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If it’s rigorously simple, open, 
social and supports learning 
- technology will make a 
difference. Too often we over-
complicate the digital agenda 
when no one actually knows 
all of the answers - we are 
all on a journey. If the FE and 
skills sector embraces these 
facts, we will start to create 
outstanding Digital Colleges  
in every community.

Jamie Smith  
Director of Strategy and Infrastructure, 
South Staffordshire College

While the issue of digital has 
been given its fair share of 
ink, there is still a need for a 
clearer policy roadmap to guide 
and direct the development of 
this important arena. Policy 
either inhibits or restricts good 
practice and cross-party policy 
should be crafted to energise 
the leadership highlighted in 
this report. 

Ian Fordham & Ty Goddard,  
Co-founders, The Education Foundation
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For 16 years I have worked with the word ‘Digital’ - in all 
of its definitions and guises - spending my time helping 
SME’s adapt their businesses to ensure they survive 
and thrive in the digital age.

In 2011 I stepped into the FE 
and skills sector, the world 
of education and learning, 
and I witnessed a sector that 
was embracing e-learning, 
understanding and responding 
to new ways young people were 
learning, colleges embracing  
new qualifications and using 
digital technology to attract and 
retain young people to provide 
them with a meaningful chance 
to move into the workplace. In a 
phrase - I love it!

This report and the sessions that 
led up to it, is focused on the 
subject of Digital Transformation. 
The reason for that explicit focus 

is in my work with colleges across 
the country, I can sense strain, 
confusion and potentially a loss of 
opportunity if we don’t grasp the 
potential of all that digital can 
help to deliver. 

So what is happening in the 
Private Sector? If you are a FTSE 
100 company you can pay millions 
for large technology consulting 
firms to work across your whole 
organisation to create the digital 
shift. Funding a massive, cohesive 
transformation project that looks 
at culture, skills, processes, 
and systems and keeps the 
“customer” at the front of the 
goals for the outputs and return 

on investment. If you are an SME, 
you sink or swim. The business 
owner can gain some investment, 
pay for skills to work through the 
business, and you might have 
access to BIS Funded Growth 
Vouchers and routes to skills, that 
enable you to take the risk and 
over time see the benefits. 

Those companies can take risk, 
spend their own money, and the 
Digital Industry will support them. 
Many service providers that can 
work with small businesses and 
understand their commercial 
needs. Some will succeed, 
some will fail, and one thing is 
for sure, there is never an end 

point with digital. Stepping into 
the FE Sector, I have been very 
aware that the priorities around 
‘digital’ have initially been about 
e-learning and e-marketing. I am 
also acutely aware that there are 
terrifying conversations about 
cost cutting and reduced funding 
and a level of fear around risk.  At 
the same time, some amazing FE 
Leaders are marching forward on 
their journey to becoming Digital 
Colleges – and we celebrate their 
journeys in this report 

We hope this report serves to 
begin the conversation, highlight 
those people we have met and are 
inspired by within the FE and skills 

sector and asks the question, 
“how do we provide more support 
to FE leaders across the system, 
in all areas of responsibility from 
back office to teachers, CEOS, 
and governors? Enabling them to 
realise that Digital Transformation 
can take place right across the 
organisation - from Mindsets, 
Culture, Behaviours, Skills, Cross-
departmental implementation - to 
the customer.

Penny Power OBE 
CEO, Digital Youth  
Academy to Chair,  
Digital Business Britain

FOREWORD Amazing FE  
Leaders are marching 

forward on their  
journey to becoming 

Digital Colleges



There is a critical mass of factors coming together around the digital agenda  
in the UK, in particular connected to the worlds of education and learning. 

Numerous reports, working groups 
and other forums have been set up 
to understand the implications of 
the digital world on all aspects of 
learning, in particular within the 
Further Education and Skills  
(FES) sector. 

This culminated in a major 
FELTAG report launched Spring 
2014 and a response from 
the Department for Business 

Innovation and Skills (BIS) and 
Minister Matthew Hancock - to 
understand and then set a 
framework for the way forward in 
this exciting agenda. 

Yet despite the range of work 
being developed in this arena, 
there appears to be a distance 
between the promise of digital and 
a reliance on tech evangelism, and 
the reality on the ground, in terms 

of implementation, sustainable 
change and moving towards a 
roadmap for Digital Colleges and a 
digitally driven FES sector.

We have found that there are 
those FE and Skills providers 
who are leading their peers and 
the world in their use of digital 
learning.  But despite this 
growing dependence on digital, 
there is still no clear definition 

for what a Digital college is 
in reality. Digital is more than 
just learning, and covers all 
areas of provider practice and 
administration. FELTAG reports 
and other government reports have 
started identifying challenges and 
opportunities for digital, but there 
is a need for a policy roadmap to 
ensure this transformation is not 
cut short. 

