a rise in the number of 19-25 year old starts 
with a particularly noticeable rise in level 3’s. There is a complete absence in the delivery 
of any higher level apprenticeships in the city. 

.  
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Figure 12.  Plymouth ICT Apprenticeships Starts  SFA 

 

 

 

Figure 13.  Plymouth ICT Apprenticeships  Plymouth Skills Analysis 2015 

 

  Greater Devon has fifteen local training providers who deliver the ICT Apprenticeships 
framework in the HOTSW area, four of whom are colleges of Further Education, all bar 
one deliver both the intermediate and the advanced ICT frameworks. There is only one 
delivering the software and telecoms framework and two delivering the IT practitioner 
framework, all at both the intermediate and the advanced levels.157 All are currently Ofsted 
graded as either Outstanding or Good. Somerset are served by four of their Colleges of 
Further Education and a sixth form college with a number of private training providers, all 
are  similarly graded Outstanding or Good by Ofsted, all offering ICT,  one Creative and 
Digital  and one Software and tTelecoms. 

  It is revealing when one looks in depth to find out which training providers are delivering 
the ICT apprenticeship frameworks in one specific area to see if a different picture 
emerges. Plymouth has had thirteen different training providers delivering in the city 
between 2012-2014, of which only six are local training providers yet  the local providers, 
in particular Achievement Training, delivered the vast majority of the starts, particularly in 
the last year.   

                                                
157  DCTPN Training Provider Offer version 19 2015 
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Numbers 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14. Plymouth Apprenticeship starts by provid er and level.  Source: Plymouth 
Skills Analysis 2015 

  When one looks more closely at the seven out of area training providers who are being 
used by employers to deliver it is apparent that none of them have delivered training to 
more than three learners in a single year, and is unlikely that learners have a tutor based 
locally for 1:1 sessions or are attending regular off the job training. There is not a single 
Ofsted ‘Outstanding’ deliverer amongst them, two are graded as ‘Unsatisfactory’, only two 
are specialist IT deliverers ( one is in the engineering sector, the other offering a broader 
range), with all the others simply delivering a standard IT package along with a host of 
other apprenticeships, and one has now ceased delivering IT altogether.158  
 

  It is to be hoped that the new Trailblazer standards will in operation for the digital sector 
by August 2017 which may be the key to bringing about an upturn in the numbers starting 
ICT frameworks. At worst it is hoped that it will bring an end to the practice of putting 
those who would benefit most from doing a digital apprenticeship onto Business 
Administration.  Early indications are that the new standards are going to lay great 
emphasis on the attitude and ability to think independently required of the learners159.  

 

Degree Apprenticeships 

  The announcement about the new Degree Apprenticeships was made in November 
2015 with the Digital Sector to be the first to develop them. These are level 6 and level 7 
Apprenticeships that used to be classified under the generic heading Higher Level 

                                                
158 Virgin Media Careers Focus (engineering)  Grade 2,  Baltic Training Services (wide  range) 
Grade 2,  Gateshead Academy Grade 3, Prospects Services Grade 2, Positive Outcomes 
Mansfield Grade 2, Work Skills Ltd Cirencester Grade 2, Charnwood Training Group no longer 
offer IT Grade 2 with safeguarding at 3 
 
159 Dave Barlow HM Forces Royal Signals 15.4.15 
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Apprenticeships and may or may not have a degree as a part of the programme. Many 
Degree Apprenticeships will include professional qualifications rather than degrees such 
as SQL, Python, CCIE, OCM etc, so it is not yet clear if there is going to be a different 
name for each type of apprenticeship within the grouping, such as a Masters Degree 
Apprenticeship or an Honours Degree Apprenticeship.160 

  Although there is some HEI unease about marriage of academic and vocational routes161 
there is strong interest in the new frameworks coupled with an appreciation that they 
might be of interest to students who have baulked at the £9,000 a year tuition fees. With 
Plymouth University interested in their development the HOTSW area is well positioned to 
take advantage of their arrival. They have well established relationships with a number of 
Digital companies, already have staff who are operating at this level and possess the 
cutting edge equipment and programmes.162 

 

Higher Education 

A few universities have introduced a range of very new and employer responsive 
programmes, e.g. Southampton, but as yet only a small number are offering these newer 
degrees, which makes accessing them difficult, in particular on a part time basis. 
Nationally numbers are holding steady, in 2013/14 there were 30,512 enrolments on UK 
university computer courses though there were only 5,604 female students compared to 
24,908 male ones.  Girls accounted for only 12% of all those who applied for places on 
Computer Science degree courses and 13% of those taking them up in 2013163.  

In the Heart of the South West Plymouth University is know as a strong leader in digital 
sector,164 already has an innovative Cyber Security course, is strong in real engineering 
,electronics and robotics as well as having a significant Arts and Creativity dimension165. 
This sits well alongside Plymouth College of Art (PCA) which has focused more on its 
Higher Education provision over the past five years and recognises the importance and 
changing nature of the digital economy. As such it has been acutely aware that its 
educational offer needs to reflect these changes in order to develop students with the 
necessary skills to work and thrive within this arena.166  

PCA has taken bold steps in this direction by creating a unique ecosystem which blends 
advanced digital technologies with traditional design and craft making. In so doing, PCA is 
seen to be developing students who not only posses the qualifications but, more 
importantly, the aptitude to assess risk, solve problems and innovate. This is particularly 
evident within their ‘Fab Lab’ area where students are not simply learning to operate the 
machines but are learning the process of making and how the machines can be used as 

                                                
160 DCTPN Newsletter January 2015 
161 ‘The Skills Gap: Apprenticeships into Cyber.’ Plymouth University 18.02.15 
162 Sally Sharpe University of Plymouth 11.05.15 
163 E Skills ‘Women in IT Scorecard’ E skills/BCS, June 2014 
164 Dave Underwood Met Office 18.02.15 
165 Sally Sharpe University of Plymouth 11.05.15 
 
166  Hannah Revell PCA 10.04.15 
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an extension to their tool kit leading to the creation of new products. Their students do 
need strong computing base as all their work is built on the solid foundations which go 
with all computing work, viz. coding, programming, networking167. 

   The University of Exeter currently only has a small faculty, but is involved with a host of 
local businesses, the Local Authorities and Council’s as well as the LEP to expand it and 
make a significant contribution.168  
 
Military Delivery 

It is easy to overlook it but where the recruitment of trained digital staff are concerned it 
must be highlighted that the Military are the largest deliverers of Digital apprenticeships in 
the country, the great majority of whom are trained in the South West. The Royal Signals 
covers the digital arm of the Ministry of Defence and put through 700 apprentices annually 
with 450 going through the Information & Communications Technology apprenticeship 
framework. Since 2004 the unit has have put 5,420 through this programme and given the 
high levels of cuts that the service has undergone over the past decade and the far 
shorter time being spent in the military by the recruits, a significant number of these 
former apprentices have already moved on into the local workforce. 
 

  The Royal Signals do have a great deal of difficulty finding recruits as do not find that 
either the military, or even more the digital sectors are being promoted in the secondary 
schools. To help overcome this they are very pro active in going into those schools which 
will have them in, in order to promote the opportunities. To help engage the youngsters 
they have developed a kit for the youngsters to build themselves, which they can then use 
to send a single text message.169 It has been very successfully, the instructors feel that it 
opens up an awareness of a whole new world for the youngsters, they love it and it has 
proven to be a real hook to get them interested in the sector. ‘It is now used on all school 
visits and in the military visitors centre’170. 

Unlike most training providers they do have the advantage of being able to recruit against 
the standards that they want rather than pre ordained requirements. Consequently they  
do not insist on their recruits achieving anything above a A-C at GCSE in Maths for the 
digital frameworks, anyone with an A level in Maths would be ‘pushed’ towards officer 
training and would be lost to the sector specialist area. They put their recruits through the 
apprenticeship route, progressing from intermediate to advanced and then encourage 
them towards degree pathways after that.171 
 
  Their engagement across the Higher Education landscape is quite varied. They do guide 
some former apprentices  towards Open University courses which a number have enrolled 
upon, but for the military to pay for the course it has to be proven that it is ‘beneficial’ to a 
specific requirement of the service and is therefore worthy of being given funding support. 
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A number do go on to the specialist universities, in particular Southampton and Plymouth 
although with Plymouth they have found that learner interest in the cyber security 
dimension is non existent for those in their teens, yet has become strong by time they 
have reached their mid 20’s172. A lot of use has also been made of distance learning 
degrees. 
 
  The Royal Signals have always been keen on delivering their training through the VQ 
route closely allied to the qualifications used by the Further Education sector, whilst all the 
time seeking to match the needs of the military with the requirements of a QCF 
qualification. Because all soldiers are employed status the apprenticeship route is much 
favoured and ties in with their focus on recruits having the right attitude in the first place. 
Regardless of ability everyone is started on the intermediate level, though as noted 
previously anyone with A levels is likely to be re directed to officer training.  

   They always seek to ensure that the training is at the cutting edge and will help any 
soldier leaving to convert into the civilian employment market. They do deliver key quality 
programmes including Microsoft Technician and Cisco CCNA but steer clear of ECDL, 
which is thought to be no longer relevant.173 Understandably as both an employer and the 
largest deliverer of the ICT apprentice frameworks they have been closely involved with 
the development of the new Trailblazer standards and have already expressed interest in 
the new degree level digital apprenticeships. 
 

  The Royal Signals have also been very pro active in engaging with the industry’s own 
professional qualifications and are looking at the launch of the new CCS IT award and 
whether it links to Technicians Status174. They have strong links to CompTIA, the IT 
Industry Trade Association with a particular focus on the insight it offers into the 
behaviours, techniques and opportunities available in digital security. They have mapped 
the framework against their own requirements for the military and do encourage their 
individuals to go for their ICTP Technicians professional registration. That professional 
registration is as an Information and Communications Technology Technician (ICTTech), 
is recognised in the sector. To date over 1,000 soldiers have been registered and do pay 
an annual membership fee.175 

  Developing the staff to undertake the delivery of the training is not straightforward. In the 
Royal signals they never keep any individual in the training arena for longer than two 
years. Training is linked in to a clear promotional route which can involve several levels of 
promotion and consequently is selected by a number of staff as a desirable route to 
follow. 

  Because the training varies in the levels of delivery can get a range of ages, some in 
their early twenties, and seniority involved in the training delivery dimension. As they will 
have learned more the more senior tend to be delivering the higher level programmes. 
The two year maximum cycle is seen as ensuring that the trainers are always at the 
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cutting edge and are up to speed with equipment, programmes and usage, and that even 
their anecdotes are current. Those who are involved in the teaching/training will 
themselves be trained at the start of their secondment in the skills of delivery. Many will 
start with a train the trainer to see if there is an aptitude. The Ministry of Defence is always 
able to tap into a vast pool of trainers in excess of 3,000 individuals at any one time. They 
are supported by a full time civilian staff, as with all training establishments who draw 
down government funding they are subject to inspection by Ofsted.176  

 
  For the highest levels of qualifications there is a tendency to bring in deliverers from 

Higher Education who will have the ability to link what is being taught with the outside 
world far more closely, this is necessary since when soldiers have reached a senior rank 
then are far more likely to be leaving the services in the foreseeable future. 

 

  A significant advantage that the Royal Signals do have is that they do use the best 
most recent cutting edge equipment that exists, and therefore their delivery is always 
current. There is a regular refurbishment of both equipment and programmes, though an 
increasing amount is now being bought off the shelf, so has a synergy with what will be 
being used by employers. They also get a lot of support from Microsoft with their 
equipment.177 

For those who are close to leaving the armed forces they do have an employment 
bridging company in place. It was initially set up with very strong backing from the 
engineers to help direct their staff into very specific roles. More recently there has been 
privatisation, with a slightly different emphasis on finding jobs. However the signals do 
have a constant number of qualified digital trainers who are looking to move into civilian 
employment. Many do go up to London to get work but a lot would like to maintain a more 
rural lifestyle and are keen to stay outside the M25 corridor 

  To date they do not appear to have bridged the gap into the Further Education training 
world. Not surprisingly having only dealt with active soldiers many do tend to have strong 
pre conceptions about stereotypical Further Education learners and are aware that there 
is a different perspective regarding the type of individual they would be required to be 
train, but both the knowledge and training expertise is already there. For many they are on 
salaries which do not make a transition into teaching/training in FE that attractive but 
those that are interested still appear not to know how to make the transition. 178 
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Digital Learning 

   Although one would assume that there should be a natural synergy between the use of 
digital learning and those seeking to gain digital skills that does not appear to be the case. 
A recent report into the training undertaken by those working in the digital sector revealed 
that only a third of them had used on line learning at any point, and most had used that 
alongside other forms of learning.179  
  The criticism of on line learning came from employers who took on staff who had trained 
on line who have said:  
 
‘many of those who were taught on line, or were self taught from books or had been on a 
very short course, lack the real expertise to apply their skills and understanding when 
faced with typical everyday problems.’180 

  Only 3.1% of European Union students use e learning, and most trainers strongly feel 
that a blended learning form of delivery works far better, though digital courses are on 
average  20% cheaper that face to face learning in classroom.181   
 

 The work currently being led by Sparx at St James in Exeter does suggest that more 
recent cutting edge developments are capable of transforming this form of learning, but as 
yet they are in their infancy and have only been used in a single school.182 

 

Informal Learning 

  It was also felt that the report needed to look into the role played by local specialist 
interest clusters which have developed around specific fields of digital engagement across 
the sector. There were a number of references from companies during the research which 
indicated that this style of learning was possibly more important that had been previously 
appreciated. 183 Paul Coles of British Telecom was firmly of the belief that the informal 
cluster groupings have a really vital role to play in bridging this gap (around staff staying 
on top of new developments) and providing an ongoing education for those who are in the 
sector. 

Ben Nield refers to:  

‘Communities of interest be they computer programmers or tourists are increasingly 
providing each other with help on a quid-quo-pro basis.’ 184  

  Many of those who were ‘self taught’ in terms of their digital skills did so by making use 
of informal cluster groups.185 It was even pointed out in an interview with an SQL 
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organiser that those very qualities which were required to become involved in a cluster 
group were ideal for those who were needed to work in the sector: self reliance, a 
willingness to share, problem solving and a love of a challenge,186 sentiments echoed by 
GCHQ who also make considerable use of them for recruitment.187  

   Exeter’s SQL group provided a really interesting insight into exactly how such an 
informal body could provide additional learning. The membership of sixty to eighty was 
mainly drawn from those working in smaller digital organisations who off their own 
initiative engaged with the group188. They possessed a really high degree of specialist 
digital knowledge, but as was often reiterated the group quickly helped everyone to 
appreciate that in the digital sector there is no single guru who knows everything, every 
single person brings their own little niche of specialist knowledge and pours it into the 
collective pot. 
 
  Many felt that they needed the contacts with others to broaden their horizons189 and it 
provided an important social dimension for them, but the strongest theme was an ever 
present one about the cross fertilisation of ideas and shared problem identification and 
solving. Their training came from working with their peers and through shared problem 
solving.190 All commented on the need for this type of shared learning given the vastness 
of the sector, the focus became not who knew the answers but know where to go to look 
for them, a somewhat different dimension from the traditional training approach. A number 
of group members who were interviewed had gained new jobs entirely on the back of new 
technological expertise they had developed in the cluster.191 

  The group itself met monthly in a hotel in the centre of Exeter, was very informal, very 
welcoming and full of like minded people, all well motivated, with everyone contributing 
and doing their bit. The strong learning focus was reinforced by their being a talk about 
some aspect of new digital technology at each meeting, then followed by a more informal 
discussion. Some participants had travelled from as far as Okehampton and Tiverton for 
meetings, which appeared to be filling a social need for some of the members as well as a 
skills one. 

