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A warm welcome to
this year’s AoC Annual
Conference from all
the team at Mindful
Education.
We’re delighted to be returning as conference sponsors for
another year, and hope you are looking forward to the next
couple of days in Birmingham.
The theme of this year’s conference looks at ‘whole college
health’, with colleges seeking to reflect on how they are
currently performing across their provision; including where
they are doing well and where they may be looking for
additional support.
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Understanding DfE’s New EdTech Strategy
Earlier this year, the Department for Education released its
first ever EdTech Strategy for the UK. We take a look at its
key points, provide our views on the strategy and decipher
what it means for your college.

In Conversation With: Martin Doel
Over the summer, we were joined by Martin Doel – visiting
professor at UCL’s Institute of Education, and former AoC
Chief Executive – to discuss his views on edtech within FE
and what the future might hold for colleges when it comes to
collaboration rather than competition.

As an edtech partner for colleges, we’ll be focusing on the
digital aspect of whole-college health and we hope you
enjoy the insights and commentary we have put together
on this topic.

Join the Conversation

Content is King

I do hope you find our data and insights helpful when
considering your own college’s digital agenda – and wish
you an enjoyable and informative conference.

As smartphone use continues to grow – and online access
becomes easier and faster around the UK – expectations
about accessing high-quality, on-demand content
are rising rapidly. Across the pond, the leading digital
platforms in the US have recognised that content is king,
with firms engaging in a multi-billion dollar battle to come
out on top. We look at what this trend means for learners’
expectations when it comes to accessing their education.

During the conference I will be hosting a breakout session,
where I will be joined by Martin Doel and Walsall College
to discuss the DfE’s new EdTech Strategy, and what it really
means for colleges.

Mark Mckenna
Managing Director
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CONTENT
IS KING
As smartphone use continues to grow – and online connectivity becomes easier and
faster – expectations about accessing high-quality, on demand content are rising.
You may have seen Apple’s ‘Behind the Mac’ advert which
aired earlier this year. It featured, among many others,
Oprah Winfrey, Malala Yousafzai, Serena Williams, Paul
McCartney – and even Kermit the Frog. However the most
interesting thing about this advert was what it didn’t do. It
didn’t promote a new iPhone or Apple Watch… or in fact
any hardware at all.

However, the content creators aren’t sitting back. With
a wealth of content already at their disposal, Disney are
entering the world of online streaming with the recent
announcement of their Disney+ service. Similar initiatives
have been confirmed by other media giants, including Time
Warner, NBC and the UK’s own BBC and ITV who have
come together to launch BritBox.

As iPhone sales stagnate, the advert helped mark a
significant shift in Apple’s strategy, with the announcement
that Apple would be producing and streaming original
media – joining the likes of Netflix and Amazon in the race
to create new and original content. For 2019 alone, Apple’s
total spend on original TV shows and movies is estimated
at $6 billion.

As this fascinating battle between online giants
and traditional content creators plays out, the
central aim is clear: to deliver high-quality content
to audiences when they want it.
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Faster connections, greater expectations

What does this mean for education?

This drive to develop and distribute high-quality
original content has come about at the same time as the
advent of superfast technology. Although this has been
commonplace in large towns and cities for some years, it
is now starting to reach the more rural areas of the UK. In
October this year, the government announced it was to
commit £5bn in public investment to help bring superfast
‘gigabit-capable’ broadband to 20% of suburban and
rural areas by the end of 2025. This will pave the way for a
national rollout of 5G technology, which is currently being
piloted in nine UK cities.

We are set to see huge technological change in the
coming years – in part aided by greater access to faster
connections. The more we become accustomed to viewing
high-quality content on fast servers, with interesting user
interfaces accessible on any device, the more learners
will expect the same from their educational experience at
college.

Where 4G connections tend to offer download speeds of
around 20Mbps – enough to download an HD movie in
30 minutes or so – 5G is expected to beat that by orders
of magnitude: 500 to 1500Mbps, fast enough to get the
same film in about 25 seconds.

However, the pursuit of technology should not be at the
expense of learner outcomes. Many colleges and training
providers already offer online or distance learning to cater
for students who prefer to learn away from the classroom,
but the challenge lies in delivery parity with traditional
classroom learning when it comes to completion and
success rates. Colleges will therefore need to consider new
delivery models which can meet the needs of learners, both
for flexibility and attainment.