Now is the time for FE and 
policy leaders to move past the 
“bright lights of tech” and see 
the systemic change happening 
in this space. It is vital that the 
leaders identified in this report 
are the standard in FE and Skills 
providers, and not the exception.

INTRODUCTION
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In 2012, when Sir Tim 
Berners Lee’s achievement 
of creating the world wide 
web was recognised at 
the Olympics Opening 
Ceremony, his message to 
the world was unambiguous. 
This is for everyone. If the 
government’s long-term 
plan for digital is to build a 
stronger, more competitive 
economy and a fairer society, 
then we must ensure we 
honour this message

Digital Inclusion Strategy 
Cabinet Office 2014
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DIGITAL  
FOR ALL



The Digital Colleges programme 
was set up in June 2014 to start 
exploring the concept of Digital 
transformation of the FE and 
skills sector, to gather together 
key leaders and emerging 
thinking about the digital arena 
and to share this rapidly across 
the sector and into government 
thinking and policy making.
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One major challenge in this has been to define what we mean 
by a “Digital College” and therefore what it means for digital 
transformation of institutions and the sector to take place. 

A lot of focus to date in the  
FES sector and policy arena 
has understandably been 
on digital learning and 
assessment, where the recent 
FELTAG report sets out an 
ambition for 10% of learning 
undertaken online. 

However, we took as our 
starting point for Digital 
Colleges, the full range of 
factors where digital might 
play a role in transforming 
the lives and outcomes of 
staff, young people and the 
communities they serve. 
In other words, what is the 
“Digital premium” for Colleges 
and the wider FES sector? and 
how can SMEs, employers, 

front line and support staff 
benefit from the digital 
transformation of the sector?

THE DIGITAL COLLEGES 
PROGRAMME 
The Digital Colleges 
programme was set up in 
June 2014 to start exploring 
the concept of Digital 
transformation of the sector, 
to gather together key leaders 
and emerging thinking about 
the digital arena and to share 
this rapidly across the sector 
and into government thinking 
and policy making. It’s also 
struck us in the first phase of 
the programme of the need 
to build confidence amongst 

leaders in the digital arena 
and to make an impact on  
the ground. 

The programme was developed 
by The Education Foundation 
(the UK’s first cross sector 
education think tank) and 
Digital Business Britain (a 
major initiative of entrepreneur 
Penny Power OBE who founded 
Ecademy and Digital Youth 
Academy). The first phase 
of the programme has been 
generously supported by IBM 
and the Association of Colleges 
as well as having the active 
participation and engagement 
of sector and business leaders 
in person and online.

WHAT ARE DIGITAL COLLEGES?

The key elements for the first phase of the programme have been:
•   Running a series of roundtable events & meetings with FE and business leaders 

in June, July, September and October 2014 with leading colleges, business leaders 
and education/technology entrepreneurs to share best practice in the digital and 
technology arena nationally; 

•   Building up a knowledge base on the Digital Colleges agenda, amongst leading 
colleges and practitioners and to share these lessons to a wider audience through 
the web and social media; and 

•  To design and produce a Digital Colleges report and beta website to be launched 
in the Autumn of 2014, that will be distributed widely across the sector.

We know that the digital arena is a journey of exploration and discovery. We hope 
that the report is a useful contribution to the sector in embracing the potential of 
digital and we look forward to sharing more details about the ongoing project on our 
Digital Colleges twitter account @DigitalCollUK

Or visit our website to join out network of FE and College leaders, policy makers and 
leading businesses at: www.digitalcolleges.co.uk

 
A working definition 

of a Digital College is…  
“An institution embracing a 

mindset that utilises digital technology 
and engagement across its organisation, 
driving its processes/analysis, fostering 

community and creating an inclusive 
culture attune to the needs of 
students, teachers, parents  

and employers”



Leaders from the Further Education and Skills sector share their lessons and learning 
from their work in Digital transformation and journey to become Digital Colleges

We are living in the digital age. 
Technology is shaping education, 
enabling a revolutionary change in 
how we connect, share, learn and 
thrive. Educators are now able to 
enrich the learning experience in 
new ways, creating new income 
streams alongside exploring 
new pedagogical practices in a 
digitally connected world.  However 
the speed of digital transformation 
is disruptive, presenting new 
challenges. To remain relevant 
colleges must be digitally enabled, 
providing skills and training 
that is destination-driven. We 
will achieve this by transforming 
our systems and cultures and 

exploiting emergent technologies 
to enhance learning. 

SO HOW DO WE DO IT?
South Staffordshire College is 
embracing technology to enable 
a transformational learning 
experience. Using Google Apps 
and the latest Moodle, fused 
with a private social networking 
technology called WAMEdu, 
learners study in a way, time and 
place that suits them, on a device 
that suits them. Each of these 
applications are essentially free 
and available to anyone. Great 
news for resource constrained 
education leaders.