  The group also hold an annual conference with a host of speakers from across the 
country 192 and this year had 150 delegates as well as both Exeter University and Exeter 
College of Further Education attending which was being seen as a real breakthrough in 
their unstated desire for broader recognition of what they were providing for the city. Their 
management group had struggled for a long time about how they could engage with a 
wider more main stream digital sector audience, but were not very well informed about 
what was going on in the world of education and funding, and were some way off the mark 
in some of their thoughts about what was being delivered in mainstream education.  
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One comment from a member summed up their approach: 

‘It does not feel like a conference, but is more like a group of friends getting together and 
learning something at the same time.’193 

It does appear that there is a real concentration of such groups around Exeter. Apart 
from a strong SQL group (60+ members) there are a number of other groups including a 
web development group with a membership of nearly 350, an R users group, a ‘structural 
users’ group, an open data forum, a  business intelligence group as well as an inventor 
group194. All tend to operate separately, and all are drawing from different expertise. 
Reference was also made to a number of other groups in the north of the sub region195.  

It is quite possible that there are a number of other less visible informal clusters located 
around the South West. One prominent employer was of the view that the digital sector 
has always made a great deal of use of informal learning, sometimes amongst members 
of the same company who simply find time to get together and share ideas and 
thoughts196, indeed some companies such as Sparx in Exeter have spent considerable 
effort seeking to cultivate an environment within the company premises to heighten levels 
of informal sharing and learning197. GCHQ commented on the use they made of 
interaction with local clusters in Devon and Cornwall when seeking out potential talent.198 

It is worthwhile to look at a number of informal programmes which have been 
deliberately put in place to stimulate digital engagement amongst young people elsewhere 
in the country. The East London Digital Learning programmes are relatively informal 
programmes that work outside of the school curriculum to teach digital skills. These 
programmes tend to share certain traits in common. Almost all of them have grown up 
within the East London cluster and have a sense of being part of it and of the local area. 
They have been founded by enthusiasts who understand digital technology and want to 
share its possibilities. They are both entrepreneurial and social in character, reflecting 
digital start up culture; they tend to be fast on their feet, innovative and focused on making 
a difference. The majority rely on volunteers from the local digital sector to run the 
programmes. 

 

Some of the programmes they are offering are deliberately trying to increase the 
number of girls entering the sector, these include: 

• Tech Future Girls,  an after school club designed specifically with girls in mind 
• Code Bar is a free weekly workshop run by female developers who want to share their 

knowledge 
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• Girls in tech London run open monthly events to raise the visibility of women in tech 
• DigiGirlz High tech camp for girls, works to dispel stereotypes of high tech industry. During 

the camp session the girls listen to executive speakers, participate in technology tours and 
demonstrations, network and learn through hands on workshops. 

 

All have good links with local employers and offered links to tech Companies and those 
who work in them. There was also a recognition that Formal Learning can only play a 
limited role in meeting digital skills gaps as it is difficult for teachers in schools and Further 
Education Colleges to remain up to date with the fast moving changes in technology and 
job roles.199  

  Although only recently set up the Next Gen Skills Academy is seeking to put on a 
number of summer school taster events across the region, running for 2-3 weeks and 
hoping to inspire youngsters, in particular girls, about the huge range of opportunities 
available to them in the creative and gaming sectors.200  The absence of such groups in 
Plymouth, Taunton and Torbay for example, does provide an opportunity for pro active 
employer activity to engage the next generation, possibly drawing on local STEM 
development funding to increase the overall numbers going into any of the STEM 
professions. 

 

Key Issues for Deliverers  

 

The Major Gender Imbalance in the Digital Sector 
 

  In the digital sector women make up only 15% of all ICT professionals, 201 and the 
situation is not improving, with the latest National Audit Office statistics showing a 15% 
decline in the number of female ICT Technicians between 2012 and 2014.202 Currently 
female representation in the digital sector in the United Kingdom is lower than the 
European Union norm.203  

The House of Lords report produced the figure that less than 10% of all app developers 
were female and used words such as ‘shameful’ in its comments, though did draw 
attention to the fact that this was a feature of all the STEM workforce and needed 
fundamental changes in attitude to tackle it.204 The gender breakdown of the largest digital 
companies across the globe simply reinforces the belief that for a whole variety of reasons 
the sector has failed to attract, and / or utilise the skills of women. 
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Company name  No of employees  % Male % Female 

Ebay 31,800 76% 24% 

Apple 92,600 80% 20% 

LinkedIn 6,442 83% 17% 

Google 51,564 83% 17% 

Microsoft 128,000 83% 17% 

Facebook 8,348 85% 15% 

Yahoo 12,200 85% 15% 

Twitter 3,600 90% 10% 

Ebay 31,800 72% 28% 

Apple 92,600 72% 28% 

Amazon 117,300 75% 25% 

LinkedIn 6,442 75% 25% 

Google 51,564 79% 21% 

Microsoft 128,000 77% 23% 

Facebook 8,348 77% 23% 

Yahoo 12,200 77% 23% 

Twitter 3,600 79%  21% 

HP 302,000 80% 20% 

INTEL 107,600 84% 16% 

 

Figure 15  The percentage of Women employed in major Digital C ompanies .205 

A recent Telephonica report stated that: 
 
‘there are narrow stereotypes amongst the young about what it might be like to work in a 
digital job. Young people were asked to name people working in digital industries. Most 
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were able to name Bill Gates, Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerburg…but not a single woman 
was mentioned.’206  
 
Even in our universities the imbalance is present: 

‘Only 22% of tenured staff within H.E. departments of computing and information science 
staff are women’207.   

Interestingly the latest UKCES ‘Careers of the Future. Guidance for 2020’208 which lists 
the digital sector as being a key area for new jobs, only provides case studies for male 
workers. Such unthinking work can often have unintended consequences.  

 
Even the well supported local informal clusters do appear to have more male members 

than female, though it must be noted that female representation is considerably higher 
than in the local digital businesses themselves209. This may not be entirely due to the 
factors operating in the digital sector, the same characteristics have been noted in all the 
Science Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM) sectors. 

 
‘By the age of 10-11 many girls have developed a non STEM identity and those of 

average academic ability whilst enjoying STEM subjects perceive them as for the brainy 
few. (Institute of Education) and consequently many have closed down any thoughts of 
entering the sector well before the vast majority are exposed to any information advice 
and guidance on their future careers. The situation is even worse regarding girls from 
working class backgrounds and those from some minority ethnic groups where students 
experience lower teacher expectations caused by unconscious bias with teachers 
favouring boys and perceiving them to be better.’210 

 
 There may even be some mitigating factors. The digital sector has proved to be one in 

which a number of learners with autism and Asperger’s syndrome (both predominantly 
male conditions) have been able to turn the perceived disabilities into major attributes with 
their single minded focus enabling a number to truly do outstanding work. 

‘ we have been able to incorporate a number (of autistic individuals) into the workforce, 
and by managing their exposure to having to work with large groups, have been able to 
fully utilise their exceptional talents.’211 

 
The analysis of the A level classes in one HOTSW College revealed that 15% of the 

total cohort had been diagnosed as either autistic or had Asperger’s syndrome and their 
tutors view was that a further 10% showed very definite traits of autism. The overall 
gender balance in that college’s groups was 70% male -30% female.212 
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It has been suggested that the use of gender stereotypical toys for young children may 

well have had a part to play, with males being given games such as Meccano and 
chemistry sets at an early age whilst their female counterparts were presented with far 
less stimulating toys213. It is to be hoped that the current move towards more digital games 
may in part overcome this. 

 
A very progressive local company recently advertised to recruit six Digital Apprentices 

had 42 responses of which only 2 of whom were female214. There remains a real 
challenge to engage young women and attract them into the sector.   

  It is to be hoped that by setting female recruitment targets for new bodies such as the 
National Skills Academy (40%)215 and the Next Gens Skills Academy (40%)216 they will be 
very innovative and produce a more balanced cohort. 

 

What is needed and where will the workforce come fr om? 

A National Skills Academy survey in  2013 of 4,700 businesses showed that 1in 7 who 
were seeking digital professionals were having trouble recruiting, whilst for  those wanting 
programmers, software developers and web design staff  the ratio had reached 1 in 2.217 
Since then the position appears to have worsened with rapid growth in demand without 
any corresponding increase in supply. A tour of the websites of many of the areas leading 
digital companies reveals that almost all of them had a host of job specifications for a wide 
range of high level jobs which they hadn’t yet filled. 

 
  
So where will new staff come from?  E Skills suggest 43% will be from people switching 

from other IT and T jobs, 18% will come from education with the remaining 39% being 
drawn in from unemployment or economic inactivity.218 As the pressure increases to find 
new staff so the traditionally young age profile of the sector appears to be changing. 
Having been seen as a predominantly ‘young persons’ industry at the turn of the century  
by 2012 47% of digital professionals were over 40 years of age and the 16-29 years 
cohort had declined from 31% in 2001 to 19%  by 2011219. 

With the House of Lords report saying quite clearly that with the high level of skills 
required ‘it would be difficult to meet the demand from national sources’, and 
consequently that ‘British Tech companies will …need to access the global skills market to 
obtain the talent required to grow in the short-term,220 then immigration might be seen as 
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one way of overcoming the shortage. However the report then suggests that this is not 
likely to be the case since: 

 ‘Current immigration and visa rules do not support the urgent short-term need for talent 
…we agree with the recommendation that the Government ‘immediately re-instate the 
previous post study work route.’221 

There is also the real possibility that ‘as businesses increasingly require IT systems that 
enable collaborations to take place between anyone, any time, on any device, from any 
place, including overseas, they will start to make use of the technology themselves. 
Before long business leaders will begin to consider the staffing implications of having 
some digital staff based overseas, once it is possible to source talent from a potentially 
global pool.’222  

For the HOTSW based digital businesses it is clear that there will be no one single 
‘quick fix’ that will bring an influx of skilled workers in the short-term. There is a need for 
long-term planning and change in both guidance about and the delivery of digital training. 

 

Recruitment of Staff 

From discussions with a cross section of the deliverers of training it would appear that 
all of them are experiencing problems in recruiting enough suitably skilled and competent 
staff to deliver the quality of digital training that they would like to. This ranges from the 
schools223 to the colleges,224 the private training providers 225 to the Institutes of Higher 
Education226 as well as the companies delivering full cost commercial training.227  There 
are a variety of reasons behind this problem. 

Being such a recently emerging sector it still has, despite recent shifts, a predominantly 
youthful age profile. Consequently there are very few older workers, and these are the 
ones who in other sectors, have traditionally moved out of front line work and into teaching 
training as they have got older and possibly seeing it as slightly less strenuous as well as 
very rewarding sector. The key result is that there are very few older workers crossing 
from digital work into the teaching/training world and this situation is further aggravated by 
the fact that due in part to the skills shortage, wages for the jobs which do require the 
most sought after skills are correspondingly high, meaning that anyone with that skill set 
considering moving across to the delivery world would be looking at having to take a very 
considerable wage cut. Indeed the Head of Active, a large training conglomerate, said that 
one reason for their target size being a turnover of £100 million a year was so that they 
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could afford to pay a salary at a level which might attract those with top skills into the 
sector.228 

It presents a real dilemma for the deliverers of digital skills training, given that they are 
only recruiting very low numbers, how can they justify taking the risk of paying a ‘sector 
breaking wage’ for someone who is unlikely to be fully utilised in the short-term?  Yet at 
the same time they are being harangued for failing to deliver qualified technicians to a 
sector with a serious skills shortage. It would seem probable that until the providers are 
able to persuade employers to offer the starter digital jobs in the first place and then 
develop their own new employees through routes such as apprenticeships and day 
release part time programmes then the numbers are likely to stay low. 

The position is further complicated by the fact that a number of training providers have 
commented that the skill set required for the coders and programmers includes very 
intense concentration, being very single focused, highly competitive and refusing to give 
up regardless of how much time something takes. These traits are not best suited to the 
role of a teacher or trainer and several colleges have experienced difficulty developing the 
teaching skills of some of the skilled digital practitioners they have recruited229. 

 

Issues around the development of a quality digital training staff 

There are four different aspects which need to be considered when looking at the 
suitability of a teaching team to deliver a quality end product, 

 
1. Staff Qualifications 
2. Staff CPD 
3. Staff Recruitment 
4. Staff retention 
 

The situation in schools 

The schools have not found it easy to deliver the quality of product they would like to in 
a period of considerable change. Michael Gove’s attack on the type of computing training 
being delivered in the nations schools230 was the prelude to the dismantling of the old 
syllabus and approach and the introduction of Digital Skills into the National Curriculum in 
September 2014. However simply changing the syllabus and demanding a completely 
different focus on the subject has not been without its problems. A survey by Computing 
at School and Microsoft in autumn 2014 found that 81% of those teachers delivering the 
subject were desperate for more training for themselves231. The survey also revealed that 
‘68% of primary and secondary teachers were of the view that their pupils have a better 
understanding of the subject than they did themselves. With computer programming  now 
been taught from year 1 in primary schools it required a workforce cognisant with the 

                                                
228 Sally Dockets CEO Active Learning 21.03.15 
229 Richard Brine 19.11.14 
230 Michael Gove 11.01.12 
231 Computing at School and Microsoft Joint Survey November 2014 



  

57 
 

intricacies of the subject, yet only 25% of those delivering the compulsory new IT classes 
had worked with the subject prior to September 2014 and virtually none had any 
experience of working in the digital sector previously’.232  

In the current climate of funding restrictions and cuts, schools have faced a situation 
where their current teachers and trainers have tended to cling to the security of having a 
job throughout the recession rather than moving, consequently the level of staff turnover 
has been lower than previously, few teachers have moved on, resulting in their being far 
fewer opportunities for new talent to be brought in. This ‘has meant that there has been 
less flexibility in the system to allow staff to take time out to train on new advances, which 
in the long-term has resulted in a somewhat stagnant workforce. 

Since the introduction of digital skills into the National Curriculum and the subsequent 
outcry about the lack of support that teachers were being given the Government has been 
quick to act. It recognised that there are real problems to be overcome if they are to raise 
the standard of digital delivery in the schools. Consequently there have been a whole 
range of new initiatives announced which are intended to help bring England’s primary 
and secondary school teachers up to the skills level required to effectively the new 
computing curriculum as well as overseeing the creation of high quality teaching materials 
and seeking to increase the numbers of digital skills graduates considering teaching as a 
career.  

In January 2015 Nicky Morgan the Secretary of State heralded a series of initiatives 
from the ETAG (Education Technology Advisory Group)233.  

1. A consortium led by Queen Mary University of London working closely with 
Hertford College, Oxford will use £25,000 DfE funding and a further £25,000 matched 
funding from Google, the UCL led CHI+MED project, the faculty of philosophy at the 
University of Oxford and a private philanthropist to create a range of resources that will 
support teachers in promoting the development of computing-related thinking skills. These 
include 16,000 booklets for teachers on computing-related thinking across the curriculum 
and further development of the Turtle programming system, which makes text-based 
programming easier to teach so that it is fully available online. 

 
2. DigitalMe, supported by £50,000 from DfE and £50,000 in matched funding from 

O2 Telefonica, will develop a set of badges designed to recognise and motivate 
improvement in teachers’ knowledge and classroom application of the computing 
curriculum. The system will encourage peer-to-peer training by recognising teachers who 
pass on their skills to other teachers. To claim badges teachers will have to complete 
badge missions tasks and challenges contained within a badge and upload evidence of 
their skill development. There will be badges for each content area of the curriculum. 

 
3. Our Lady’s Catholic High School has been supporting teachers nationwide since 

2011 to introduce and develop outstanding computing in their schools. They will use 
£42,000 funding from DfE matched by the Rasberri Pi foundation, to extend the current 
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offer to a wider geographical base of schools than they are supporting. In particular, they 
will be looking to support teachers in schools serving communities with the highest levels 
of social and economic disadvantage. Specific activities will include 18 2-day, nationwide, 
school-based events for 460 teachers and 8,000 pupils, opportunities for teachers to 
observe lessons delivered by outstanding computing teachers, 28 online public seminars 
and a national conference. 