In fact, the speed increases of 5G are so huge that
mobile carriers have struggled to come up with practical
examples of just how fast it is. In practice, almost
everything you would do with a 5G connection would be
instant, only limited by factors other than speed.

Understanding the changing needs of students is essential
in order to achieve this. In the next section, we will look at
the way that Mindful Education’s part-time adult learners
have adapted the way they study in order to fit it into their
already busy lives.

5G will also make connections far more reliable. 5G cell
towers can handle 100x more devices than a 4G one.
They are also smaller (around the size of a mini-fridge),
meaning masts can be placed in areas that until now,
have been unfeasible. This will be a significant boon for
rural areas, where it is currently difficult to get planning
permission for large, unsightly masts.

Many of our devices are already equipped for 5G, so
once the networks are rolled out across the UK, superfast download speeds will quickly become our new
normal.
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CHANGING STUDY
HABITS

Case Studies
Our data shows distinct trends in the different ways our learners choose to study,
allowing us to build clear pictures of their learning styles. While we see the most traffic
to our VLEs on Monday and Tuesday evenings, we have also been able to identify some
less-traditional study patterns that many of our users fall into.

Understanding how, when and where blended learning takes place can provide
valuable insights into the needs of today’s students and apprentices. In this
section we examine how study habits are changing.

Steady Studier
Romesh clearly has a regular study pattern. He logs on every
Saturday morning without fail, and studies for around three
hours. He does not tend to access the VLE at any other time.
When it comes to exam time, we can see that he has saved up
the optional practice questions to use for revision.

When designing our virtual learning environment, which is used by all students studying our Online and On Campus
courses, we quickly recognised the value of the data it produces. As such, we have developed a detailed analytics
system to underpin it. On an individual or classroom level, this data forms a dashboard to help tutors and employers
understand how learners are progressing and enabling them to offer personalised support when it is needed. However,
when we collate this data from across all students, it produces a clear picture of adults’ studying habits across the UK.

HOW
WHEN
WHERE

Desktop/ latop remains the most popular way for learners to access the
VLE, however with 15% logging on from mobile or tablets in the last 12
months, a significant number of people are learning on the go. We’ve
even had one person logging on from a Playstation!

7

Night Owl
Robin prefers to study for long periods, late into the night. He
logs in at around 8pm on Monday or Tuesday evenings, and often
works until midnight. He never accesses the VLE at any other
time. We can see that he regularly replays key sections of the
video lectures to help him answer questions.

The most popular time for users to log on is 6pm on Monday or Tuesday,
but since we launched, there has been at least one person logged on at

The Crammer

any time.

Gina does not log in frequently. Though she tends to study during
the week, there is no clear pattern, and she combines short bursts
with longer sessions. At the end of her course, she does not log in
for two weeks. However, as her exams approach, she squeezes a
considerable amount of activity into just six days.

Our blended learning model means that while students primarily study
online, they also attend regular college classes. A recent survey of our
learners demonstrate that on average, 44% live more than five miles from
their college.

These statistics clearly demonstrate that, when given the option, adult learners do not conform to traditional study
habits. While they may be able to commit to a couple of solid hours of learning each week, they are also ‘topping
up’ this study time in short bursts, suggesting that they are making the most of free time around their work and life
commitments. Many also travel a considerable distance to their chosen college, meaning that frequent college classes
are a further drain on their time and resources.
Many adult students select their college course because of the benefits offered by online learning. Over half of our
surveyed students stated that the reason they chose to study our Online and On Campus courses was because it offers a
flexible way to learn.

Byte Size
Sharon keeps up-to-date with her studies in short bursts.
Her data shows that she logs on multiple times in a day but
her sessions last around 25 minutes, suggesting she takes
advantage of short periods of free time.
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Realising the Potential

UNDERSTANDING
DFE’S NEW EDTECH
STRATEGY

However, while these points are important, the title of the strategy is not ‘Getting the Building Blocks in Place’ - it is ‘Realising
the Potential of Technology in Education’.
Assuming that infrastructure, skills, safety and procurement are indeed being progressed, we can now consider what the
strategy looks like more broadly. After all, as the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) stated in a report released just
days ahead of the DfE’s strategy:

“The question is no longer whether technology should have a place in the
classroom, but how technology can most effectively be integrated in ways
which achieve improved outcomes.”
In this regard, the commitments made by DfE that stand out are:

We examine the UK’s first ever EdTech Strategy and what it means for colleges.
In April 2019, the Department for Education released its first ever EdTech Strategy for the UK. The strategy was longanticipated, with signs of DfE support for edtech building prior to its release. Eight months earlier in August 2018, the
then Education Secretary Damian Hinds wrote that:

Setting up a new EdTech Leadership Group, made up of representatives from across the education sector

2.