Fusing Moodle (78 million users 
globally and counting) with a 
social networking technology 
designed for education is 
transformational. It enables 
each new learner to find a friend, 
connect, engage and thrive. It 
provides a safe social learning 
network and supports aspirations 
to reduce attrition. Everyone at 
South Staffordshire College can 
be connected to a friend from day 
one. Learning in a digital college 
doesn’t follow a straight line. This 
is because digital learning is not 
a linear process. It happens in 
part through peer-to-peer learning 
networks and through the cross-

pollination of different ideas  
and perspectives enabled  
by technology.  

SO WHAT’S NEXT?
A Digital College will use 
technology to enable a more 
engaging learning experience 
tailored to personal circumstances 
and the collaborative, open and 
connected world of today. We need 
to flip the college and not just 
the classroom. This will require 
a shift in our behaviours, rituals 
and systems to enable teachers 
to transform the world of learning 
so that people can learn anywhere 
in the world. This revolution 

is happening quietly in online 
social spaces, and it won’t stop. 
Learning is happening in digital 
social spaces as well as more 
conventional settings, and that 
there is an appropriate context for 
both. Digital literacy will be in the 
DNA of a digital college, and there 
will no reference to e-learning. It 
will just be learning. Educators 
are living in the most exciting, 
connected and open time in all of 
human history.  The collective task 
for digital colleges is to enable the 
many thousands of young people 
who use their services to make the 
most of it.

DIGITAL JOURNEYS OF FE LEADERS

01: The DNA of Digital Colleges 
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JAMIE SMITH @SOCIALBUSINESS9 
DIRECTOR, STRATEGY & INFRASTRUCTURE, SOUTH STAFFORDSHIRE COLLEGE  



We need to flip 
the college and 
not just the 
classroom
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Digital by Default organisations recognise that: Teachers 
and Leaders are key, they are the most significant resource 
and make the biggest difference. Everything is looked 
at with professional rigour. The focus is on high quality 
outcomes. The organisation challenges how resources 

are deployed, utilised and implemented. They make sure 
the organisation understands the difference between 
technology to run back office systems and technology that 
is applied to teaching and learning. 

They ask reflective questions about: Why use technology 
before asking what technology should be deployed. They 
use what works best - ‘physical’ and ‘virtual’ become 
indistinguishable. Facilities and buildings matter but small 
and cost effective changes can make a big difference. 

2014 is the seventieth anniversary 
of the 1944 Education Act that 
enshrined in law universal free 
education for young people in 
England. In 2014 it’s a fitting 
time to define what an education 
system looks like with technology 
embedded at the core. Our best 
teachers, learners and leaders are 
already defining a reformed system 
that fully embraces technology, not 
as a gimmick but as an essential 
tool – They are what I think of as 
Digital by Default Organisations. 

DIGITAL BY DEFAULT
In these organisations leaders 
re-think processes; they reflect 
and understand how technology 
transforms. They don’t confuse 
business processes with learning 
activities. All businesses in the 
21st century use technology 
to run back office functions, 
education is no different, but how 
technology supports learning is 
where discussion centres. These 
organisations are 100% focused 

on the learners. Learners are 
individual, they are important and 
their learning and success drives 
all that the organisation does. 
To facilitate this detailed and 
enhanced understanding of each 
learner the organisation has data 
at its core. There is a seamless 
flow of information between 
learners, teachers, lecturers and 
parents/carers. Data allows the 
organisation to ask significant 
questions about how effective their 
systems are at supporting learning 
and improving outcomes. 

Everyone has a device. Students 
use their own device where 
appropriate and have access to 
devices where needed. Learners 
use the device to share data about 
how they are progressing. Everyone 
sees his or her performance data 
presented in a meaningful way 
and in real time so that trends are 
easily identified and directions 
for further study become obvious. 

The approach leads to a breadth 
of learning with improvement 
at the core of all discussions. 
Leaders use data to engage in 
meaningful dialogue about how 
the organisation needs to evolve. 
The analysis of data is not just a 
trend it is a game changer.

TRANSFORMING DIGITAL 
INFRASTRUCTURE
High quality digital infrastructure 
is the norm. Wireless networks are 
expertly implemented and support 
flexibility, agility and mobility. 
Most data is not stored on the 
physical site; it is stored in readily 
accessible data repositories that 
allow access from anywhere. 
Data belongs to the learner and 
they have access when they need 
it. These organisations realise 
that learning is social as well as 
institutional and happens beyond 
traditional times and places. 
Well-designed technology systems 
ensure secure access to data. 

Learners still write things down 
and people still collect together 
in rooms to review, challenge and 
develop understanding. Learning 
has evolved into an even more 
complex and fulfilling activity with 
social interaction at its core… 

Digital by default organisations 
embrace the wider world. They 
understand that learners move on 
to work in society, so they make 
learning relevant, ensuring that 
technology not only supports 
learning but also equips learners 
with the skills they need to 
succeed. They support staff to 
be aware of the latest trends, to 
share ideas with each other and 
with other educators. Social media 
is an essential tool for keeping 
up to date, asking others to share 
their ideas and for sharing their 
success - often in real time. 