 
4. The Titan Partnership will use £15,500 DfE funding and a further £15,500 from 

other supporters to engage a minimum of 60 teachers (40 secondary and 20 primary) in a 
personalised computer science training programme. Participants will complete subject 
knowledge audits and will be trained in line with personalised action plans with SMART 
targets. The training will include modules on computational thinking and networking being 
developed by Newman University and Birmingham City University. Bi-monthly training 
sessions will be led by expert practitioners and further level 3 and level 7 accredited 
courses will also be offered by Birmingham City University and Newman University staff. 

 

5. The Centre for Educational Consultancy and Development at Oxford Brookes 
University is developing online computing CPD for primary school teachers, with help from 
£15,000 from DfE and £15,000 from the University of Northampton and Turn IT On. This 
will include delivering training via a massive open online course (MOOC) and running a 
number of TeachMeet style events that will be recorded and uploaded into the online 
environment to provide case study examples of computing teaching in schools. These 
case studies will include video examples of teaching approaches, resources materials and 
lesson plans. 

The DfE Minister has also said that she knows that a significant number of UK jobs in 
the future will be in the tech industry, which is why the government are committed to 
supporting tech companies to connect with our schools - preparing young people to 
succeed in the global race. Increasing the focus on subjects like computing is a key part of 
the plan for education - which is why the government is investing in the latest training and 
support so that teachers are fully prepared to plan, teach and assess the new computing 
curriculum.234 

In the South West British Telecom has been pushing their Tech Literacy Programme235 
which was extended in January 2015 and is aiming to have reached another 1,000 
schools and 6,000 teachers by the summer of 2015. Its long-term goal of reaching 5 
million young people by 2020 is well on track236. 

With such strenuous efforts going on it would appear that a seismic shift is taking place 
in the schools sector, staff are being trained, equipment is being upgraded, new high 
quality digital staff are being brought in, but it must be appreciated that this will take time. 
The first year one learners to study IT from the beginning of their time at school as a part 
of their national curriculum this year will not be joining the job market until nearly 2030, 
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older learners may benefit in part, but will not have gone through the whole new learning 
cycle. 

 

The situation in Further Education and WBL 

As yet apart from the work of the Emerging Technologies Advisory Group (EMTAG) in 
promoting the use of digital technology to improve the deliver of teaching and training in 
Further Education there have been no comparable initiatives to raise the skills standard of 
those delivering digital skills in that sector. 

The colleges of Further Education appear to have a need for larger numbers of 
teachers and trainers to service the delivery of both full time and part time GCSE and A 
level  programmes as well delivering the training for apprenticeships and a range of other 
work based learning courses. Despite paying higher salary levels than their private 
counterparts the colleges are finding it difficult both to recruit suitably qualified staff and 
also to retain them237. Three colleges have commented on how difficult it is due to a lack 
of local talent to recruit from, they have very few suitable applicants for key positions and 
as a result two have been forced to recruit from abroad, but always found that to be only a 
temporary solution238.  

With the subject still seen as being in its infancy and numbers fluctuating there would 
appear to be a lack of a clear digital career progression path in the teaching side of the 
profession. In addition there is a need to invest heavily in the staff’s CPD (Continuing 
Professional Development) in order to ensure that they are to stay abreast of the 
seemingly never ending flood of new technological advances.  

This has been compounded by a shortage of suitable training programmes for staff. 
Until this year the Joint Information Systems Committee held the brief for the development 
and upskilling of staff in Higher Education, Further Education, Work Based Learning and 
the Adult and Community sector. The South West was particularly well served by the local 
RSC JISC group and levels of engagement were high, numerous on line specialist training 
events were held along with considerable 1:1 sessions with both colleges and private 
providers239. Unfortunately the major cut backs within JISC, in particular its proactive 
training arm has left a major hole in the CPD market. 

Some are trying to fill it by bringing in the technology developer’s training teams, both 
Microsoft Technician and Cisco programmes have been purchased, but even the colleges 
are finding them expensive and when staff have been enrolled on them it would then 
appear to be a challenge to hold on to them once they complete. 240 
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 One head of department commented that their delivery team never felt settled and they 
expected to lose one or two key staff each year as they moved back into the private sector 
where they could expect to earn a great deal more money. 241  

 Private training providers have not fared as well as the colleges in this environment and 
because their wages are significantly lower than those of College colleagues the skills 
pool that they are able to recruit from is far smaller.242 Amongst their staff there is a dearth 
of current private digital sector expertise, nearly 80% of their practitioners are self 
taught243 which frequently results in them having learned how to make use of 
programmes, but them not understanding the underlying principles which they have been 
built upon. Not one of the private training providers interviewed could be said to have staff 
with high levels of digital skills, and even the very top provider’s staff skills focus more on 
how to fix a problem rather than the issues which underpin it. 

Inevitably this does mean that the private training providers are quite restricted in what 
training programmes they are able to offer244. Unable to compete financially with FE 
Colleges for the few higher skilled staff who are available a number have adopted a policy 
of employing the best of the apprentices they have trained and then putting them through 
a teaching qualification and using them to develop the next generation245. This has 
provided some success, but places a great reliance on these individuals being able to stay 
abreast of new developments through further learning through digital or informal channels. 
The colleges generally would appear to be the ones who have been helping to meet the 
needs of the specialist digital providers whilst the private training providers have been 
focusing on delivering training for those providing the IT requirements of the non digital 
businesses. 

 
The private training providers had the lowest levels of take up of the previous JISC 

training offers246 and so whilst their downsizing may not have such a major impact as with 
the colleges, it is likely that for many ITP’s this was the sole source of CPD for their digital 
staff. It is possible that in time ‘e skills’ may step up to fill the gap, maybe making use of a 
consortia of the producers such as CISCO and Oracle for example, but that is not thought 
likely and if they did might would be limited to providing support about how the systems 
they provide actually work and can be developed, rather than delivering bespoke 
training.247  

 

  There is a very broad spectrum of ages delivering the Digital Skills agenda in the FE 
sector, with younger members of staff more in evidence in colleges. There is a positive 
correlation between the greater the age of an individual and the reduced likelihood that 
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they hold any digital skills qualification, re enforcing the point that the digital delivery staff 
of many training providers are self taught and do not possess qualifications. 

 Given the dramatic changes in the levels of technical expertise required to work in the 
sector during the last decade and the major reworking of the qualifications linked in to the 
new trailblazer apprenticeship frameworks, the need for external support to enable staff to 
deliver a product which employers need has never been higher. The newly created Next 
Gen Skills Academy is working with employers to take skilled digital staff on 3-6 month 
secondments to meet the shortfall in delivery expertise.248 Yeovil College has a regular 
flow of staff from local digital establishments assisting in the delivery of their courses249, It 
is likely that other providers of training are going to have adopt similar schemes with their 
digital companies. 

 

The Quality and Currency of equipment in F.E. 

A City & Guilds survey in mid 2014 of over 100 operational staff in independent training 
providers and work-based learning units in FE colleges identified that 37% highlighted a 
lack of access to digital resources and e-tools for their reason for not making more use of 
IT in their own work, irrespective of that for training learners.250 If they are to produce a 
future workforce capable of contributing to the leading edge of the digital sector then it 
was felt to be imperative that the learners were able to learn on the most up to date 
machines and to make use of the latest programmes. The networks they are trained on 
will need regular maintenance as well as requiring a local broadband infra structure with 
speeds to meet needs. In the HOTSW area there are really marked variations around 
these speeds. Plymouth currently rates in the top 6% for the highest proportion of 
addresses with Superfast Broadband in the UK with 97% coverage251 whilst Somerset 
rates in the bottom quartile with 50% and Devon only marginally higher with 55%.252 A 
series of high profile news stories about the long waiting times for superfast broadband to 
be connected in local business parks has done little to create a positive impression.253 

On the equipment front the colleges delivering the digital teaching and training in 
particular, are very aware of the high cost of keeping both their equipment and 
programmes up to date as well as the costs of regular maintenance. A number of these 
colleges have joined and benefit from being a part of the Microsoft Academy, one of the 
benefits of which is that they get significant discounts on purchases and are constantly 
being kept up to speed with training, updates, information packs etc, those who have not 
have found it more difficult to have all their equipment up to date and to have every 
machine able to access the latest programmes254. Two of the best colleges in the HOTSW 
area have frequently been approached by industry to provide bespoke full cost recovery 
                                                
248 Pete Levy Next Gen Skills Academy 15.06.15 
249 Rob Wood Yeovil College.24.02.15 
250 City & Guilds Technology in FE. July 2014 p7 
251 ‘The 22 Key Cities Group and the SW peninsula’ Ofcom Broadband Infrastructure (Coverage 
and Speed) 2014 
252 Ibid 
253  Jane Wakefield BBC Technology Report 14.07.14 
254 Richard Brine 19.11.14 



  

62 
 

training, but find that this would need a significant investment in new equipment and staff 
to give them the capacity to take on this kind of work and this is currently beyond their 
budgets255.  

The independent training providers generally lagged some way behind the colleges in 
this area. Two did possess one fully up to date suite, though not large enough to meet the 
needs of all their learners, while the majority of the facilities were ‘using equipment and 
programmes that are years out of date’.256 The majority, though not all were using outside 
companies to look after their IT systems and several commented that the so called ‘expert 
consultants’ were not always of the quality which was desirable.257 This also carries the 
risk of over dependence on any one individual as one ITP recently discovered following 
the unfortunate ‘demise’ of their company consultant258. For many they did not have 
enough specialist knowledge to know what they really need, what was available and 
whether the price was a true reflection of the market, consequently a number would 
purchase equipment or programmes which they didn’t actually need.259 It was strongly felt 
that the private training providers did not get value for money for what they spent and 
most had failed to develop their own staff in parallel with their equipment.260 The low levels 
of ITP engagement with the RSC JISC IT support programme in the region over the last 
five years further exacerbated the problem.261The lack of sufficient funds to ensure the 
regular updating of equipment, programmes and staff as well as ongoing maintenance 
costs meant that very few private providers are in a position to be able to deliver cutting 
edge specific sector focused digital training and consequently would need to work in 
partnerships with specialist providers such as Cosmic to secure a marriage between those 
with access to the funds available and those in a position to deliver.262 

 

Attracting New Talent to the Digital Sector  

The Tech Partnership 

The Tech Partnership is a growing network of employers creating the skills for the 
digital economy. They work to inspire young people about technology, accelerate the flow 
of talented people from all backgrounds into technology careers and help companies 
develop the technology skills they need for the future.263 
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‘The Partnership is about us, employers, genuinely driving advantage for our industry 
and for the whole of the country. It is vital we actually do something as a group, something 
that has a big effect that really makes a big difference, to help to change the country.’264 

The partnership has evolved over the past two years out of ‘e skills’ in its’ role as the 
national lead body. There had previously been a very good training forum in place up to 
about 5-7 years ago265 when the limited central funding was cut and the training 
dimension fell away. When the funding dried up it was said that ‘the digital employers 
were never going to pay for the training.’266 However since then a number of digital 
businesses and awarding bodies have been working together, and have evolved into the 
Tech Partnership in order to fill the gap. At this moment in time there has been very little 
engagement from either the college Further Education sector or the private training 
providers267.  

 

 The Tech partnership is at heart an employer led initiative focusing on the real needs 
of the industry. It has the stated mission of seeking to ensure that the UK has the skills it 
needs for growth in the global digital economy and has a vision of making the UK the go 
to place for digital business. Its core objectives are to: 

 
1. Inspire new talent : inspiring young people, particularly girls, about 

technology education and careers. 

2. Create new jobs : accelerating the flow of talented people from all 
backgrounds into technology careers, with a particular focus on apprentices and 
graduates. 

3. Develop new skills : developing strategic digital skills for growth, for 
example cyber security, big data, mobile, e-commerce and the Internet of Things. 

4. Raise quality : setting industry standards and accrediting education and 
training that meets them. 

 

It has the goal of delivering the skills for a million new digital jobs over the coming 
decade, removing a key constraint to growth for businesses across the economy. It’s aims 
are to: 

1. Grow the pipeline of motivated, well-prepared pe ople seeking digital 
careers .  

• Wanting every student to have access to high quality careers information 
from industry; 
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• Providing Industry-supported education programmes and resources to be 
widely utilised in schools and colleges; 

• Increasing the proportion of females from 16% to 50% of new entrants. 
 

2. Triple the intake of graduates and apprentices i nto technology.  Wanting: 

• Every university to offer industry-led degree programmes which guarantee 
employability; 

• Apprenticeships to be as common as graduate recruitment across the 
sector; 

• Cost-effective, high quality in–work training programmes for graduates and 
apprentices to be readily available. 

 

3. Establish a business-responsive education and tr aining infrastructure 
which delivers a ready supply of the skills industr y needs . Waning: 

• Cost effective, high quality, industry-recognised courses to be widely 
available; 

• A vibrant pipeline of strategically important skills to support growth.268 
 

  The Tech Partnership has become one of the government’s first points of call when 
considering issues to do with the digital sector. It is primarily composed of national 
companies , amongst its digital specialist members are: Accenture, ARM, BT, Capgemini, 
CGI UK, Cisco, Fujitsu, Google, HP Enterprise Services, IBM, Microsoft, Oracle, 
Quicksilva, Samsung, Tata Consultancy Services, Telefonica UK (O2), whilst from other 
sectors who use digital technology are: Asda, the BBC, the Direct Line Group, DWP, 
HMRC, Jaguar Land Rover, Lloyds, National Grid, Network Rail and the Royal Mail.269 
There is a shortage of  South West voices in the partnership apart from our strong local 
BT representation and the military services, This does need to be rectified. 

On a similar level there is Tech UK270. Tech UK (formally known as Intellect) is the trade 
association which serves to represent its members in the UK technology industry. They 
are formed by 500 SME and 280 multinational member companies and exist solely for 
their benefit. Their vision is for the UK to be a leader in the development and use of digital 
technology for the benefit of the UK economy and its citizens.  

