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Digital skills have the same importance as English and Maths

	by Raffaele Pavoni

Children should be taught "digital literacy" as a core skill alongside maths and English, a report by a Committee on Digital Skills 
says. The Select Committee was appointed by the House of Lords on 12 June 2014 ?to consider and report on information and

communications technology, competitiveness and skills in the United Kingdom?. Computer technology brings "huge opportunities

for the UK, but also significant risks", the Committee warns. The internet should be viewed as a utility service, alongside water and

electricity, it says. But without action, the UK may fall behind in the new digital era.

Among the key topics are the following:

	No child should leave school without basic digital literacy. Everyday activities?such as shopping, using a telephone and banking?

increasingly require interaction with technology. Digital skills (the skills needed to interact with digital technologies) are now

necessary life skills. Individuals and businesses alike will need skills to protect themselves online. It is not acceptable for any group

to be excluded from access to digital technologies. UK must aspire for the vast majority of the population to achieve the level of

digital literacy needed to fully participate in society.

	Universities should ensure all graduates are "digitally competent". There is widespread support for the expansion of

apprenticeship programmes, but the UK's interests and ambitions need increased scale. There are not enough apprenticeships in

digital subjects or apprenticeship schemes with digital featuring as an important element of content. Apprenticeships need to be seen

as a viable alternative to higher education and the more traditional education routes.

	Apprenticeships should have a greater emphasis on digital skills. Apprenticeships can help plug the short- and medium-term

skills gap. The Committee believe 16?19 year-olds must be targeted by employers, teachers, and careers guidance professionals to

enable them to choose and take up good apprenticeships. There is also a need to tackle negative perceptions of vocational education

among schools, teachers, head teachers and parents.

	The "paucity" of women in digital careers and in science, technology, engineering and mathematics generally risks holding
back UK competitiveness. "Girls have to be engaged earlier and across all education levels" and the perception of these jobs as

"male-oriented" must be addressed, the report says. The paucity of women in digital and STEM (science, technology, engineering

and mathematics) is holding back UK competitiveness. Girls have to be engaged earlier and across all education levels. The

perception of digital and STEM jobs and subjects as male-orientated must be addressed.

The report says 35% of current jobs in the UK could be automated within 20 years. It urges an ambitious approach to secure the

UK's digital economy, with the government acting as the "conductor of the orchestra", focusing on business and education. "We are

at a tipping point," it says. "Digital businesses can locate anywhere in the world, and if we fail to provide the right conditions for

them to flourish in the UK, we will become a branch economy, much less prosperous and influential than we could be." The impact

of new digital technology is all encompassing?from public transport to agriculture and from household goods to financial services.

Analysis of ?Big Data' is transforming healthcare and medicine, as well as consumer and public services. The 3D printing of organs

assists surgeons, whilst robotic arms can be controlled by the mind. ?We are becoming more reliant on technologies for personal

use, from social media and entertainment, to older people and those with long-term conditions now able to monitor their health from
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home?, the report says.

A digital divide persists in the UK, with some six million citizens never having used the internet and 9.5 million lacking adequate

digital skills, partly because they have been "poorly served at school", the report warns. In particular, it says, a shortage of medium

and high-level digital skills "needs immediate attention" if the UK is to remain globally competitive. It urges action at all levels of

the "talent pipeline - primary, secondary, further and higher education". ?The combination of poor connectivity and limited ICT

skills can lead to digital exclusion for many people. It can also (?) reduce access to public services and inhibit business growth?, the

report says. In turn, rural areas may ?lose their competitive advantage and be seen as less attractive places to do business?, it adds.

The recent ?Speak Up for Rural Scotland? consultation, after all, already highlighted broadband as the key issue, recognising

broadband as a vital measure to support economic growth in rural areas.

Download the "Make or Break: The UK's Digital Future" report here.
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