Lastly these organisations are 
in a constant state of change. 

They never accept that because 
something worked once it will 
work again. Students change, 
circumstances change, policy 
changes and technology always 
changes. They review, reflect 
and challenge. They never stop 
thinking about the learner and 
what they will need for the future.

In 2014, seventy years after the 
Butler Act, Digital by Default 
needs to be the norm for learning 
organisations. Creating an 
updated political vision for the 
modern world is essential so that 
our education and skills sector 
remains vibrant and relevant.

An extended version of this article  
can be found on the digital 
colleges website at  
www.digitalcolleges.co.uk

02: Creating Digital by Default organisations  JAMES PENNY @JSPENNY1 
SOLUTIONS DIRECTOR, EUROPEAN ELECTRONIQUE
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For Stanmore College this digital transformation is a 
long-term project. Its based on a 5 year IT Infrastructure 
and Information strategic plan. Its vision is “The 
exploitation of information capabilities to improve 
effectiveness and efficiency in curriculum and in support 
areas through access 

to and sharing of timely, accurate and trusted 
information.

If a college wants to survive in the new world of 
continuous innovation with reducing resources then a 
complete digital transformation of the whole college is 
not an option but a necessity.

“We must think  
strategically, embrace 

technology, and think lean”   

Traditionally education and 
training does not like to compare 
itself with business but the 
principles of change are exactly 
the same. Quality and cost are 
the two key barometers for a 
successful college. Strategic 
Business Intelligence (SBI) is 
a comprehensive method of 
assessing both. SBI not only 
measures Quality and the Return 
on Investment (ROI) but also 
identifies where change can be 
made effectively and efficiently to 
achieve more for less. 

Once again the Education Sector 
is going through radical change; 
at the same time we face rapidly 
diminishing resources that 
are available to achieve our 
objectives. The pressure is on to 

deliver more for less. Fortunately, 
it is happening at the same time 
as a revolution in the way we 
can harness and deliver digital 
innovation in the technology world. 
Successful colleges of the future 
must utilise digital innovation 
to achieve their objectives: how 
can this be done? The answer to 
this question lies in the way we 
think. We must think strategically, 
embrace technology, and think 
lean.

Through SBI we can map the 
absolute Critical Success Factors 
(CSF) of the organisation. The SBI 
framework enables the college to: 
assess its chances of achieving 
the CSF its risk exposure; impact‐ 
assess key policies that control 
the organisation; influence 

strategy and set Key Performance 
Indicators (KPI) for accountability. 
The college is accountable to its 
stakeholders. Our stakeholders 
are students, staff, Governors, 
OFSTED, funders, employers 
and the wider community. 
Accountability to each of these 
groups has to be transparent 
and demonstrable. A properly 
structured SBI framework will 
service all of these demands. 

SO HOW DO WE DO IT?
To achieve this goal the 
organisational structure needs 
to have the appropriate skill 
levels and the authority and 
responsibility assigned at the 
right levels of the organisation. 
The whole process needs to be 
driven by domain expertise from 

the senior leadership, influenced 
at Board level. With the SBI 
framework processes that can do 
the thinking need to be designed. 
The result is greater reliance 
on technology and digital data 
collection. Technology enables 
but management must create 
environment to deliver efficient 
processes to achieve efficiency.

All processes need to be 
designed to work together and 
to efficiently offer the customers 
an environment they are used 
to in their day-to-day life. A 
complete integration of systems 
for data to be accessed across 
the organisation is essential. The 
overhead to service this process 
needs to be kept at its minimum 
to achieve the competitive 

advantage of low input cost. 
Well-designed integrated 
processes will generate immense 
but complimentary digital data. 
Colleges need to embrace the 
concept of big data and work 
with the appropriate technology. 
The big data convention of the 5 
“V”s articulate this well: Volume 
‐ vast amount of data generated; 
Velocity‐ speed with which new 
data is generated and moves 
around; Variety different data 
types collected; Veracity accuracy 
and trustworthiness of the data 
and finally the Value‐the most 
important of all the “V”s. The SBI 
framework ensures that the data is 
analysed and is made to work for 
the organisation.

03: Building a Digital College from the ground up  
JAMES PENNY @JSPENNY1 
SOLUTIONS DIRECTOR, EUROPEAN ELECTRONIQUE URMILA RASAN 

DEPUTY PRINCIPAL, STANMORE COLLEGE 
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The whole college digital ecosystem has now been developed 
around 3D learning, with the student at its centre. 

In addition the transformation of disconnected paper process, 
lesson observation and personal development review have been 

developed as applications that can be used on mobile devices 
and are “joined up”, for example, outputs from observations are 
fed directly into staff performance reviews. 