Tech UK is a very powerful voice for the whole of the technology sector and covers the 
information and communications technologies (ICT), electronics manufacturing and 
design and consumer electronics (CE) sectors, including defence and space-related IT. 
Intellect runs over 90 groups and committees which are coordinated through head office in 
London. They do not have a formal regional presence. Their groups and committees 
cover a vast range of topics, from consumer electronics and energy and the environment, 
to security and resilience and intellectual property rights. Membership includes 280 
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multinational companies including Dell Corporation Ltd, Epsom (UK) Ltd, Ernst & Young, 
Fujitsu, Hewlett Packard Ltd, IBM Ltd, Barclays Bank, Royal Mail & Serco271 

 

Reflections on the current state of Careers Advice and Guidance 

 ‘The majority of the evidence said that current careers guidance was poor and 
outdated. Current careers guidance was described as ‘absolutely shocking’ and as ‘not 
working for any sector of any company.’ This is particularly problematic given the 
predicted changes to the labour market, without the appropriate careers guidance and 
advice in place, young people (and also the population in general), will not be able to 
make an informed decision about potential careers choices.’ 272 

  Evidence to the House of Lords committee went on to comment on the changes to the 
way that people’s working lives develop: 

‘whereas previously people would have one career for their lifetime, it was now likely 
that individuals would have a number of jobs…the 18 year old of last year would have 11 
jobs by the time they were 37……the role of the careers advisor was more appropriate 
when people tended to have only one job for their entire working lives.’273 

 Some careers, particularly in the STEM sectors, require a youngster to prioritise certain 
subjects at an increasingly early age in school. This can have the effect of narrowing the 
range of career options available to youngsters by time they reach the age of 13 to 14 
regardless of where their interests lie. Consequently the suggestion was made by the 
committee that: 

‘Careers advice should be an ongoing process’ from primary school right through to 
those already in work who may be seeking alternative career paths.’274 

The CBI have called for careers information to be provided ’from an earlier age.’275 

Inevitably the House of Lords Report highlighted the failure of CEIAG to deliver the 
broad and independent guidance required: 

  ‘It was questioned whether existing careers guidance encouraged people….to 
consider all the opportunities available to them….many students were given little or no 
information about apprenticeship, let alone digital apprenticeships.’276 

As the report concluded: 
 

‘The current careers guidance structure is outdated and does not support the needs of 
the future digitally skilled workforce. It would be more appropriate to talk about 
employment guidance. Industry has a vested interest in this; if employers want to close 
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the skills gap and recruit the best individuals, they must have greater involvement. We 
believe that a radical rethink is required to inject imagination into employment guidance. 
An employment guidance service needs strong central leadership which co-ordinates local 
themes.’277 

On a local perspective the UK Digital Taskforce and Teen CIC recommended: 

‘Regional groups collaborating to establish websites dedicated to ‘connecting education 
and tech businesses in order to help improve careers guidance and facilitate work 
experience, which Local Enterprise Partnership’s, Local Authorities or self organising 
collaborations could lead.’278  

 It is clear that the careers guidance sector in schools is still finding its feet following on 
from the devastating impact of the 2011 Education Act which fundamentally altered the 
entire delivery structure. In the House of Commons Education Committee’s own words: 

 
‘The Government’s decision to transfer responsibility for careers guidance to the 

schools is regrettable.’279 
   
 Added into this challenging situation there is the emergence of a completely new 

business sector, developing at an unprecedented rate, involving two distinct work cohorts, 
one very highly specialised, the other more generic in nature, with constantly changing 
careers pathways and underpinned by qualifications which are in the middle of a drastic 
overhaul. Add to this the fact that virtually no careers guidance staff have ever worked in 
the digital sector, nor have many teachers and there can be no surprise that there very 
little accurate advice and guidance is being provided. The current focus on providing IAG 
from year 9 also means that very little advice and guidance is being given to youngsters in 
years 7 & 8 when key decisions about the subjects which are to be concentrated on are 
made. 
 

 

Lack of specialist IAG information 

  It would appear that a further issue is that there is very little fit for purpose careers 
advice on the digital sector available. 

The recently published United Kingdom Commission for Employment and Skill’s 
(UKCES) ‘Careers Guidance for 2020’280lists 5 key digital career options out of the 40 
careers it promotes across the whole economy, clearly it considers the sector to be 
crucially important. Two of the five options are promoted as considered to be key and are 
studied in depth, the IT Business Analysis and Programmers and Software Development 
pathways. In both case studies the publication only outlines entry through the graduate 
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route with no mention being made of degree apprenticeships or even apprenticeships in 
general.  Both studies do stress that the sector does prefer to take on people who have 
had two to three years industrial experience, possess the required technical skills and 
emphasise that recruits need to possess a wide range of problem solving, team working 
and motivational skills. 

  For the Business Analysis role281 it was said to be essential for the applicant to have 
researched the company in depth, its ways of working and the products it creates, whilst 
for the developer role282 there will be a greater emphasis on teamwork and exceptional 
customer relationships. Both case studies are of graduates, one from Cambridge, the 
other a red brick university with one then progressing into John Lewis’s in house graduate 
management trainee scheme. The suggested salaries do not make any mention of the 
markedly different rates on offer in London as against the South West (a 50% differential 
in some jobs).283 In both cases annual earnings were indicated as starting at around £20k 
reaching an industry average of £38-40k.  

  The other three career options are less prominently displayed284. The IT Specialist 
Managers jobs were referred to only in broad terms and said to range from data service 
managers through to IT support managers, or managing the delivery of IT within an 
organisation. The IT Project and Programme Managers option was said to be for those 
who wanted to be overseeing implementation of major IT installations within organisations 
to meet company needs and lastly the Web Designers and Developers pathway is for 
those who wanted to use their creativity and Technical Skills to design build and maintain 
websites, VLE’s etc. 

 

Alternative IAG Support 

Another important source of information advice and guidance is the STEM network. 285 
STEMNET (the Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics Network) was set up 
to create opportunities to inspire young people to study STEM subjects. This network 
receives funding from the Department for Business, Innovation, and Skills (BIS), the 
Department for Education (DfE) and the Gatsby Charitable Foundation. It is targeted to 
increase young people’s career choices and chances through making them aware of 
careers in science, technology, engineering and mathematics, which does include the 
digital sector. Full time staff work to deliver STEMNET’s programmes both locally and 
regionally, with national coordination to thousands of schools, colleges and STEM 
employers. They enable young people from all backgrounds and of a range of abilities to 
meet inspiring role models, understand real world applications of STEM subjects and 
experience hands-on STEM activities that motivate, inspire and bring learning and career 
opportunities to life.286 
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STEMNET have created a range of computing and coding resources and activities to 
be used by their STEM clubs: 

Apps for Good www.appsforgood.org A creative learning programme teaching 
students to make mobile and facebook apps. 

Coder Dojo  www.coderdojo.com A global collaboration providing free and open 
learning to young people especially in programming technology. 

Code Academy  www.codeacademy.com/afterschool Start a coding club at your school, 
even if you are a beginner. 

Computing at School  www.computingatschool.org.ukComputing At School (CAS) is a 
grass roots organisation that aims to promote the teaching of Computing at school. It has 
over 30 regional hubs providing informal meetings organised by teachers for teachers 
sharing ideas, resources and best practice. 

CC4G Computer clubs for girls www.cc4g.net Computer Clubs for Girls (CC4G) is an 
out-of-the-box after-school club that has been specifically designed to encourage girls to 
stay engaged in IT. Free two week trial. 

Code Club  www.codeclub.org.uk Code club is a nationwide network of volunteer-
ledafter school coding clubs for children aged 9-11. Volunteers run Code Club after-school 
at their local primary school or community centre. Children attend Code Club once a week 
to learn the basics of coding. 

ExcITing careers http://excitingcareers.bcs.org Films about digital careers and where 
next links. 

Double Negative Visual Effects Careers and Learning  site  
http://www.dneg.com/learning-resources/  Videos and career profiles as well as a listing of 
coding resources suitable for children. 

(STEMNET Support Materials 2015)287 

 

Other recruitment pathways 

 
  The ‘C Group’ a charity set up to ‘inspire businesses to support Royal Marines in need’  

based at the headquarters of the Commando Training Centre Royal Marines in 
Lympstone, Devon, has the goal of creating a network which connects business and 
society with the Marines who are in need in order to create a better future. By establishing 
a network of business supporters across the UK to help Royal Marines who face leaving, 
or have left the service due to injury, make the transition to challenging and rewarding 
civilian careers.288 
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  They provide detailed advice and create links for service staff to train using their 
military resettlement grants in sectors where they may be well suited. Both the digital 
sector (with links to Vision IT and training delivered primarily through Blue ScreenIT) and 
the Construction sector (through major contractors such as Midas) have proven to be well 
suited. With most soldiers previously having been totally unaware of the career 
possibilities in the cyber security field it has quickly become a well established favourate,  
with a number of ex marines eventually going on to study it at Plymouth University.289 The 
military re settlement grant plays a vital role by enabling the delivery of training to take 
place when and where it is required, rather than the would be recruits being restricted to 
following the more traditional government paid funding routes in Further Education. 

 

The difficulties when promoting a career path in th e Digital Sector. 

 The speed of change within what can still be seen as a new emerging sector of the 
economy has been unprecedented. The level of technological advance has resulted in 
companies that have been at the leading edge one year been reduced to the status of has 
beens within a couple of years.290 This rate of change is highlighted by the emergence of 
the Big Data technology. In 2008 the sector did not exist, by 2013 it had become one of 
the five largest sub sectors within the digital business291 and may well develop into the 
largest one in the next five years. The challenge for those proving IAG is one of how does 
one provide futuristic guidance for a career direction which even the specialists do not 
know what direction it will take next. 292 

 Even for those already working in the sector it has become almost impossible to have a 
clear career development plan in ones mind: 

‘The problem is with a sector where developments are coming so thick and fast that it 
is impossible to say what awareness raising about new technological developments will 
be helpful for ones career and what will be superseded next year, so there is a need to 
find out about as many advances as possible and to discuss their ramifications in order to 
stay ahead of the game and be able to seize the right new career opportunity when it 
does occur. This is where the informal cluster groups have stepped in to fill the void, they 
are providing a kind of up to the minute digital information service.’293 

 

  When those working in the sector are struggling to maintain a perspective on their 
career pathways then the challenge is nigh on impossible for those advising young people 
who are still years away from the labour market knowing that the developments which are 
going to occur will have created a totally different working world by the time they enter it. 
Whilst the commendable efforts of UKCES in producing their careers guidance booklet for 
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2020294 the fact that it makes no mention of any of the top five digital careers currently 
highlighted by LinkedIn295 does suggest that they too have failed to resolve the issues 
linked to the sector incredibly rapid evolution.  

  The only solution may well involve adopting a very different approach to careers 
guidance in the sector. If it is accepted that there is little point in promoting specific digital 
career pathways to young people still in the schools when: 

 a. the sector is now so vast that there are hundreds of specialisms emerging, 

 b. the sector is developing so quickly that completely new types of jobs are emerging 
every year, some of which make existing job roles obsolete  

c. careers in IT are split between the needs of the specialist digital business and those 
of other businesses who need IT experts to run aspects of their infra structure, and the 
skills needs of these two groups are different,  

then the content of the IAG offer does need to be very different.  

  It will continue to be necessary to highlight the basic underpinning requirements of the 
sector: there will remain the need for individuals who think in a very logical way, who 
analytical minds, are very creative, have to be very well motivated and able to work on 
their own, allied to a requirement for skills centred around programming and coding and 
an overall technical expertise. After this first wave of information the main focus should 
then be to emphasise what a wide range of different specialisms will be available to them; 
from the skills of designing games, through to the challenge of staying ahead in terms of 
cyber security. From the use of analytical data to determine the education support 
required by specific individual learners through to the design of creative fashion, from 
designing new social media platforms through to the analysis of sporting performance. 
The key component is that the young person’s interest needs to be captured after which 
they can be steered onto a training pathway which ensures that they acquire both the 
necessary qualifications and all round technical competence to be in a position to enter 
the sector  when they leave education, something which is not the case currently.  

  If this is to be achieved then digital businesses are going to have a role to play. Paul 
Coles BT’s SW Regional Manager outlined the way in which he considers that businesses 
can play a far more active role in the education field. He wants them to link more closely 
with schools and help to develop their teaching staff’s digital understanding and skills, to 
provide them with CPD opportunities, to offer school visits, to go into schools and give 
talks about the sector and future opportunities, to make the offer of meaningful work 
experience for the pupils and finally to seek to become school governors.296 The difficulty 
for the smaller digital business is finding the time to do all of this. It may prove to be easier 
for larger companies to identify the appropriate staff and fit it in to their busy work 
schedule, but for the many very small digital businesses this may prove to be beyond their 
capabilities. From the schools standpoint the difficulty is likely to be find enough digital 
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businesses in any one area to be able to provide these services for the many schools who 
would like them. A number of schools are already moving down this path with the 
Cranbrook Education Campus at Exeter being particularly well served.297 

 

Competition from other Sectors 

  It would be naïve of those seeking to promote the digital sector simply to think that as 
long as they can get the information out to young people about what opportunities the 
future holds then the recruits will flow in. Currently HOTSW is in the middle of a ten year 
demographic downturn in the numbers who are leaving school and entering the labour 
market. This decline is not going end and then turn upwards until 2020. Consequently the 
digital sector is going to have to compete with every other business sector all of which are 
facing the same challenges and struggling to find enough suitably skilled recruits. The 
relatively strong engineering and manufacturing sectors are both likely to be recruiting 
individuals with similar educational profiles as digital and have already been very 
proactive in promoting the career opportunities to young people with high profile 
manufacturing events,298 Hi Tech Forums299 and promoting women into engineering 
campaigns.300  

There are major recruitment drives underway to entice large numbers of capable young 
people into the construction industry in order to meet a chronic skills shortage, not only at 
a manual level, but across all the professional levels in the sector. 301 302 

A breakdown of the sectors which young people in Plymouth are choosing to study in 
shows the scale of the challenge the digital sector faces.  

 Studying at Level 2 

 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 

Business Services 29 30 43 

Arts, Media & Publishing 56 61 34 

Engineering & Manufacturing Tech 152 159 154 

Health, Public Services & Care 156 179 142 

Leisure, Travel & Tourism 68 60 51 

Construction 120 148 44 

ICT 55 28 35 

 

Studying at Level 3 

 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 

Business Services 212 226 215 
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Arts, Media & Publishing 806 808 884 

Engineering & Manufacturing Tech 96 78 107 

Health, Public Services & Care 381 428 435 

Leisure, Travel & Tourism 313 336 363 

Construction 11 28 17 

ICT 174 221 174 

 
Figure 16. Sector Study Choices in Plymouth Year 12 /13’s   
Source EFA Data 

 
The figures do not indicate that there has been a steady growth of young people 

looking at moving into the digital sector as it has increased in size. The figures are very 
low for those choosing to study it at level 2, probably reflecting the difficulties with the 
GCSE’s in IT, but though level 3 does attract more and digital clearly out performs 
engineering and manufacturing, the dip in numbers in 2013/14 suggests that a lot of work 
still has to be done if the sector is going to become a career of choice for more than 10% 
of young people. 

 

Factors around the Business Interests  
 

The specialist digital Ccompanies 

 
With a few notable exceptions the digital companies in South West tend to be small, 

this is not unusual, indeed 95% of UK’s 120,000 Communication Companies employ less 
than 10 people, but this brings with it its own problems.303 It makes the sector appear less 
attractive to many would be recruits, as it can be harder for the really talented young 
recruits to plot a clear career pathway for themselves with frequent progression 
opportunities. Individuals do not want to move down to the area for a job and then face 
moving away when they are ready for a change, they would much rather move locally.304 
There is a need for the number of digital businesses based in the area to reach a critical 
tipping point when there are enough local operations for staff to be able to climb a 
HOTSW digital career ladder.305  

Over the past five years there have been a number of digital companies moving into the 
HOTSW area, Blue ScreenIT, Atass and Goss to name but three, however the critical 
number has not yet been reached306 and staff are finding it difficult to develop their 
careers307.  Whilst there can be little doubt that there are a number of lifestyle factors 
which make the South West a very attractive place to live for young workers,308 it must 
also be appreciated that there are a number lifestyle driven companies in the area which 
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do not focus on growth in the same way that economically driven ones do, 309 which in 
time provides less career development opportunities than might have been expected.  

With the wages on offer as much as fifty per cent beneath what is on offer for the same 
work in the South East310 we have seen a brain drain out of the area, losing a percentage 
of the few local youngsters who are drawn to the sector and have the ability to make the 
grade.311  Given such challenges local digital expansion has not been as rapid as might 
have been hoped for and recruiting the highest calibre of staff is proving to be a real 
challenge.312 A quick survey of the websites of a number of the area’s leading digital 
businesses very quickly makes clear that almost everyone of them has a host of unfilled 
vacancies for skilled workers.  

When Cosmic UK recruited seven specialist IT Apprentices they had no problem finding 
placements for them with companies who were very keen to take them313 and all found 
permanent long-term employment at the end of their programme.314   There is clearly a 
real desire to take on skilled young practitioners in the region, but often a lack of 
understanding of how to go about it or even where to look. 