Working with industry, research and education groups to establish small ‘testbeds’ of schools and colleges to support
the development, piloting and evaluation of technology

3.

Creating a step-change in the digital services available to parents, students, teachers and education leaders. Piloting
ways of engaging with these groups that brings together relevant information, so that the education sector and the
public get the services they need

These are all welcome initiatives and at Mindful Education we would of course encourage colleges to be a part of any
interesting new edtech pilot schemes. The fact that DfE talks about “parents, students, teachers and education leaders”
in a single sentence also shows that DfE recognise that there are multiple stakeholders involved when it comes to the use
of edtech, and that each of these stakeholders will need information pertinent to their perspective. This links well with the
commitments made around improving the edtech procurement process.

“There
is clear,is
untapped
for schools,
colleges and
to colleges
benefit even and
furtheruniversities
from the power of
“There
clear,potential
untapped
potential
foruniversities
schools,
to
technology
to
support
students
to
learn,
reduce
teachers’
workload
and
save
money.”
benefit even further from the power of technology to support students to

learn, reduce teachers’ workload and save money.”

Solely by the act of publishing a first EdTech Strategy for the UK, there is now tangible evidence that DfE sees edtech as
a key part of the education conversation, but what does the DfE think about its current state, what does it hope to achieve
and, crucially, what does it mean for your college?

DfE believes that these are key initiatives that will help to establish the “dynamic edtech business sector” that is essential for
the UK.

The Missing Piece: Outcomes and Attainment
Overall, there is much to like from the UK’s first EdTech Strategy, but what do we think is missing from it?

Building Blocks
Much of the strategy focuses on getting the key building blocks in place for UK edtech. 12 of the 19 ‘commitments’ laid out
in the report are dedicated to this, so it is clear that the DfE are working towards creating a solid foundation.
The strategy sets out the DfE’s intended process – of which the strategy itself is the first step – to tackle four key barriers for
the growth of UK edtech.

1

4

Skills

Safety

There are several things we would like to have been included, but where we take issue with the strategy is that raising
outcomes and attainment feels rather like a byproduct of edtech and is not its central purpose.
In his foreword, Damian Hinds says:

“I believe technology can be an effective tool to help reduce workload,
increase efficiencies, engage students and communities, and provide tools
to support excellent teaching and raise student attainment.”

3

2

Infrastructure

1.

Procurement

While none of these are topics that set the pulse racing, they are undoubtedly sensible building blocks that the UK needs to
have in place for schools, colleges and universities. There are unlikely to be many who would disagree that these are ‘must
haves’, and the document itself offers many direct comments and specific examples on these points.

All the right words are there – including raising student attainment – but there is the sense that DfE does not fully
appreciate the potential for UK edtech.
Of course, improving efficiency and communication, and reducing workload are all important, but it is helping learners
to achieve better outcomes that gets almost all edtech companies get out of bed in the morning. Edtech firms and
their teams are focused on and driven by the desire to change the lives of learners. They want to deliver those ‘lightbulb
moments’, helping to open new doors for learners which might otherwise be closed to them.
Perhaps there is a gap in understanding and context between DfE and UK edtech that needs to be bridged before real
progress can be seen, but at least now we can say that the conversation has truly started.
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but bringing in all the different strands is a real challenge
for a government that has lots of other things on its plate
at the moment.

It’s genuinely inspiring that the Augar report (published
May 2019) looked at the whole of tertiary education
as one rather than as different bits. Past reform
programmes have changed one part and not understood
the impact it would have on another. There are some
details with the HE proposals that are problematic but
in the grand scheme of things, not too much. The great
challenge the review had was to be revenue neutral, so
they had to make savings in HE in order to fund their
proposals in FE. The proposals in FE have had widespread
support – to which I’d add my wholehearted support. I
think the big question is whether the FE proposals can be
funded notwithstanding resistance to the HE reductions.