North Hertfordshire College 
has taken a whole organisation 
approach to digital transformation. 
Historically online and digital 
meant using a VLE (Blackboard). 
It became increasingly apparent 
that the VLE was a large storage 
container for word and powerpoint 
and that in more dynamic areas 
of curriculum teachers were using 
more interactive digital systems 
working with their students to 
create content rather than just 
deliver from the VLE, an example 
of this practice was the use of 
wikis in an A level programme 
where students contributed to the 
content creation. 

The key enablers for NHC were 

clear strategic direction set by 
the CEO and leadership team 
alongside a recognition that 
historic models of delivery, linear 
and unitised, in all curriculum 
areas needed to change to meet 
the needs of students needing a 
wider skillset for employment. 

In 2009 a data warehouse 
was built to surface reports 
and KPIs via share point. This 
provided curriculum teams and 
cross college administration 
services, HR and Finance with 
the opportunity to track key whole 
college quality areas that impact 
on learning, attendance and 
retention for example. Teaching 
teams and managers could drill 

into individual sessions to track 
and support student experience. 
Sharepoint, however, was not the 
complete answer. It could deliver 
interactive learning content, as 
with a VLE, but as mobility and 
access to the internet spread 
across agnostic devices, we 
needed something more than a 
static VLE. We aspired to engage 
whole teams in planning and 
delivering learning projects for 
students and support the wider 
skills tracking of the “expert 
student”. 

The development of the data 
warehouse prompted members of 
the quality team to recognise the 
potential to embed data within 

ongoing self-assessment tools 
such as the six weekly course 
review process. By embedding 
data within core quality processes 
the focus of staff activity shifted 
away from collating data from a 
variety of sources to investing time 
in the analysis of pertinent issues 
and the development of actions to 
address them.

One of the wider “buy ins” for 
staff engagement in curriculum 
change was that a target was set 
to remodel the planning cycle for 
teaching and learning to “make 
life easier” and avoid repetition. 
NHC developed a new model of 
delivery and then followed an 
engagement with the technology 

needed to support the model. 
NHC began to develop an online 
portal, (3D) that enabled staff 
teams to share resources, research 
and present live projects more 
effectively for students. 

Built by the internal team with 
specification informed by teaching 
staff, this planning and course 
leadership resource is now used 
across the college. An outcome 
of the 3D planning environment 
development is that all teaching 
resources can be used by any team 
and across curriculum areas. 

The rest of this article is available 
at the Digital Colleges website  
www.digitalcolleges.co.uk

04: A whole organisation approach to digital   DAVID PITCHER @DAVID__PITCHER  
ASSISTANT PRINCIPAL, NORTH HERTFORDSHIRE COLLEGE 
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As educators we are privileged 
to be working at a time when 
genuinely revolutionary new 
technology is connecting and 
accelerating the way our learners 
engage with information. Our 
students, the first generation 
to grow up within and use this 
new terrain intuitively use digital 
tools to connect, share, discover 
and engage with one another. It 
is up to us to learn from them 
and to embrace their new ways 
of accessing and interacting 
with learning by developing and 
inspiring educational methods 
that are in keeping with the way 
they live their lives.

Organisations should defer to 
the learners and their way of 
exploring new information - it is 

their generation. For organisations 
to truly transform they need to 
listen to their students, align 
with their digital mentality, and 
actively encourage a culture of 
shared intellectual curiosity in 
how it is the students are reading/ 
watching/ playing/ viewing the 
digital world so we can better 
help them reach their aims and 
ambitions through the methods 
(games, video, social media) that 
they are at home with.

To embrace the tools used by the 
learners in their free time we 
can be led by them and begin a 
development away from out-dated 
methods that do not cater to 
increasing numbers of young 
people who simply do not learn 
through traditionalist methods 

- an essay is not the only way to 
assess. Video, Podcasts, Blogs, 
Sites are all readily available and 
can be more holistic methods of 
measuring a student’s learning.

WHAT WORKS IN THIS SPACE?
At Basingstoke College of 
Technology we encourage cloud 
collaboration with students 
sharing Dropbox folders of photos 
and video professionally, editing 
Google Docs together for scripts, 
planning documentation, and 
reports, while also self-managing 
their coursework in a professional 
manner in the cloud from  
different devices. 

Learners develop their social, 
analytical, communication skills 
via Vlogs and Podcasts, and 

compile detailed case studies 
complete with Images and Clips 
to visually annotate along with 
recorded soundtracks of them 
speaking to demonstrate their 
knowledge. Facebook, Google+, 
and LinkedIn can connect learners 
to one another and provide spaces 
to manage projects, build rapport, 
share extension and consolidation 
tasks outside of the classroom, 
and interact with learners as we 
teach them how to build their 
professional digital footprint. 
Twitter is used daily for hashtag 
debates on contemporary moral 
and ethical issues eg Is Beyonce 
perpetuating the beauty myth by 
photoshopping out her caesarean 
scar on Instagram? #bcotbeyonce.