One of the benefits of membership of any of the informal cluster groups around Exeter 
was said to be that it was possible for individuals to get advanced warning of any 
potentially interesting new jobs315 which were going to be advertised. Individuals could 
then ensure that they prepped up on what was required and were in a prime position to go 
for it, whilst employers who participated in the groups found it an excellent way of 
identifying possible future members of staff who could then be ‘courted.’316  

It was apparent that the digital sector does face a number of issues when it comes to 
the in house training of their own staff.  The sector has one of the lowest levels of in house 
training of all UK industrial sectors. 317 318 What staff training there is appears to be 
extremely limited, particularly in the smaller operations.319 All too frequently there is an 
expectation that staff will already be technically proficient and so are simply inducted into 
‘the company way of doing things’, while others have the expectation that staff will ‘simply 
pick up other skills along the way’.320  A number of possible explanations were put forward 
for this including that ‘staff will be away from the workplace for too long as we’re always so 
busy that they can’t afford for you to have the time off’321 and ‘that staff rarely make use of 
what is being delivered and so it is seen as a waste of time’.322 Others were more 
philosophical, saying that the real problem is that in a sector where developments are 

                                                
309 Mike Dieroff Blue ScreenIT 26.03.15 
310 Dave Underwood 18.02.15 
311 Dave Barlow HM Forces Royal Signals 15.4.15 
312 Alison Kerr Sparx 02.06.15 
313 Vicky Moss-Crump Cosmic 18.02.15 
314 Ibid 
315 Rob SQL Interviews 23.04.15 
316 Terry SQL Interviews 23.04.15 
317 www.e-skills.com/ 
318 Malcom SQL Interviews 23.04.15 
319 Mike Dieroff 26.03.15 
320 Jonathan Allen SQA  04.04.15 
321 Rob SQL Interviews 23.04.15 
322 Terry SQL Interviews 23.04.15 



  

74 
 

coming so thick and fast it is impossible to say what learning will be helpful and so it would 
be pot luck as to whether it was appropriate323. Several did raise the point that training 
courses, particularly on professional qualifications from companies such as Microsoft and 
Cisco, could be very expensive and often resulted in ones more qualified worker being 
poached by other organisations.324  

 
 The National Skills Academy survey of the sector in 2013325 which looked at 4,700 

digital businesses found that 48% had unfilled vacancies especially for programmers, 
software developers and web design staff. Given the lack of alternatives most employers 
were having to make do with the staff they did have and reported that an overall average 
of 11% of their current workforces did not possess the skills they required to do their jobs 
properly.326 

 
Many firms do expect a great deal from their workforce, and a number do spend a great 

deal of time and effort recruiting ‘the right staff.’ Sparx, based in Exeter, have grown from 
3 employees to 65 in the last three years327. They aim to recruit only really outstanding 
candidates who meet their very high standards and are capable of working in their very 
uniquely innovative company approach. To get the best they recruit locally, nationally and 
internationally and given the calibre of their staff do not have a need to buy in a large 
amount of external training. 

Rather than being left for the digital companies to find their own solutions given the 
sheer scale of the digital sector it is important for recruitment to be tied in to the LEP’s 
broader regional skills strategy. The House of Lords Digital group heard that: 

   ‘In line with the roll out of superfast broadband…any skills development programme 
should be developed in co-operation with the private sector focus on the future rather than 
the needs of the programme’328 

But this is not as straightforward as it might appear. Paul Coles of BT does think that it 
can be difficult to get the sector fully involved with the mainstream business community. 
He suggests that it may be a challenge to bring the highly innovative and entrepreneurial 
even slightly ‘maverick’ digital companies into partnership with the more traditional 
business structures of the Chambers of Commerce, the Business Councils and the 
Employment and Skills Boards, where their expertise is so badly needed329. To achieve 
the more established business institutions do need to adopt a very pro active engagement 
using a very light touch to attract the very independent minded digital sector leaders. 

There have also been a number of initiatives from within the specialist digital sector to 
grow the number of women coming into the sector.  
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a. Accenture (UK) Host a women mentoring programmes and facilitate local women’s 
networks 

b. CapGemini have their UK-based Women’s Business Network, hosted by their UK 
Chairperson Christine Hodgson 

c. Cisco have their Women’s Action Network, a grass roots initiative to empower female 
leaders to develop through mentoring and discussion. 

d. Network Rail offer University sponsorship as a part of their ‘Could IT be you?’ 
competition. Other prizes include paid work placements, coaching and mentoring 
sessions.330 

e. The Next Gen Skills Academy consortium, which comprises Pinewood Studios, Double 
Negative, Framestore, Moving Picture Company, Sony Computer Entertainment Europe 
and Ubisoft Reflections aims to develop the next generation of animators, games 
designers and visual effects artists and will use a regional network of further education 
colleges including Truro and Penwith College across England, to deliver industry-led 
courses, delivering more than 1,300 qualifications, including 150 apprenticeship starts and 
more than 1,000 online training courses is targeting a40% female recruitment.331 

 

The Wider Business Community 

With the House of Lords report suggesting that: 

‘Digital technology is transforming much more than a single sector of the economy- the 
whole economy has become digitised. Digital technology is pervasive across all aspects 
of life, so much so that the digital economy is becoming synonymous with the national 
economy. The impact of the new digital technology is all encompassing from public 
transport to agriculture and from household goods to financial services…..Individuals and 
businesses alike will need the skills’332.  

It is clear that the digital revolution carries far reaching consequences for a large 
number of firms which are not a part of the digital sector, but who are developing a wide 
range of digital technology applications within their businesses. In the longer term this 
cohort will require a far greater number of digitally proficient workers than the specialised 
digital sector. 

‘We need both a vibrant growing highly skilled workforce of ‘Digital Professionals’ and 
an increasingly large pool of technology capable business people who understand the 
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strategic implications of technology and have the ability to realise its potential for all types 
of businesses.’333 

For those local businesses which are in a position to fully embrace digital technology 
and have done so the outcomes have been overwhelmingly positive334, however as yet 
not all the pieces are in place. A recent in depth report on the Construction Industry, a 
sector critical to the future growth of the HOTSW region, highlighted just how important 
the introduction of digital technology was going to be for the sector: 

‘Data driven digital technologies have the potential to completely transform the sector, 
by helping to solve the efficiency issues that have plagued construction over the decades. 
Armed with detailed digitally held information the contractor can construct the building 
more efficiently, without error, on time and on budget. The data is then handed over to the 
client and used in the management of the building throughout its lifetime thereby helping 
to reduce operational costs.’335 

 Michael le Goff, the CEO of Plessy Semiconductors says: 

‘ The switch over to LED lighting and the adoption of digital technology will see the 
move away from a sector which simply produces lights to the development of voice 
responsive technology built into the heart of the home. It’ll mark the end of one of the last 
great technological strongholds of the nineteenth century and the Plymouth based firm is 
at the leading edge of these new developments’.336 

A 2015 Federation of Small Businesses survey revealed that 47% of rural small 
businesses are dissatisfied with their broadband reliability. Of these 61% were unhappy 
with the upload speed, 61% with the download speed, and a further 49% were dissatisfied 
with the overall quality of their broadband provision and service. This compared with only 
a 28% dissatisfaction rate from urban small businesses. Such variations can have major 
consequences for the speed of digital progress in predominantly rural areas dominated by 
SME’s such as Devon and Somerset.337 

 In the coming academic year sharp reductions (24%) have been made to the funding 
which the government makes available for the training of adults. Since where they do train 
it is the smaller companies who have very small budgets and have to look for a return on 
their investment consequently it is this size of business who are being adversely affected 
by these cuts. Those considering training their staff to embrace new digital technologies 
are finding that the costs are rising. 

The current level of local business’s awareness of the potential of digital skills can be 
gauged by the facts that 77% said that email is critical to their business and 57% said 
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broadband links will be essential to engaging with their customers in the next two years; 
however no mention was made about embracing of digital technology improving their 
productivity, increasing working flexibility or a enabling a sharper focus on customers338. 
Despite the LEP’s push for all businesses to engage more with digital technology339 local 
evidence does support the view that many businesses have had to come a long way in 
order to fully embrace digital technology.340 As recently as 2009 11% of businesses 
interviewed in rural Devon did not use a computer, whilst in Somerset 23% did not think 
that ICT would be of benefit to their operations.341 

A highly experienced  Digital Consultant who moved down to the HOTSW area from the 
South East in the past two years commented that she feels that companies in the South 
West do not give IT a high profile and thinks that its value is ‘dumbed’ down in many 
smaller companies. She has found that it is not unusual for the digital aspect of the 
business to be a subset of other larger sections such as finance or Human Relations, and 
that  it was rare for it to be regarded as being important enough to stand alone in most 
companies. She went on to say that she has found that there appears to be a block 
regarding digital technology amongst middle managers in many SME’s, often linked to a 
fear factor based on their own lack of IT expertise and has been surprised that so many 
companies are still able to function effectively without it, though she was adament that this 
reticence is seriously limiting their potential for growth.342 

Regarding any digital training undertaken by those small companies who are using IT, 
she said:  

‘Staff training is extremely limited, there is an expectation that staff will already be 
proficient in word, excel etc and so are simply inducted into ‘the company way of doing 
things’, and it would appear that many have the expectation that staff will simply pick up 
other skills along the way. As a result those who do develop themselves and are 
ambitious are able to move on and improve their salaries whenever they feel like it. 
The situation is further aggravated by a shortage of suitable training available at an 
acceptable cost to those employers who are keen to move forward.’343 

 

One consequence of the lack of in house digital expertise has been a tendency for 
many small businesses to hire in ‘a consultant’ to draw up an inplimentation plan and 
oversee the investment required in order to go forward. Unfortunately although there are 
some excellent operators available for hire there have difficulties with a number of firms 
hiring ‘consultants’ who have proven not to be quite as expert as they claimed.344  

It will take time for the younger generation of managers to establish themselves in local 
businesses, and until then it has to be accepted that many business leaders do not have 
the level of digital expertise they would like. This does have consequences as there are 
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direct correlations between the level of technology uptake in a company, its size and the 
age of the decision makers in the organisation. As a consequence smaller organisations 
and those run by older people have proved to be much less likely to embrace digital 
technology.345 

The suggestion has been made that the South West possesses more of a creative 
culture than the South East and as a result local people are increasingly drawn to the 
Social Media aspects of digital technology, to areas which appeal to their creative and 
design talents rather than the mainline IT analytical understanding346. Given the levels of 
creativity evident in so much of the sector others disagree. Either way it does influence the 
way in which local digital companies are viewed and can have a negative impact on the 
already small talent pool of young people which businesses can draw from.347 

 

Recommendations 

‘It is clear that in order to move the utilisation of Digital Skills Technology forward in the 
Heart of the South West LEP area progress needs to be made on a number of fronts. 
Looking at the Heart of the South West’s areas of comparative strength, 8 “sectors” 
identified amongst them Big Data. Uniquely Big Data stands out as more of an approach 
that can underpin some of the other sectors, rather than a sector in its own right’348  

 

1. Tackling the Job Readiness of entrants to the jo b market 
 
Glenn Woodcock, the Managing Partner of Andromeda Capital does not think that the 

make up of the skills deficiency is so straightforward: 

‘ when challenging Further Education leaders and those from  Higher Education 
Institute’s to outline what they understand the key components of the skills shortages one 
finds that they have considerable difficulty in pinning down what it is really about. When 
one then challenges the business community to be more specific about what the problems 
are again one finds that it is a very loose collection of views without any key themes 
running through them’.349 

He is of the view that there is a problem which is centred on the transition from the 
educational world across to the business one. Individuals coming from the educational 
environment have had lifelong experience of being given challenges and successfully 
meeting them, gaining their qualifications and then progressing, but the world of work is 
not so straightforward. Individuals will be faced with challenges which are far harder to 
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over come, and will have to expect to fail then learn from the experience and use it to help 
them achieve in the longer term. This inevitably means that those experiencing the 
transition from education to the business world often undergo a significant culture shock 
which can set them back a long way.  

The growing demand from the digital sector to recruit those who already have 
considerable business experience lends strength to the view that in cutting edge 
businesses the need is for more rounded individuals who aren’t going to make the types 
of mistakes that can emanate from the culture change.350  

There is a view held by some employers that learners need to be exposed to a world 
where they are faced with real problems and challenged to work to find solutions. They 
should do this alongside their academic courses, unpaid and gain critical awareness, self 
understanding as well as the confidence to move forward into an enterprise driven 
business world which they have no previous experience of. Glenn Woodcock strongly 
suggests that the LEP look at that Stanford University d school has been suggested as a 
possible model for the type of development which should be looked at to provide a 
direction’351 

This view closely mirrors the Standford University d school 

 ‘The d.school is a hub for innovators at Stanford. Students and faculty in engineering, 
medicine, business, law, the humanities, sciences, and education find their way here to 
take on the world’s messy problems together. Human values are at the heart of our 
collaborative approach. We focus on creating spectacularly transformative learning 
experiences. Along the way, our students develop a process for producing creative 
solutions to even the most complex challenges they tackle. This is the core of what we do. 

In a time when there is hunger for innovation everywhere, we think our primary 
responsibility is to help prepare a generation of students to rise with the challenges of our 
times. We define what it means to be a d.school student broadly, and we support 
“students” of design thinking who range from kindergarteners to senior executives. Our 
deliberate mash-up of industry, academia and the big world beyond campus is a key to 
our continuing evolution’.352 

These views are supported by the entrepreneur Martha Lane Fox, who was recently 
elevated to the House of Lords in an article in called ‘Digital Britain: a risk worth taking’ 

 ‘In the UK we have a problem. The big digital movers and shakers – Google, Twitter, 
LinkedIn, Amazon and many others – were founded in America. We are stuck in a cultural 
cul-de-sac. There are no easy answers as to why the UK does not have the digital 
confidence of the US, but we must do our best to tackle our low digital self esteem. One 
reason is location. The UK is a test-bed for American companies before they go into other 
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markets in Europe. Innovation from US companies is tried out in the UK at the earliest 
stage. When Google tests a game here before it goes international, it stamps out home 
grown innovation. My second concern is the dominance of the BBC. Although the BBC is 
a phenomenal organisation, digital innovation in the UK has happened inside the 
corporation. It is impressive that the BBC develops something as good as the iPlayer, but 
it remains inside the organisation and that restricts market factors.  

There are basic structural difficulties with digital development. In the UK we are not 
especially entrepreneurial and we’re not entrepreneurial in the digital world. Cultures have 
characteristics and we are naturally a scathing, and somewhat cynical, country. This can 
be useful, but unlike the US we haven’t had a go-get-it attitude - we haven’t had to go and 
get anything because we’ve been here! In our education system we haven’t put risk-taking 
at the heart of what we teach people. We’re very structured, with a hugely impressive, 
long legacy of Victorian-led syllabuses, so at every point our risk-averse culture is 
reinforced rather than broken.’ 353 

If we are to initiate any of the changes suggested above on a local level as well as 
looking to incorporate the best features of the d school the suggestion has been made 
that compiling a list of the 50 most pressing problems facing a local council and giving 
them to a group of targeted learners to work on for a year would be likely to prove very 
beneficial for everyone involved.  

The absence of such groups in most of the HOTSW towns and cities, in particular  
Plymouth, Barnstaple,Taunton and Torquay does provide an opportunity for pro active 
employer activity to engage the next generation, possibly drawing on local STEM 
development funding to increase the overall numbers going into any of the STEM 
professions. 

 

 

2. The Development of one or more Digital Hubs 
 

Proposals to set up one or more Centres of Excellence in the HOTSW area, most 
probably centred around a joint facility involving both higher and Further Education 
establishments, would provide a crucial focus to link together the host of different 
initiatives around digital technology, the whole spectrum of local deliverers, local digital 
businesses as well as any informal cluster groups operating in the locality. These centres 
would become key providers of current careers advice, information and guidance about 
the sector and could be looked to link to local educational establishments and provide 1:1 
advice where required. They would also be in position to develop a co-ordinated CPD 
programme for all those either working for digital companies, those tasked with upskilling 
current staff or those teaching in Further Education or Schools.  
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Such a hub could be the vehicle to enable Exeter to capitalise on the considerable 
number of interested parties and structures within the city, including the Met Office, the 
Super computer, the new Maths School in addition to the outstanding University, and 
college of Further Education. When a the broad range of local companies such as Blur, 
Atass, Crowdcube, U Check, Sparx and Andromeda Capital are then added in along with 
the apparently unique range of specialist cluster groups that already exist across the city 
then the potential for the area to become a strong nationally recognised centre appears 
very promising.  