IN CONVERSATION WITH:
MARTIN DOEL
In August this year, we were joined by Martin Doel – Visiting Professor at UCL’s
Institution of Education, and former CEO of the Association of Colleges – to discuss his
views on the ever-changing place of FE in society, and how colleges might work together
to continue meeting the needs of students and employers.
I had a suspicion that further education had been
induced to become all things to all people, and didn’t set
its own path. The term ‘further education’ was first used
in a 1906 Board of Education paper, where it was used
to collate all the things that didn’t fit into compulsory
schooling or university. What’s consistent is that it is still
defined by what it’s not. This has consequences about
how the sector sees itself, and how others see it – its
lack of agency, and the way ministers play with part
of it but not the totality. I’ve also looked at whether the
defining mission for FE could be technical – but what is
the definition of technical? Unless we define technical
education clearly, we won’t have a strong and stable
course.

There’s a difference in views about reforms from my
colleagues at the IoE and more broadly. Many say they
have seen this before and it’s part of a cycle where FE
becomes more prominent then it gets forgotten. The
question is whether we’re genuinely at a turning point that
would then become a long term direction of travel, or
whether it’s just another episode.

I do think there is something materially changing here
– I’ve not at any time seen people talking so often and
with the same sense of urgency about further education,
technical education, and the need to attend to what’s
been missing. I’m optimistic that we’re at a turning point,

Some of the work I’ve been doing at the IoE is to look
at how England might have a more differentiated
education system, but not one that’s top-down
directed. Ways in which providers would get together
in localities and understand what they’re best at, and
who has the lead for particular levels. Working out how
that could happen is problematic and brings you into
consideration of how you can have a competitive as well
as a collaborative system. I think locality matters first
– focusing on the place. There aren’t many universities
who could say they’re for a place – they’re international,
national, regional. They have an impact on the locality,
but they’re of a place, not for place.

Working out how you
can have a competitive
as well as a collaborative
system is one of the things
I’ve been looking at.

I‘ve not at any time seen
people talking so often
and with the same sense
of urgency about further
education and the need to
attend to what’s missing.

Colleges though are emphatically for a place – most
often for particular districts and areas within that place.
If we have a focus on meeting local needs, that’s one step
towards understanding where differentiation begins.

You can also have differentiation begin to grow at levels
four and five. You can see how the colleges in an area
might decide to split specialisms between them, so they
may all deliver levels two and three, but accept that only
one or two of them will run levels four or five.

This trust and reciprocity between colleges can only
grow over time, and is not something that can be
imposed from the outside. This is a longer-term process,
and can be nudged in the right direction by the right
financial incentives. I think mayors and combined
authorities have a role here to reinforce the benefits of
collaboration. There are some good examples here, for
instance a group of colleges in the Black Country who
have come together in order to have a single response
for the needs of local employers. They have accepted
they have individual specialisms and they’ll present
jointly together. Getting universities to be trusted in this
area is problematic - just as universities are saying it’s
problematic trusting colleges. There are some great
examples of where things work such as Barnsley College
and Sheffield College working with the University of
Sheffield’s Advanced Research Manufacturing Centre.

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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Colleges in the past have tried to eat the sandwiches of
universities, and universities under pressure on numbers
are beginning to reach down into the college area.
Some of these things become apparent around things
like degree apprenticeships. I think the idea of having
apprenticeships in levels four and five is transformational,
but if it becomes a degree first and an apprenticeship
second it is a problem because you’ve not changed the
requirement. A degree delivered to somebody in work is
a good thing, but it’s not an apprenticeship. Colleges and
ITPs are set up and optimised to deliver apprenticeships
and work closely with employers, using technology from
companies like Mindful Education to make the bridge
between the two.

When I moved into further education after the RAF, I was
dismayed at the lack of investment in edtech. In a field
with vocational and technical education, I think it would
and should have a natural home. I think it’s peculiar to
the size of FE colleges and providers – they’re neither big
enough to invest in bespoke products to meet their needs,
but nor are they a large enough market to in order to get
private investors.