Students maintain a Tumblr and 
WordPress to develop journalistic/ 
critical enquiry and Evernote 
is used for lecture note-taking 
on their devices to record text, 
photos, videos, and/ or sound files 
of Lecturers delivering content 
to help them revise. Feedback is 
also given to learners as Videos, 
Podcasts and written when 
appropriate - the learner decides. 
Additionally we use our VLE as a 
hub for all of these digital tools 
and as space for us to embed 
Prezi and NearPod presentations 
(always shared on social media as 
well each day) for further revision.

05: Making Colleges more social   DAVID PITCHER @DAVID__PITCHER  
ASSISTANT PRINCIPAL, NORTH HERTFORDSHIRE COLLEGE 

SCOTT HAYDEN @BCOTMEDIA 
HEAD OF TECHNOLOGY & SOCIAL MEDIA, BASINGSTOKE COLLEGE OF TECHNOLOGY

Technology is the way to enable learning for this generation and if 
learning is a social process the use of social media tools is something 
that must inform our methodology moving forward.

The disparate wealth of digital help, information, and tools to 
help educators needs to be organised, scrutinised and presented 

to departments (not generally) so it can be seen as the valuable 
personalised accelerator to learning in the classroom that we know it 
can be. We must be led by the students - they are the leaders in this 
digital world and their approach to technology must be embraced by us 
as educators or else we risk irrelevance.



Digital Colleges in the UK are not alone in recognising the challenges facing 
educational and learning institutions in the 21st Century. Now, more than ever, 
merely providing students with a qualification or diploma is simply not enough. So 
why is digital transformation so significant to get to grips with in 2014 and beyond?

In Europe, McKinsey Centre for 
Government found in its 2014 
report, Education into Employment 
are: Getting Europe’s Youth into 
Work, that students are not 
building the qualifications needed 
by employers and educators are 
not communicating with employers 
about what skills are needed.
In the US, the Associated Press 
reported in 2012 that “nearly  
half of all newly minted bachelors 
degree holders are either unable  
to find employment or 
underemployed” 

LESSONS &  LEARNING  
FROM THE USA  
Forward-leading USA based 
community colleges and higher 
education universities are seeking 
to utilise digital to transform 

delivery of education, streamline 
services and ensure that the 
skills being acquired by students 
are recognised and valued by 
employers. Chief among the 
prophets of digital is Clayton 
Christensen of the Harvard 
Business School, whose writing on 
disruptive innovation have proved 
prescient of the challenges facing 
industry and education. In his 
2014 book, Hire Education he asks: 
“Who will attend to the skills gap 
and create stronger linkages to the 
workforce? …There are a growing 
number of students who are 
finding themselves over-served by 
the augmented, bundled services 
that traditional institutions 
provide. They are looking for brief, 
targeted, and affordable lifelong-

learning programs with flexible 
pacing.”

The McKinsey report echoed 
these recommendations.  To that 
end, the US state of Louisiana 
has implemented “Jump Start 
Career Education” - a programme 
designed to provide a new 
pathway for 16-18 year-olds 
to earn industry certifications 
and credentials along with 
their high school diplomas. The 
program targets learners who are, 
“pursuing a university-preparatory 
diploma, and a required path  
for students pursuing a  
Career Diploma.” 

Digital enables this programme as 
it ensures that learners are linked 
up with providers, they still receive 

instruction in their key courses - 
through flexible scheduling time, 
virtual courses and other options.

DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION  
IN THE UK 
While differing policy and cultural 
environments, our Digital Colleges 
programme is an attempt to 
answer these new demands of 
students and employers and 
provide tangible leadership for the 
21st Century. In our discussions 
and sessions we have gathered a 
range of views and perspectives 
with sector and business leaders 
about what digital transformation 
might mean, at a time when 
an unparalleled amount of 
engagement in the issue has taken 
place from government, through 
initiatives and reports such as: 

•  Government Digital Strategy  
and Digital Inclusion strategy   

•  Further Education Learning 
Technology Action Group 
(FELTAG) report & the 
Department for Business 
Innovation and Skills response

•  Education Technology  
Action Group (ETAG)

•  The Education Foundation 
“Technology and Education 
- A system view” report

DIGITAL COLLEGES AND TRANSFORMATION    
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…to grassroots 
and community 

building activity such 
as the City and Guilds 

“Think Out Loud Club” and 
FEmeet via twitter and 

other social media 
channels. 