 
In Plymouth the growth board have already started work on the Devonport Market Hall 

project the aim of which is to fill this exact need. When this initiative is then linked in with 
City College’s brand new STEM centre, which has a real focus on inspiring youngsters354 
about the possibilities of the STEM subjects including digital, then it is clear that real 
progress has been made. 

 

 

Figure 17. Devonport Market Hall 

With its aim to create a World Class Centre for Digital Arts, Research, Enterprise and 
Visitors whilst at the same time regenerating Devonport, Plymouth and the sub-region, 
this initiative should be encouraged and where possible given wider support. Given that it 
already has the support of a broad range of digital businesses the centre would benefit 
greatly from the setting up of local informal cluster groups such as already exist in Exeter. 
It is to be hoped that by deliberately cultivating links with the city’s schools, other local 
private providers delivering digital training, as well as Plymouth College of Arts, the centre 
is ideally placed to become key to further development in the city.355 

 

                                                
354 Sharron Robbie. Director of Marketing City College Plymouth 18.06.15 
355 Digital Economy Highlight Report of Plymouth Growth Board  April 2015 
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It is to be hoped that similar hubs could be created in North Devon, Torbay and 
Somerset. Torbay has an outstanding College of Further Education which has a strong 
digital focus allied to excellent links with local digital companies.356 In Somerset there are 
real opportunities particularly around Yeovil where the Further Education College already 
has a high level of expertise in the digital sector, links to Agasta Westland and has the 
potential to develop rapidly357. In North Devon Barnstaple also has a strong College of 
Further Education, a Higher Education faculty and has a number of major international 
employers.  

 

3. The development of informal groups for young people  interested in the 
sector  

If the digital agenda is to be effectively promoted alongside STEM initiatives in the 
HOTSW area then serious consideration must be given to the creation of a range of 
informal out of school Digital Learning programmes similar to those which have been 
developed in East London.358 All of their programmes share certain characteristics; they 
have been developed within the locality, have a sense of being part of the community and 
of the local businesses. They have been founded by enthusiasts, mostly volunteers, who 
understand digital technology and want to share its possibilities and are both 
entrepreneurial and social in character, reflecting digital start up culture, they tend to be 
fast on their feet, innovative and focused on making a difference.  

They all have good links with local employers and offer links to tech Companies and 
those who work in them.359  

It would be beneficial for the impetus behind the creation of such groups to be centrally 
co-ordinated, possibly through the HOTSW digital inclusion group, but would also require 
the input of local digital businesses and possibly of any local informal digital cluster 
groups. Given the need to engage a very geographically spread  target audience the rural 
nature of the LEP area will make it difficult to be as inclusive as is desirable, particularly 
for the more isolated rural communities of North Somerset and North Devon, but given the 
levels of technical expertise available to the participants then this should not be 
insurmountable.  

The groups should also consider making contact with the Next Gen Skills Academy and 
building on their offer to hold 2-3 week summer schools in a number of locations. Their 
aim is to inspire young people to enter the digital sector as well communicate that it is a 
sector with really good long term job prospects.360 

                                                
356 Torbay Development Agency 05.05.15 
357 Rob Wood Yeovil College 24.02.15 
358 See above section on informal learning pp. 44-45 
359 The Women in Technology Project Research report 2015 Tech Women UK. The Education & 
Training Foundation P28 

360 Pete Levy Next Gen Skills Academy 15.06.15 
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4. Greater Engagement of local digital firms with t he Tech Partnership 

With a variety of national initiatives operating across the country it is imperative that 
their work is all linked up, and that the HOTSW digital community is fully engaged with 
them. It is clear that the Tech Partnership is an important part of this. It has a membership 
which includes the majority of the largest companies in the sector, but would appear to 
lack a strong South West presence361. It would be beneficial both in terms of the work they 
are doing to promote careers in the digital sector and in the development of a higher 
profile for the digital community in the Heart of the South West area if strong links can be 
developed between the local businesses and the partnership. 

5. Need for SMART City and TECH Nation status to be ac hieved 
 
As was highlighted earlier in the report362 it imperative that the HOTSW area puts itself 

in the position of being able to maximise its chances of bidding for every funding 
opportunity relating to the development of a strong and vibrant digital infrastructure. In 
order to put the area in a position to do this it would be advantageous if at least one local 
town or city can achieve both SMART city status and gain membership of the Tech City 
Alliance and subsequently listed as one of the Tech Nation’s digital centres363. 364  

 
SMART City engagement is already being considered, Sheldon Ryan has been working 

on this from a Plymouth perspective365, whilst Exeter has also given it some thought.366. 
However as yet it would appear that no substantive progress has been made and there 
are no HOTSW locations listed in the 2015 Tech Nation report367. To date there have 
been no initiatives in Somerset to secure either of the accolades. 

 
 
Because a number of funding pots are subject to competitive bidding it has to be 

appreciated that rivals for what digital funding might be made available, such as Bristol 
and Gloucester are already working hard to achieve to achieve SMART city status and are 
already listed as a digital centres, making it critical for either Exeter or Plymouth and 
preferably both press on to enable them to get through the entry requirements for future 
bids. The digital strengths present in both cities already exceed those of many of the 
twenty one identified digital clusters listed in their latest report.368 

 

6. Work to encourage greater integration of digital  businesses into the 
mainstream business community 

                                                
361  See above pp. 57-58 
362 See above pp. 16-17 
363 Dave Underwood 18.02.15 
364 Mike Dieroff 26.03.15 
365 Sheldon Ryan Plymouth City Council Digital Lead 15.11.14 
366 Oenone Thomas 24.04.15 
367 The Tech Nation. Powering the Digital Economy 2015’ Tech City UK 
368 ‘The Tech Nation. Powering the Digital Economy 2015’ Tech City UK p.9 
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Hardly surprisingly given the relatively recent emergence of the digital sector the 
businesses within it are still comparatively young and are still evolving within the wider 
business community. It is important that they should be encouraged to engage with the 
existing business support infrastructure for the benefit of both sides.369 The digital sector 
has become so far reaching that it is too important not to be fully integrated.  

‘Digital technology companies are disrupting traditional industries, forging new 
innovative sectors and creating new ways of doing business. These developments are 
now inextricably bound to our national economic story and global competitiveness, 
interwoven so closely that we can no longer view sectors and industries in strict 
isolation.’370 

There was a desire to see the digital companies play an increasingly major role in to the 
traditional business infrastructures of the Chambers of Commerce, the Business Councils, 
the Employment and Skills Boards, local Growth Boards as well as the Local Enterprise 
Partnerships, where their innovative expertise is so badly needed.371 Considerable 
progress has already been made with digital companies featuring on the Devon and 
Cornwall Business Council’s advisory board372, being closely linked in with the ESB’s in 
both Plymouth373 and Exeter and the Heart of Devon374, and featuring on a number of LEP 
bodies375 as well as local growth boards376.  

 

 

 

7. Encourage the Digital Business Community to work  more closely with schools. 

 With numerous government reports stating that the business community has to play a 
more prominent role in both keeping schools up to date about local labour market 
information377, providing students with realistic exposure to the world of work as well as 
helping with mock interviews378 and guidance it is inevitable that a more co-ordinated 
approach to raising the contribution of the digital sector should be proposed.  

One DCBC Advisory Board member spelt it out: 

Digital businesses should provide: 

                                                
369 Paul Coles BT 29.05.15 
370 The Tech Nation Powering the Digital Economy 2015’ Tech City UK p.7 
371 Paul Coles 29.05.15 
372 Ben Rhodes CEO DCBC 07.05.15 
373 Ed Coley PCC 18.06.15 
374 Oenone Thomas Exeter HoD ESB 24.05.15 
375 Julie Hawker Cosmic UK 15.12.14 
376 Digital Economy Highlight Report of Plymouth Growth Board  April 2015 
377 ‘The Careers Guidance Action Plan.’ Dept For Education. September 2013 
378 Elaine Budd CEO Prensus, Manager Plymouth 1,000 Club. 24.03.15 
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• Help for schools to develop their staff 
• Provide CPD opportunities for schools staff 
• Provide visits to their businesses for students of the schools 
• Go to Information Advice and Guidance  talks in schools 
• Provide work experience for students 
• Become governors of schools 

  They went on to say that they were aware that there is nothing comparable available 
for Further Education establishments to upskill their staff and both colleges and private 
training providers would benefit from that.379 

 A note of caution was sounded when it was pointed out that it is important to 
appreciate that schools will have to engage with a whole host of different businesses. 
They will need representatives from each of the key business sectors operating in their 
locality if they are to keep both their staff and their pupils up to date about the whole range 
of career opportunities in their area. Whilst this would be an ‘ideal scenario’ the 
practicalities make it unlikely and puts pressure on each business sector to look after its 
own interests.380  

8. Improving Information Advice and Guidance  

In light of the recommendations made in the previous section information, advice and 
guidance is clearly an area where a great deal of work still needs to be undertaken381.  

The specific suggestion was made in the House of Lords report382 that:  
 
‘Regional groups should collaborate to establish websites dedicated to ‘connecting 

education and tech businesses in order to help improve careers guidance and facilitate 
work experience, which Local Enterprise Partnership’s, Local Authorities or self organising 
collaborations could lead.’383 

 
The Heart of the South West would benefit greatly from empowerment of such a group 

and this could also have the advantage of enabling those providing IAG to stay abreast of 
the rapidly changing career pathways within the local sector. 

 
Individual companies such as the Met Office do possess ‘a whole host of relevant IAG 

materials and are keen to improve the flow of information to young people interested in 
working in either the digital sector and in generic IT work in other sectors’384. Efforts are 
being made to get Careers South West to agree to Met Office staff delivering a session 
about digital career opportunities at their next regional CEIAG conference in November 

                                                
379 Paul Coles 29.05.15 
380 Ed Coley Plymouth City Council’s Skills and Employability Manager. 12.03.15 
381 Above pp 57-59 
382 House of Lords Report p58-62 
383 UK Digital Taskforce and Teen CIC written evidence to House of Lords Committee. 
384 Dave Underwood  Met Office 18.02.15 
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2015385. They are also keen to help with any scheme to help put in place a number of 
trained young Digital Ambassadors to promote the sector in local schools and 
colleges386.387 

Blue ScreenIT are engaged in a very proactive campaign trying to get into all the 
secondary schools in Plymouth and speak directly to youngsters.388 Where they have 
been able to gain access the response has been very positive389, but not everywhere is so 
keen to engage and it remains a huge task for a single company. 

There is also a need for the development of materials for the parents of prospective 
recruits390. At this moment in time the digital sector is still not seen as a ‘respectable’ long 
term career option. Parents need to understand that it is one of the largest sectors of the 
UK economy391 and offers a wide range of excellent career options. 

 

9. The creation of a National Digital College in th e Heart of the South West 
area 

In December 2014 the Business Secretary Vince Cable announced the setting up of a 
new wave of employer-led National Colleges to help the UK develop world-class skills in 
the advanced manufacturing, digital, wind energy and creative industries392. Each of the 
four colleges is intended to cater for some 10,000 students by 2020 aiming to attract 40% 
girls, enabling bright young people to gain professional qualifications up to postgraduate 
level, and helping the UK close productivity and skills gaps with its international 
competitors. They will receive up to £80 million of capital funding which will be matched by 
funding employers giving a potential total investment of £160 million by 2017393. 

These National Colleges will function on a par with the most prestigious universities, 
delivering training that matches the best in the world and could both train the 
teacher/training staff and the new generation of practitioners. The National College for 
Digital Skills is being built at Kingston in London. It is supported by a wide range of 
industry backers, including Bank of America Merrill Lynch, Deloitte, Gamesys (inaugural 
partner), IBM, King and the Raspberry Pi Foundation394 

 

The new college’s development is currently on schedule by July 2015 it will have 
designed its centre and will be working on Industry-led curriculum design, college 

                                                
385 Careers Council of Cornwall, Devon and Somerset 04.03.15, 20.05.15 
386 Dave Underwood 18.02.15 
387 Elaine Budd 1,000 Club 24.03 15 
388 Paul Taylor Blue ScreenIT 15.06.15 
389 Lin Harris Lipson School 16.06.15 
390 Paul Taylor Blue ScreenIT 15.06.15 
391 Pete Levy Next Gen Skills Academy 15.06.15 
392  Vince Cable Department for Business, Innovation & Skills Press Release.11 December 2014 
393 FE News 15.12.15 
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incorporation and the identification of premises. Between August 2015 and September 
2016 it will be preparing for launch through training part-time students and establishing 
deep relationships with industry, as well as other colleges and schools. Its premises will 
be refurbished, deepening partnerships established and staff and student recruited. In the 
third phase between September 2016 - September 2021 the intention is to establish a 
solid foundation of excellent teaching and high student progression rates into highly skilled 
digital roles, to increase both their geographical reach and student volumes. Develop a 
broader range of industry supporters build a reputation for Teacher and Lecturer 
excellence, growing the hub campus to capacity, and developing a national reach.395 

On the work based learning front the College will mainly offer Higher-Level 
Apprenticeships, which will combine work placements and formal teaching at the College. 
These will be co-sponsored by Government and industry, and will offer a small salary to 
the apprentice. The College will also offer start-up support and Foundation Degrees.396 

Form the Heart of the South West’s view the creation of such a powerful centre in the 
heartland of one of our greatest rivals for digital business is not to be welcomed. Not only 
might it reduce local chances of securing funding and other forms of support to grow the 
sector, but it could well prove to be a draw for businesses looking at where to locate in the 
country. It is possible some local firms might be persuaded to move away from the South 
West, and could well cause an outflow of a number of digitally talented youngsters up to 
London.  

However two crucial pieces of information do provide a degree of hope. The House of 
Lords report comments on creation of the National Digital College: 

‘ We welcome the introduction of the National College for Digital Skills in London, more 
provision like this would be positive, perhaps one linked to each major cluster in the 
UK.’397 

Then there is also the statement on the National Digital College’s own website 
concerning its future plans:  

‘We will open our first facility in London but hopes to roll out additional campuses 
across the UK’398. 

If there is a chance of either setting up a new national digital college or more likely 
becoming a hub of the current one to the area then it is vital that the Heart of the South 
West LEP has made all possible efforts to establish the digital credentials of the area and 
that HOTSW is in a position to compete on a level playing field with the numerous other 
digital clusters who will be hoping to attract the same facility to their areas.  

 
                                                
395 www.ncdigitalskills.org.uk/ 
396 Ibid. 
 
397 House of Lords Report Note 125 p 51. 
398 www.ncdigitalskills.org.uk/ 
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10. Consider setting up a University Technical College specialising in 
Digital Technology   

Serious thought should also be given to the setting up of a University Technical College 
(UTC) in the HOTSW area focused on the digital sector. UTC’s are technical secondary 
schools for 14-18 year olds. UTC’s programmes offer students a broad curriculum that 
combines an academic education with technical and practical learning, which meets all 
national curriculum requirements. Courses on offer will support progression to higher 
education, apprenticeships and employment with careers guidance and support an 
integral part of the curriculum as well as mentoring by the University and employer 
partners to help facilitate an informed decision concerning career opportunities. The 
learner experience will mimic a typical working day with full-time working hours and a 
professional business dress code. 