DIGITAL LANDSCAPE 2019

How colleges move forward from this investment trap
is a challenge – but I’m excited about that. The bit that’s
missing is the vocational and technical use of technology
– I’m beginning to see more of it but not as much as
you’d expect, or as much as students are beginning to
expect. Sometimes when technology is used, it’s as an
adjunct rather than an integrated element of curriculum
delivery but there are some points of hope. The strategy
is important, and the work you’re doing at Mindful is
exactly where we need to be in order to give learners what
they expect from technology, integrating it according to
what the courses require and what the colleges can use.
You’re much more likely to have a successful integration of
technology into your provision if you’re clear about what
you want the tech to achieve for you and how it fits into
your overall design.

The UK edtech sector is a very enterprising sector. It’s
a very resourceful sector, and in the UK the creative
and design sectors are inherently strong – that means
to say there are going to be products coming forwards.
Resourceful institutions will take on those products and
make them better I’m sure.

The UK edtech sector
is a very enterprising
sector. It’s a very
resourceful sector.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR
COLLEGES
With connections getting faster and learner expectations getting greater, what does it
mean for the college digital experience?
Unquestionably, colleges are discussing and embracing
digital developments more than ever.

In the classroom, colleges are looking closely at their
digital infrastructure in order to ensure their students
have access to the hardware and software they need
– providing an essential building block for students to
achieve their study goals.

As set out within the new UK Edtech Strategy,
collaboration and communication looks set to play an
important role in ensuring that impact and learning
outcomes drive the use of education technology above
all else:

“We need the future of technology
in education to be driven by
collaboration between industry,
the education sector (including
academia) and government,
and to ensure that actions are
underpinned by a culture of
ensuring evidence of impact.”

When it comes to online teaching, learning and
assessment, many colleges and training providers
already offer online or distance learning to cater for
students who prefer to learn away from the classroom,
providing them with the flexibility and choice they need
and expect.

However, the challenge remains about how colleges
achieve parity with traditional classroom learning when
it comes to completion and success rates, which remain
significantly lower on online and distance learning
courses.

UK Edtech Strategy, April 2019
Here at Mindful, we look forward to working with our
college partners over the coming months and years to
help ensure that we play our role in realising an exciting
and fulfilling online college learning experience.

Careful thought is therefore necessary – both on the
part of the DfE and colleges themselves - to explore how
technology can be used to deliver high quality teaching
and learning which continues to meet the needs of
students and employers.

Join the
conversation
Come along to Mindful
Education’s breakout session
where Mark, Martin Doel and
Walsall College will discuss the
EdTech Strategy and what it
means for your college.
#AoCConf
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ABOUT MINDFUL
EDUCATION
We specialise in creating media-rich professional courses and apprenticeships.
Founded in 2015, and based in London, we are a
company with a passion for education.

Working in partnership with colleges, we create awardwinning courses and apprenticeships in accounting,
management, law and human resources, which allow
students the flexibility to choose how, when and where
they learn.

Our Online and On Campus approach provides a
combination of flexible online learning alongside regular
face-to-face sessions with tutors and peers, giving
students and apprentices the best of both worlds.

The UK digital education landscape has been
transformed in recent years, with change seemingly
the only constant for the further education sector.
We help our partners prepare for change by working
together closely to create new and innovative courses
and apprenticeships that meet the needs of students,
government and employers.

More than 2,000 years ago, Aristotle said that ‘the roots
of education are bitter, but the fruit is sweet’.
But in the 21st century, shouldn’t the roots taste better?

Anyone who’s got a
hectic lifestyle, who thinks
that education may not be
for them – I’d say blended is
the way forward.
Abdul Anhar Miah
Accounting Online and On Campus
student, Cardiff and Vale College

I thoroughly enjoyed
the course and it really
worked for me having both
online lessons and tutor
groups, giving the best of
both worlds.
Jane Hulme
Law Online and On Campus student,
Gloucestershire College

Blended learning
allows people to learn
at their own pace, in their
own time and to access
materials when it’s most
convenient for them.
Karen Spencer
Principal and Chief Executive
Harlow College

For more information, please get in touch:
Call: 0203 6060 365
Visit: mindful-education.co.uk

15

Mindful Education
3rd Floor
15 Golden Square
London W1F 9JG
0203 6060 365
mindful-education.co.uk