15

As with all issues in the education and learning sector, we know that leadership, vision and buy in from the 
principal, CEO, senior leaders and governing body of the college is vital for the digital (or any other) agenda 
to develop within an institution. We asked a group of leading FE principals what they thought were the most 
important issues when approaching the digital agenda for their and other colleges in the years to come:

…LEADERSHIP
ONE FACTOR ABOVE ALL IS CRITICAL  
TO DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION
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LEADERSHIP FROM THE FRONT 
As a Principal / CEO its vital you lead 

by example in the digital agenda 
including having a Digital strategy and 

business model for your college and 
instilling a digital culture and mindset 
amongst staff and students. A governor 

should also be designated a lead  
/ champion on the digital agenda.

TECHNOLOGY INTERACTION  
& INTEGRATION 

Too often poor technology infrastructure 
gets in the way of doing the basics 
well. A strategic approach to the 
3 key layers of technology in your 

institution is key: 1. A base layer of 
tech infrastructure, 2. An integrated 
systems layer and 3. A presentation 

layer that’s accessible to staff, 
students and partners.

DIGITAL BY DEFAULT 
Taking the best learning from the 
commercial and public sector and 
shifting to becoming “digital by 

default” in all of your College activities 
- cutting costs, creating economies of 
scale and increasing engagement with 

all of your customer / partner base.

10% ONLINE DELIVERY 
Colleges ought to be thinking  

about how to prepare to deliver a  
10% wholly-online component in  
every publicly-funded learning 

programme from 2015/16, despite this 
not being a mandatory requirement 

for funding. Plus planning for greater 
integration so this minimum becomes a 
more blended model of delivery across 

the organisation.

LEADERSHIP AGILITY & 
ADAPTABILITY

Taking an entrepreneurial approach to 
leadership with senior leaders,  

to accommodate future developments 
in technology. The most advanced  
FE colleges feel that they are 10%  
on their digital journey - there are 
others willing to openly share their 

journey - their ups and downs  
and where to get next.



We know there is not a common definition of a “Digital College” or “Digital 
transformation” – indeed this lack of definition presents a major challenge  
to the FE and skills sector as it develops its thinking for the future. 

In our view, a wider conception 
of the Digital College as an 
institution – both physical and 
virtual - that spans the full 
spectrum of digital engagement 
- is a more pragmatic and useful 
starting point than a model that 
simply emphasises an incremental 
development from the existing 
model. The working diagram on 
the right outlines a range of areas 
where Digital might play a role 
in supporting the College’s work, 
within learning and assessment 
but also across the organisation, 
in the community and in future 
delivery and planning. 

DIGITAL COLLEGES FRAMEWORK
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• Culture Change 
• Outcomes 
• Skills & Leadership 
• Finance 
• Capacity & Capability drivers 
• Pipeline management 
• Physical Environment 
• Regeneration

• Big Data 
• E-learning systems 
• Curriculum 
• Agile Systems 
• Cross Departmental processes 
• Artificial Intelligence

• Shifting Mindsets 
• Marketing 
• Stakeholder recruitment 
• Outreach 
• Informal Learning  
• Peer 2 peer viral change 
•  Social Engagement – learners

• Student Attrition 
• HR systems 
•  Teacher engagement & mentoring
•  Student Social Engagement
• Partner links 
• SME/employer links

ORGANISATION 
Leadership  & Change Management

PROCESSES/ANALYSIS 
Managing the detail and implementation

COMMUNITY 
Driving a digital brand

CULTURE & ADOPTION 
Driving community & Inclusion



17

We have identified a number colleges in this report that we feel represent areas 
of promise. They would all recognise that they are on the digital journey but each 
exemplifies trends and insights about where Digital Colleges may go into the future.

BROCKENHURST COLLEGE 
Brockenhurst College is revolutionising its approach 
to student attraction and retention using IBM® 
Exceptional Student Experience technology – a 
suite of solutions, comprising of the latest cloud, 
analytics, mobile and social technologies,  that help 
educational institutions to deliver deep engagement 
through a student’s academic career. By making 
smarter decisions about how to best attract, 
motivate and retain students, the college expects 
to improve the student recruitment and retention by 
15% over a five-year period.  

To drive a more collaborative and interconnected 
learning environment, Brockenhurst has launched its 
own private social network, built on IBM Connections 
and IBM Sametime® social portal solutions. 

For the first time, students will be able to access 
learning resources, including course materials and 
videos of lessons, and communicate with their peers 
and teachers anytime, anywhere and on any device. 
Matched with predictive analytics, the college will be 
able to better understand each student’s  
learning style – for example, if a student is a 
visual learner – and, where possible, match them 

with the teaching and support services that best 
support their unique needs. In addition to enhancing 
the educational experience for existing students, 
Brockenhurst is improving the way it markets itself to 
prospective learners. 

With IBM Digital Analytics solutions, the college will 
be able to capture rich data on visitors to its website 
and social media pages, and use it to build more 
effective marketing campaigns to increase their 
recruitment by 15 percent and their reputation by 30 
percent over a five-year period.