The brainchild of former Conservative Education Secretary Lord Baker and set up 
through the Baker Dearing Educational Trust whose spokesman has stated:  

‘UTCs developed in response to demand from employers who tell us about a severe 
skills shortage, particularly at level four. We know that recruitment at age 14 is difficult, 
most young people don’t change school at 14 but for those that know where their interests 
lie, a UTC gives them a really good start with their technical education and a great 
connection to the world of work.’399 

There are currently thirty UTCs, in the UK with a further twenty due to open by 2017 
including one at Newton Abbot. Six out of thirty are operating at up to just a third full 
(including the one in Plymouth)  however those which have truly met local employer 
demand have fared much better, with the JCB Academy having 96% occupancy and the 
Sheffield Engineering and Digital academy having 76% despite only being in its second 
year.400 

 
The Government is fully committed to UTC’s and plans for further expansion, with David 

Cameron having pledged to create: 

 “a UTC within reach of every town”401, 

With Plymouth having a UTC linked to the marine sector which has been open for two 
years and Newton Abbot opening one linked to the engineering sector in September 2015 
the government’s future plans would appear to be more significant for Exeter, Taunton 
and Yeovil are all which of the size the Prime Minister is talking about. With the digital 
opportunities in mind if the LEP were to take a pre emptive look at any UTC which might 
be set up in Exeter then it could be comparatively easy to pull almost all of the required 
key players together, with a local University, a local Further Education College, major 
employers such as the Met Office and a host of specialist local companies including Blur, 
Atass, Crowdcube, U Check, Sparx and Andromeda Capital all available and interested. 
                                                
399 Baker Dearing Educational Trust 14.04.15 
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A number of these companies are already closely linked to the new secondary school402 
which is being set up to meet the needs of the new Cranbrook development just outside 
Exeter. Located right next to the developing Exeter Science Park there could be exciting 
possibilities for a UTC based around the digital sector.  

. 
Since all UTC’s need both a college of Further Education and a University to act as 

sponsors it would be important for the LEP to identify the benefits to all the partners as 
well as to the local economy of creating a digital UTC. South Gloucestershire and Stroud 
College (SGS) and the University of Gloucestershire recently received approval from the 
Department for Education to create a state-of-the-art University Technical College (UTC) 
specialising in Digital Technologies and Advanced Manufacturing403. 

Designed with employment in mind, their new University Technical College’s learning 
provision will provide a wide range of transferable skills, real work-related placements, 
projects and experiences which will prepare students for careers in a number of sectors. 
The UTC will require considerable support from local employers and partners who need to 
agree to supply technical support, live projects and mentors to students. The UTC will 
open in September 2016 in a purpose built training centre for 14-18 year olds. 

Significantly the application to open a Digital Technologies and Advanced 
Manufacturing UTC in Gloucestershire, was initiated by the Gloucestershire LEP, 
GFIRST.  Their Chief Executive404 commented: 

 ‘it is vitally important for the future of the economy that the specialist skills required for 
our engineering and technical businesses are available in the county.  The UTC will be 
developing the next generation of talent, supporting future workplace requirements, the 
growth of our existing businesses and our inward investment for the county’. 

There is already an established digital specialist UTC in Sheffield a region where the 
digital and engineering sectors are growing at a faster rate than anywhere else in the 
UK405. The Sheffield UTC opened its doors in September 2013406. It combines the creative 
use of digital media in a range of sectors from entertainment to engineering.  The 
Advanced Engineering & Manufacturing specialism provides students with the knowledge 
and skills to work across this diverse and growing sector, from aerospace to electrical, 
from robotics to CAD, while the Creative & Digital Media specialism provides students with 
a wide range of digital skills, from vision and design to marketing and communication407. 

Their state-of-the art facilities include a sound studio for creating radio features and 
developing soundtracks exploring music technology and speech projects, as well as a 
superb art and design space with exhibition lounge. There are hi-tech studios and media 
labs catering for film, photography, animation and web applications. Learners work on 
                                                
402 Rob Bosworth 02.06.15 
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multimedia projects with creative and digital companies such as BBC Radio Sheffield, 
Sumo Digital and WARP Films, or event commissions such as local festivals with national 
and even international reputation like Sensoria and Docfest.408 

Other digitally focused UTC’s include ‘Media City UK’ in Salford (Creative and Digital 
Media) , The Ron Dearing UTC in Hull (Creative and Design) , the Global Academy UTC 
(Creative) in central London and the Central Bedfordshire UTC (Engineering and 
Computing).409 

 

11. Collaboration with those employers who have a t raining arm  

Given the shortage a skilled digital trainers and teachers in the area one of the 
challenges in the setting up of any specialist training centre is be to ensure that there is 
enough expertise to deliver the required skills training410 using the latest equipment and at 
a realistic cost.411  For this to be achieved  and given the very high costs of training 
courses delivered via Microsoft and Cisco412 it will be essential to harness the expertise 
that currently resides with the specialist employers located in the area.  

 
The Met Office has raised the possibility of it being able to provide a number of staff to 

deliver training on a one day a week basis, partly with the intention of providing them with 
additional career pathway options and providing increased job satisfaction413. There have 
been discussions as to whether it might be possible to tap into the reservoir of talent 
which resides within the LEP’s boundaries within the numerous digital micro businesses 
operating from home with cutting edge expertise, but not currently engaging with the 
digital community.414  

 
Blue ScreenIT are a commercial company who do deliver cutting edge digital training 

across the UK and Europe from their Plymouth centre and have been involved in a 
number of initiatives where they have sought to raise interest amongst local school 
children and support their staff to raise their skills levels.415 They are now working on a 
plan to maximise the take up of the £3,000 Connection Vouchers to cover the up-front 
costs of connection to super fast broadband, business broadband or wireless solutions 
and link it to a project to increase the number of digital apprenticeships on offer in the 
city416. The grants are available in Plymouth for SME’s, resource has been committed by 
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both Plymouth City Council and Plymouth Chamber for an extensive marketing 
campaign417.   

 
Blue ScreenIT already have established working relationships with local training 

providers418 and it is to be hoped will be helped into a position to deliver more high level 
digital training across the sub region.  

 

  Cosmic UK are another local specialist digital training provider who do not have a 
government funded contract419,  but do possess the high level training skills which are so 
in demand. They have tended to concentrate delivery across the entire business 
community working with those companies who aren’t digital specialists but do need to 
maximize their use of digital technology. They deliver a wide range of training sessions 
and workshops across all levels to a wide range of organisations, businesses and the 
public sector. Most recently their highest demand has been for training on the Social 
Media arena, on managing one’s Digital Reputation, on using Webmaster, Online 
Marketing, Selling online and e-commerce and Using multi-media – photography, video 
editing, editing and uploading media.420 

  They have worked with funded training providers in the past and have been planning 
to further develop such links in the future.421 

  These locally based companies do need to be supported as much as possible and 
every effort made to bring their delivery into the mainstream of government funding. 

  
12. Need to engage the informal cluster communities  
 
   The presence of a number of well established and well run informal clusters422 which 

specialise in different aspects of digital technology is a real boon for the area, but to date 
they have struggled to make themselves known to a wider audience423 and to gain 
recognition from more established institutions such as HEI’s and FE Colleges, though this 
is starting to change.424 Considered by some major figures in the digital world to be a vital 
link in the local digital fraternity who see them as being at the cutting edge of the spread of 
information on and awareness of new technology425 they add significantly to the HOTSW 
areas digital portfolio and can have an important role to play in the achievement of Tech 
Cluster status with Tech Nation426.  
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  Because the local authorities know so little about these informal groupings who exist 
beneath their radar it would be beneficial for an attempt to be made to collect as much 
possible information about where they exist, what their specialist interests are, how often 
they meet, how big they are, if they hold conferences, who their main contacts are and 
who can join them. Their skill set, allied to their flexibility and slightly unconventional 
profile may well make them ideally suited to providing support in the ongoing challenge to 
inspire the next generation to move into digital careers.   

 

13. The need to grow the new degree apprenticeship frameworks.  

  The announcement of the new digital degree apprenticeships in November 2014 is of 
considerable importance to the South West economy427 particularly in light of the very low 
numbers of digital apprenticeships at level 4 or above currently being delivered locally428. 
The Degree Apprenticeships will allow young people to complete a full honours degree 
alongside their employment while paying no student fees and earning a wage throughout. 
They are expected to suit people embarking on careers ranging from business analysis to 
software development and technology consultancy. The new programme includes a fully-
integrated degree testing both academic learning and on-the-job practical training, and 
has been co-created by leading tech employers and top universities429. 

 The qualifications are a clear attempt to fill the gap that currently exists in the digital 
sectors workforce. The Digital Economy Minister Ed Vaizey said: 

‘These new digital qualifications are the latest example of government working in 
partnership with academia and industry to ensure that education and training routes are 
providing the skills which employers need now and in the future.’430 

  Crucially the powerful employers group the Tech Partnership, have already committed 
to offering Degree Apprenticeships, as have a number of universities including Exeter, 
who are keen to run the courses and are working with employers to offer these 
degrees.431 Plymouth University have also said that they are interested432 in becoming 
involved with them, which given their strong track record in the digital sector, may help to 
move that specialism forward more rapidly.  Plymouth University hosted a Cyber Security 
open day in February 2015 which culminated in a workshop entitled ‘The Skills Gap: 
Apprenticeships into Cyber.’433 Led by Mark Heholt, the Director of Apprenticeships at e-
skills UK, the workshop concentrated solely on the new degree apprenticeships and 
generated a great deal of interest from employers and students alike434. 

 It is important that the momentum of such events is not lost. The ‘Big Data day’ 
promoted by the Exeter and Heart of Devon Skills Board and hosted by the Met Office in 
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January 2015 435 was similarly inspirational and again requires further follow on activity 
building to sustain the momentum rather than let the enthusiasm dissipate.  

At the moment the new qualifications offer the opportunity to make the universities look 
more closely at the delivery of apprenticeships, an area they are not currently involved in. 
They do link closely with industry in other ways, but the degree apprenticeship initiative is 
seen by the House of Lords Report to be one way of: 

‘Encouraging the universities to work in partnership with industry, to make sure relevant 
courses are aligned to employer needs.’436 

With three universities within our LEP boundaries and two working closely together and 
expressing a serious interest in the digital agenda,437 the university apprenticeship 
dimension does need to be acted upon:  

‘We are delighted to be collaborating with employers and the government to create the 
new Degree Apprenticeships in technology solutions…. These Degree Apprenticeship 
courses will open a new route for young people to build a career in technology with the 
support of government funding.’438 

 
14. A monitoring brief is kept on the Fitness of cu rrent Mathematics for 

Purpose delivery debate 
 
There is a growing debate about the teaching of mathematics itself. In math education, 

it is estimated that about perhaps 80 percent of the time is spent teaching people to 
calculate by hand.439 Yet, that's the one step computers can do better than any human 
even after years of practice. Instead, we ought to be using computers to do the 
calculations and using the students to spend much more effort on learning how to 
conceptualise problems, applying them, and getting the teaches to run them through how 
to do that. Wolfram argues: 

‘Math is a much broader subject than calculating. Now it's understandable that this has 
all got intertwined over hundreds of years. We've had the biggest transformation of any 
ancient subject that could be imagined with computers. Calculating was typically the 
limiting step, and now  it isn't. So whilst math has been liberated from calculating it seems 
that math liberation didn't get into education yet. Programming is how most procedures 
and processes get written down these days, and it's also a great way to engage students 
much more and to check they really understand. If you really want to check someone’s 
understanding of math then get them to write a program to do it. So programming and 
coding are the way the way forward. So to be clear, what I really am suggesting here is 
we have a unique opportunity to make maths both more practical and more conceptual, 
simultaneously. 

                                                
435 Exeter and EHOD ESB Big data day 28.01.15 
436 House of Lords Report p.59 
437 Chris Evans and Ben Nield Marchmont Exeter University  11.06.15 
438 Richard Pettinger, UCL Director, Information Management for Business. 26.11.14 
439 ‘Computer-Based Math: How to Fix Math Education’ Conrad Wolfram 
www.computerbasedmath.org 
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We have got to make sure that we can move our economies forward, and also our 
societies, based on the idea that people can really feel mathematics…moving from what 
we often call now the "knowledge economy" to what we might call a "computational 
knowledge economy," where high-level math is integral to what everyone does in the way 
that knowledge currently is. We're trying to cross the chasm here between school math 
and the real-world math. 

I'm not even sure if we should brand the subject as math, but what I am sure is it's the 
mainstream subject of the future’440. 

  With an increasing number of people in the digital workforce indicating that in their 
view the most important requirement of the future digital worker is their ability to 
understand the principles that underpin the whole of the system441 which then allows them 
to engage with programming, coding, networking from a position of strength. A strong 
grasp of mathematical principles is seen as essential to this type of logical 
understanding442. With some top companies only recruiting outstanding mathematics 
graduates443 and a local college switching the Digital deliver to their Maths Faculty444 it 
becomes apparent just how significant this debate about the direction mathematics 
delivery in school actually is. Keeping an eye on the debate is one way of ensuring that 
the local area can be in the vanguard of any future change. 

 
Maths is central to the workings of a range of sectors, both for those listed as ‘STEM’ 

areas and others seen as being separate, but in reality clearly not that different. 
 
‘A good grounding in Maths is really important for our workforce. It underpins much of 

what we do.’  
Michael Le Goff CEO Plessy Semi Conductors.445 
 
‘Maths is crucial to our industry, we need all our workers to have an understanding of 

quantity and special awareness.’ 
Alistair Mullen Kier Construction446 
 
  

Conclusions 
 

   The rapid growth of digital technology is already having a significant impact on the 
economy of the Heart of the South West area and has the potential to make an even 
greater one if a number of the opportunities it brings can be harnessed. The existing and 

                                                
440 
http://www.ted.com/talks/conrad_wolfram_teaching_kids_real_math_with_computers?language=en 
441 David Rowe JISC 24.11.14 
442 Richard Brine 19.11.15 
443 Rob Bosworth 02.06.15 About Atass Ltd.  
444 Nick Anderson Head of Maths Faculty Exeter College 15.01.15 
445 Michael Le Goff CEO Plessy Semiconductors 18.06.15 
446 Alistair Mullen Kier Construction 18.06.15 
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future impacts lie in two linked areas, in the rapid further development of the specialist 
digital sector in the area with its massive potential and on the far broader perspective in 
the impact that utilisation of the new digital technology will have on the wider business 
infrastructure. Digital technology is all encompassing and it is set to become a central 
feature of virtually every sector of business from public transport to agriculture and from 
hospitality to financial services. As more businesses embrace the new technology and 
begin to reap the benefits that it brings in terms of new ways of working, increased 
productivity and the creation of new markets, so the local economic structure will be 
transformed.  

In terms of the specialist digital sector this area has considerably greater potential to 
grow than most. Large scale digital development occurs in clusters, when a core number 
of specialist digital firms emerge in a general locality and start to grow. The emergence of 
this innovative hub triggers a secondary growth in the development of a range of support 
firms, the emergence of specialist training in the local educational institutions, the 
development of both formal and informal networks where ideas and information are 
exchanged and plans formulated. The government has looked to these digital clusters 
when planning future investment in the sector, making it crucial for areas to have their 
emerging digital hubs recognised447. 

 
The Heart of the South West area is close to reaching the tipping point regarding 

recognition as a viable digital cluster448. Currently it has not achieved the national 
recognition which it needs to attract government investment449 yet the emergence of two 
distinct and quite strong digital clusters centred around Exeter and Plymouth makes it 
clear that with further encouragement and support from the Local Enterprise Partnership, 
recognition for both is possible.450 Each of the areas has a specialist focus on a particular 
strand of the digital sector. Exeter has unique opportunities to develop a world leading 
position in regards to the opportunities centred on working analytically with ‘Big Data’. The 
acquisition of the new supercomputer and its location on the Exeter science park has the 
potential to be a game changer, but the super computer on its own is not enough, there is 
still a need to attract more specialist digital firms into the area and to build a momentum 
which makes talented workers see re locating to the area as the key to their future451 
rather than simply a stop on the way to somewhere bigger and better. The support 
services do need to be further developed and the guidance and educational infrastructure 
created in order to begin a flow of talented local workers for the future. 

 
Plymouth is in a similar situation with a number of specialist digital companies well 

established within the city and linking in to major future opportunities around both the 
Cyber Security for Business and for the Marine Sector, and in the Creative Digital sector. 
With a strong link from it’s very pro active university tied in to a focus on its vibrant science 
park, there is a momentum building around digital specialism within the city. The laudable 

                                                
447 The Tech Nation. Powering the Digital Economy 2015’ Tech City UK 
 
448 ‘Noteworthy Companies from a year of innovation.’ Western Morning News 03.07.14 
449 ‘The Tech Nation. Powering the Digital Economy 2015’ Tech City UK 
450 See above pp. 73-74 
451 Glenn Woodcock Andromeda Capital 02.06.15 
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investment in the creation of a centre for Digital Arts, Research and Enterprise in the 
Devonport market hall and the development of a college based cutting edge STEM centre 
make it clear that there is sound local understanding of what steps need to be taken to 
move the digital potential up a level from a locally based industry to one which operates 
on the national stage. As with Exeter the support services do need to be further developed 
and a guidance and educational infrastructure created, currently interest in the sector as a 
future career is very low amongst young people.  

 
Given the very rapid rate of development it has to be appreciated that the windows of 

opportunity for the HOTSW based digital sector to seize their chance and move into a 
world market are quite brief. Because the potential benefits of establishing a presence in a 
very lucrative world wide market are immense there are a number of other clusters, both 
within the United Kingdom and from right across the world, who are looking to become the 
major players in these same markets. In such a competitive environment it is vital that 
everything is done to encourage and support our digital specialists and assist them to gain 
any possible advantage they can.  

 
To date it is fair to say that in aspects of this the HOTSW area is currently behind the 

game. Not having SMART city status, not being listed as a digital cluster centre on the 
national map, lacking initiatives such as the East London informal digital infrastructure for 
youngsters at school, not having the national digital college like London452 (one of our key 
rivals for Big Data), lacking a digital University Technical College like Sheffield, Gloucester 
and Bristol453, (three of our rivals for future bids), having the lowest digital apprenticeship 
take up in the country, all mean that there is a great deal of work to be done. However on 
the plus side the area does have a whole range of advantages ranging from the Met 
Office and the supercomputer  to two outstanding Universities, very advanced  informal 
learning networks, unusually high quality Colleges of Further Education and some 
locations with high levels of superfast broadband connectivity454 though it must be noted 
that there are also some more rural areas with particularly low levels of455 and ongoing 
problems with the delivery of the broadband link up with British Telecom mean that the 
90% connected  by 2016 target is unlikely to be met456.  

 
Regardless of the success of the specialist digital sector it is still imperative that the area 

continues to see increasing numbers of local firms across all sectors embrace digital 
technology. For a whole host of reasons the area as a whole has been slow in to seize the 
opportunities presented by the digital revolution, something which has contributed to the 
low productivity rates which have dogged local industry. The Heart of the South West 
business community has been consistent in its application of pressure through bodies 
such as Devon and Cornwall Business Council, the Chambers of Commerce and the five 
Employment and Skills Boards to get local companies to grasp the nettle and make 
greater use of digital advances, and this pressure needs to be maintained.  

 

                                                
452 See above pp.78-80 
453 See above pp.80-82 
454 Gerald Power Digital Plymouth 18.11.14 
455 ‘Digital Deprivation in the UK’  Point Topic (October 2013).p11 
456 BBC News. Spotlight 24.06.15 
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For this to occur it is necessary for there to be a readily available supply of skilled digital 
workers to fill the job opportunities that do emerge. This will require a co-ordinated 
campaign both to promote the opportunities for jobs involving working with digital 
technology to young people and to support the Further Education sector to deliver the 
quality of training required to meet these new opportunities. The delivery of information 
advice and guidance about any digital working is uniquely difficult457 and the costs of 
maintaining training venues with the latest technology and programmes is prohibitive.458 
The region is blessed with having the highest percentage of Ofsted grade 1 and grade 2 
Further Education inspection results of any area in the country459 and is in a position to 
deliver what is needed if encouraged. 
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Appendices 

Appendix no. 1 

 

SQL Saturday, Apr 25, 2015 Conference Schedule  

Room Track 1 - Room: 
Calico Jack 

Track 2 - Room: 
Anne Bonney 

Track 3 - Room: 
Flora Burn 

Track 4 - Room: 
Blackbeard 

08:00 AM - 
08:50 AM 

Analizing Text 
with SQL Server 
2014 and R 

Dejan Sarka 

Practical advice 
on how to get 
started using 
source control, 
ssdt and ci 

Ed Elliott 

Run your DBA 
morning checklist 
with policy based 
management 
while sipping 
coffee 

Pieter Vanhove 

You did WHAT to 
my transaction 
log?! 

Tony Davis 

08:50 AM - 
09:00 AM Room Change Room Change Room Change Room Change 

09:00 AM - 
10:15 AM 

Agile BI 

Stephanie Locke 

Azure Data 
Factory - The 
New SSIS? 

Allan Mitchell 

Certification and 
IT Career - Self 
Case Study 

Tobiasz 
Koprowski 

Introduction to 
Execution Plans 

Kevan Riley 

10:15 AM - 
10:45 AM Coffee Break Coffee Break Coffee Break Coffee Break 

10:45 AM - 
11:35 AM 

Biml for 
Beginners: 
Generating SSIS 

Making 
PowerShell 
useful for your 

Database 
Partitioning - Part 

Statistics, 
Estimation & 
Plan Caching - 
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packages with 
BimlScript 

Cathrine 
Wilhelmsen 

team 

Rob Sewell 

I 

James Skipwith 

The Big Three 

David Morrison 

11:35 AM - 
11:45 AM Room Change Room Change Room Change Room Change 

11:45 AM - 
12:35 PM 

Building a meta-
driven near 
realtime ETL 
solution with 
BIML and SSIS 

Rasmus 
Reinholdt 

SharePoint 
Databases - 
What you need 
to know 

Al Eardley 

Database 
Partitioning - Part 
II 

James Skipwith 

Top Down 
Tuning 

Richard Douglas 

12:35 PM - 
01:05 PM Lunch Break Lunch Break Lunch Break Lunch Break 

01:05 PM - 
01:50 PM 

Alex Yates - First 
steps in 
continuous 
integration for 
databases with 
Redgate tools 

Alex Yates - First 
steps in 
continuous 
integration for 
databases with 
Redgate tools 

Alex Yates - First 
steps in 
continuous 
integration for 
databases with 
Redgate tools 

Alex Yates - First 
steps in 
continuous 
integration for 
databases with 
Redgate tools 

01:50 PM - 
02:00 PM Room Change Room Change Room Change Room Change 

02:00 PM - 
02:50 PM 

Cloud for the 
Data 
Professional 

Chris Testa-
O'Neill 

To be 
Announced 

FILETABLEs: 
What They Are 
and How to Use 
Them 

Matija Lah 

SQL Server 2014 
Features 
EVERYONE Can 
Use 

Richard Douglas 
02:50 PM - 
03:20 PM Coffee Break Coffee Break Coffee Break Coffee Break 

03:20 PM - 
04:10 PM 

SSRS Inception: 
Reporting on 
Reporting 
services. 

Terry McCann 

Stories from the 
Trenches: 
Upgrading SQL 
with Minimal 
Downtime 

William Durkin 

SQL Server and 
Application 
Security for 
Developers 

Mladen Prajdić 

Visualizing 
performance 
tuning data 

Andre Kamman 

04:10 PM - 
04:20 PM Room Change Room Change Room Change Room Change 

04:20 PM - 
05:20 PM 

Bulk load and 
minimal logged 
inserts 

David Peter 
Hansen 

When good SQL 
design goes bad 

Bob Duffy 

Microsoft SQL 
Server AlwaysOn 
in a Multi-Site 
world 

John Martin 

Load Testing 
With SQL Server 
Tools 

Neil Hambly 
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Appendix no. 2 

Unlocking Big Data - Investing in Human Capital 
 
Location : The Met Office  
Date: Wednesday 28 th  January 2015 
Time: 08.30 a.m. – 4.00 p.m. 
 

The growth of Big Data, its role in strengthening research and technical 
development, and in maximising innovation and business competitiveness, requires 
human capital to unlock it. 

The development of an enhanced, interdisciplinary, creative, technical, analytical 
workforce with relevant management and executive skills, and ethical awareness, 
is essential to grow the region’s burgeoning assets. 
 
Topics 
 
This free interactive event will take place at The Met Office - the home of an 
internationally recognised Big Data organisation - featuring a range of industry 
specialist keynote speakers, covering a range of topics: 

• Building the reality of a Big Data team  (Alex Nicholson – Chief Information 
Officer, Intelligent Optimisations) 

• Big Data revolution: the big picture  (Charles Arthur, Technology Editor, The 
Guardian) 

• Big Data: maximising the collaboration effect  (Charles Ewen – Director of 
Information Technology and Chief Information Officer, The Met Office) 

• The Heart of the South West Big Data: current and f uture  (Chris Garcia – Chief 
Executive, The Heart of the South West Local Enterprise Partnership) 

• Investing in human data capital (Kim Nilsson - Manager Director, Pivigo) 
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Aim 
 
 The aim of the event is to help the Heart of the South West realise its Big Data 
potential by shaping the conversation and coming together to define the focus for 
our investment in Big Data Human Capital. It will also discuss possible funding 
proposals to the European Structural and Investment Fund Strategy. 
 
Audience 
 
The event is aimed at: 

• Big Data practitioners within the region from all sectors 
• Businesses/organisations/institutions throughout the region especially those in 

climate change, health, water & agri-tech including those who have yet to adopt Big 
Data plus those related to the LEP sectors- marine, advanced energy and 
manufacturing 

• Graduate and post graduate aspiring and practicing data scientists 
• Secondary, further and higher education learning and training providers 

Appendix no.3  

The Skills Gap: Apprenticeships into Cyber, Univers ity of Plymouth 

18th February  2015 

10.00-19.30 hrs 

This series of events aims to bring together regional cyber security employers to 
highlight the range of roles open to new talent and for professional bodies to showcase 
new and emerging pathways into the industry. 

Includes 

Regional and UK Industry stands :  

Showcasing cyber roles and training into them. 

Cyber ‘Surgeries’ : 

To engage all, from helicopter hacking to the latest personalised ID Cards Booth where 
you can learn about future technologies and a card game gets you thinking like cyber 
expert- as cyber is about people not just technology. 

Apprenticeships into IT and cyber security explaine d:  

A 15 minute Q&A, a chance for the student and the regional business to ‘interface’ to 
the UK wide framework support. 

Cyber Security Challenge:  
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There will be a stand run by past/present candidates to talk about their experience of 
the competition process for those wanting to have a go, with opportunities to see a past 
virtual game and a tool kit for beginners. 

 Workshop:  
 
The Skills Gap: Apprenticeships into Cyber  Sherwell Centre Upper Theatre 
  

Speakers:  

Mark Heholt - e skills UK Director of Apprenticeships 

Micahel Dieroff – CEO Blue ScreenIT 

Vicky Moss-Crump – Operations Manager Cosmic 

  

 

 

Appendix no. 4 

Thanks to the following who were interviewed during the research  

 Name Company 
1. Elaine Budd Plymouth 1,000 Club Manager 
2. Dave Underwood Met Office Senior Manager 
3. Sally Kittle Head of HOTSW Digital Inclusion Group 
4. Philip Bostock et al Exeter College Governors 
5. Sally Docketts Active Learning CEO 

6. Rebecca Barrington Learning Technologies Manager South Devon College 
7. Ben Rhodes CEO Devon & Cornwall Business Council 
8. Andrew Dean Marchmont Observatory Exeter University 
9. Julie Hawker CEO Cosmic UK 
10. Sue Moreton et al Careers Council Cornwall Devon & Somerset 
11. Tracey Burley Careers South West Business Manager 
12. Kathy Barnes Achievement Training MD 
13. Di Little Education & Training Skills 
14. Rob Bosworth  Exeter College UTC Lead 
15. Teresa Gardener City College Plymouth HoF 
16. Amy Carlton Prospects 
17. Sheldon Ryan Plymouth City Council Digital Lead 
18. Patrick Knight PCC Economy & Employment Manager 
19. Mike Dieroff CEO Blue ScreenIT  
20. Paul Coles SW Regional Manager BT 
21. Anon GCHQ 
22. Katharine Callus The C Group Engagement Manager 
23. Sally Sharpe Plymouth University Business Development Manager 
24. Paul Taylor Blue Screen IT Business Development Manager 
25. Ed Coley PCC Employability & Skills Manager 
26. Mark Braithwaite WESC Foundation 
27. James Davies APMG International Product Owner Team Leader 
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28. Hannah McIndeor CompTIA Manager CAPP delivery 
29. Ian Trump Octopi Managed Services Chief Technical Officer 
30. Ben Neild MWR Infosecurity  
31. Richard Allen  Marchmont Observatory Exeter University 
32. Richard Brine Exeter College IT Manager 
33. Oliver Raud Plymouth College of Art 
34. John McKenzie RSC JISC SW Regional Manager 
35. Oenone Thomas EHOD Employment & Skills Board 
36. Ann Oliver DWP Regional Manager 
37. Tim Jones et al DCBC Advisory Board 
38. Nick Anderson Head of Maths Exeter College 
39. Paul Robottom City & Guilds 
40. Mark Shepherd Area Manager Waitrose 
41. Lea Kennedy Princes Trust 
42. Roz May ETS Area Manager 
43. Stephen Howard CEO V Learning 
44. Kelly Thompson Plymouth Manager LearnDirect 
45. Jacki Williams Plymouth Manager Job Centre Plus 
46. Emma Fielding Vice Principal Curriculum Exeter College 
47. David Rowe WBL SW Lead RSC JISC 
48. Hannah Revell Director of Development Plymouth College of Art 
49. Gerald Powers PCC Digital Inclusion 
50. David Barlow HM Forces Royal Signals 
51. Mac McMaster Training Officer RMCAT Lympstone 
52. Deborah Passmore Torbay Development Agency 
53. Angela Smith CEO Stay Agile 
54. Stuart Singh Academy for Training Office Manager 
55. Jonathan Allen Lead Exeter SQL Group 
56. Annette Allen Organiser SQL Group 
57. Steve Mariadas Deputy Head of Faculty MAS Exeter College 
58. Jamie Rail MD Focus Training 
59. Malcolm Exeter SQL Group 
60. Rob Exeter SQL Group 
61. Terry Board member of Exeter SQL Group 
62. Jamie Evans DCC Economic Development 
63. Jenny Leach Head of IT and Business Studies dept. Exeter College 
64. Rob Hands Petroc Head of wbl learning 
65. James Hughes Functional Skills GHQ 
66. Jo Osgood Quality Manager Westward Pathfinder 
67. Elaine Tans DWP National Lead on IT Companies engagement 
68. Judith Harwood PCC Deputy Director Children’s Services 
69. Pete Grainger Head of All Saints Academy Plymouth 
70. Mary Cox CEO and Head of Plymouth UTC  
71. Sam Ansell HOTSW lead Stemnet 
72. Adriana Curca PCC Economic Development 
73. Chris Evans Head of Regional Impact/Director Marchmont 

Observatory University of Exeter 
74. Alison Kerr HR Sparx 
75. Grant Woodcock Director Andromeda Capital 
76. Vicky Moss-Crump Operations Manager Cosmic UK 
77.  Mike Blakeley Business Solutions Exeter College 
78.  Rob Wood IT Curriculum Manager Yeovil College 
79. Adrian Bromfield BDM Yeovil College 
80. Pete Levy Next Gen Skills Academy 
81. Sharron Robbie Director of Marketing City College Plymouth 
82. Richard Allen  7safe  
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83.  Lynne Harris Careers Lead Lipson School Plymouth 
   

 