Di Roberts, Principal and Chief Executive, 
Brockenhurst College: “IBM analytics technology 
will offer us a better view of which learners are not 
reaching their full potential. This gives us a chance 
to put intervention strategies in place early on and 
get students back on track. We already enjoy an 
excellent rate of student retention at Brockenhurst – 
IBM solutions will help us increase conversion from 
application to enrolment, reduce drop-outs that occur 
in the first few weeks of student’s academic career, 
and improve retention overall. We expect to improve 
retention by as much as 15 percent, and empower all 
our students to achieve even higher results.”

NORTH HERTFORDSHIRE COLLEGE 
At North Hertfordshire College staff 
development has been critical for the 
implementation of all of NHCs new digital 
systems aligned to development of new 
models of delivery. Initially each new 
project had a pilot staff team who were 
trained in development events to get a full 
understanding of the new systems and 
processes. NHC now has an innovation 
centre run by the quality and staff 
development team. This centre enables 
individual teachers to work on “secondment” 
to immerse in new technology and develop 
resources for an online or blend of delivery. 
It is anticipated that staff who have been 
developed in this way will become agents of 
change when they return to their curriculum 
areas. NHC also delivered a completely 
online distance learning INSET day where 
tutors got to plan the use of online learning 
in their subject as well as developing their 
own digital skills 

DIGITAL COLLEGES - AREAS OF PROMISE 
The classroom of the future 
will learn about each individual 
student over the course of their 
education, helping them master 
the skills that match their 
goals. The rapid digitisation of 
educational institutions will allow 
unprecedented instrumentation of 
the learning process. 

Cognitive computing, or learning 
technologies, will help us 
calculate everything we can 
about how each student learns 
and thrives, then create flexibility 
in the system to continually adapt 
and fine-tune what we deliver 
to that student and how this 
supports teachers and employers. 
We are thrilled and excited to be a 
part of Digital Colleges.

Cailean Hargrave 
UK Education Lead, IBM



Digital is the infrastructure of the present and the future. No longer 
a consideration left to the fringe of strategic development, digital 
beats at the heart of any company, college or institution.

It is a vital tool for any growth 
or progress. As identified by this 
report, elements of the FES sector 
and skills sector have recognised 
this important shift and are 
currently leading the way in their 
strategic approach to digital and 
use of technology. These pioneers 
of digital are out-innovating 
higher education institutions and 
schools in their approach to digital 
learning and wider digital agenda. 
These colleges are taking VLE’s 
and supplementing them with free 
and paid resources and services, 
building bespoke systems that are 
tailored to the needs of the learner 
and delivering impressive results. 

North Hertfordshire College taking 
3D data seriously, and integrating 

all systems and practice around 
that data. Brockenhurst College 
leveraging IBM’s Exceptional 
Student Experience to drive 
instruction and sustainable 
success. South Staffordshire 
creating a warm student 
experience with WAMedu and a 
lighthouse of digital innovation  
to the outskirts of Birmingham. 
These are innovators are not 
just leading the UK, but are also 
providing examples for the world. 
For the sector to thrive, it must 
model and scale this practice and 
gain practical experience from 
these leaders. 

We have discovered that there 
is no rigid definition of a Digital 
College. There is no simple 

recipe for digital transforming 
institutions or the sector. It looks 
different at each college, and 
should be tailored to the needs 
and challenges of the learners 
served by that college. To that end, 
a set of clear sector wide owned 
definitions of a Digital College 
and understandings, shared and 
agreed by principals and senior 
leaders, would be exceptionally 
valuable and should be developed. 

Digital needs definitions, but it 
also needs a broader vision of 
what digital encompasses. With 
this report, we started with a 
very broad conception of ‘Digital’ 
that includes the full range of 
applications of technology across 
the institution ‘beyond learning’ - 

in terms of improving finance,  
HR and administrative support, 
skills of leaders, inclusion,  
SME engagement, social media, 
community participation and  
areas such as big data and  
AI. To personalise learning  
for students,FES sector and  
skills leaders must see how  
digital touches every aspect of  
the college. 

While sector definitions are 
lacking, policy options are robust. 
The FELTAG report in particular, but 
also wider reports by government, 
are positive in identifying the 
challenges and opportunities 
in the digital arena including 
the 10% requirement for online 
learning. But there needs to be a 

clearer digital policy roadmap for 
the FES sector and skills sector for 
the next 2-3 years which ensures 
maximum impact for the sector. 

If the Internet and the 21st 
Century economy truly is for 
everyone, colleges and skills 
leaders must integrate it into 
training and the conversation 
ahead. We are not dazzled by the 
bright light of technology - but 
the digital economy is here to stay 
and growing at a frenetic pace. 
The FE and skills sector must 
harness its potential and be at the 
forefront of its development of this 
important sector, not technology 
for technologies sake, but rather 
technology for all learners.

DIGITAL COLLEGES-WHERE NEXT? 
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