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Background: 
Since 2008, Scotland has seen a 24% reduction in Computing Studies teachers in 
secondary schools. This has resulted in courses being reduced or even dropped in 
some schools. The resulting skills gap among young people will have long-term 
consequences on their future as well as the Scottish economy.  
 
How will today’s young people learn advanced digital skills if their formal education 
routes are limited? Back in 2014, Skills Development Scotland and ScotlandIS 
proposed the creation of a fund to develop a stronger ecosystem of extracurricular 
digital skills initiatives and provide young people aged 16 years and under with 
additional informal opportunities to learn key computing skills. This isn’t to supplant 
teachers, but to support them with other educators and digital experts who also have 
the knowledge, experience, and equipment to teach these skills. This plan was 
realised in 2016 with the launch of Digital Xtra Fund with the Fund subsequently 
becoming an independent charity in March 2017. 
 
Digital Xtra Fund: 
Digital Xtra Fund is a Scottish charity supporting initiatives that teach young people 
to understand and create with technology, not simply use it. Backed by businesses, 
organisations, and individuals with a common will to help young people succeed in a 
digital world, Digital Xtra Fund’s goal is for every young person in Scotland to have 
access to inspiring digital tech activities with a particular focus on supporting 
activities that engage girls and young women or are delivered in areas of rural 
isolation or high deprivation. Supported initiatives teach skills such as computational 
thinking, coding, robotics, cyber skills, or data analytics while highlighting the future 
career opportunities these skills provide.  
 
Digital Xtra Fund works with a variety Industry Partners to achieve this goal. Each 
Partner contributes to the Fund’s annual grants programme which has distributed 
£550,000 since its inception. Additionally, Industry Partners also participate in the 
Application Evaluation Panel who select that applicants are successful and then also 
help organise employee engagement opportunities with the supported initiatives and 
their staff. Current Partners include Skyscanner, J.P. Morgan, Accenture, Microsoft, 
BT and Baillie Gifford among others.  
 
To date, the fund has helped organisations engage nearly 30,000 young people 
aged 16 and under across Scotland. This year’s funding is supporting 22 initiatives 
covering topics from robotics and coding to app development and the Internet of 
Things (IoT). Initiatives include: Aberdeen Science Centre’s Robot Playground which 
introduces children and families to digital concepts through fun, interactive activities 
based on LEGO WeDo; Western Isles Libraries’ pop-up MakerSpace delivering a 
series of digital learning activities across the Outer Hebrides; and Islay-based Port 
Ellen Primary School’s delivery of an afterschool robotics club where children learn 
Scratch and Python, as well as how to programme with micro:bits, Lego Boost and 
other tech. 
 
During the 2018/19 grants cycle, applicants could apply for up to £5,000: the largest 
request was for £5,000, the smallest request was for £1,854, and the average was 



£4,265.55. This year’s supported initiatives are projected to engage 9,920 young 
people across 25 local authorities including 5,058 girls and young women. Of these 
22 initiatives, 17 are targeting children at the primary school level. None are 
specifically targeting children aged 5 and under or family learning, however, a 
number such as Aberdeen Science Centre and Western Isles Libraries are 
accessible to younger children and families.  
 
Industry Engagement: 
Through Scottish Government’s Developing the Young Workforce (DYW) and other 
similar programmes, there has been much research highlighting the benefits to 
young people and industry working collaboratively. In fact, the DYW mandate states, 
“Businesses across Scotland should be encouraged and supported to enter into 3-5-
year partnerships with secondary schools. Every secondary school in Scotland and 
its feeder primaries should be supported by at least one business in a long-term 
partnership”. As such, industry engagement is clearly encouraged with many positive 
benefits such as an improved understanding of the strengths and skills required in 
various careers, a better understanding of digital jobs in the context of different 
industries and providing strong role models with the opportunity to connect young 
people with potential mentors.  
 
Providing context to the digital skills being taught is key to effectively engaging 
young people in careers education. Course selection is in S2 (around age 12-13), 
however, young people’s understanding of careers begins much, much earlier. It is 
obvious what a nurse or lawyer does from a very young age, but what about a UX 
Designer, Python Developer, or Scrum Master? Why should we expect young people 
to consider a future in tech or choose computing studies during their school years if 
they don’t understand what this means for their future?  
 
This is where it is especially valuable to have industry involvement to provide first-
hand experience and examples - especially when many current computing teachers 
are at capacity with little time to keep abreast of changing skills needs or current 
career paths within the technologies sector. Many educators supported by the Fund 
have expressed a strong interest in having increased industry support to help explain 
potential digital careers to young people (as well as their parents who often are not 
any more knowledgeable about digital careers then the children).  
 
However, discussions with both industry and educators has indicated many are still 
struggling to develop these relationships either due to lack of time or connections. 
Those that have developed partnerships with tech companies often are a result of an 
employee whose child attends said school. This ad-hoc approach can lead to peaks 
and troughs in provision across the country especially in areas with higher 
deprivation. As a result, although the Fund was initially set up as strictly a grant 
provider, many of the Fund’s Industry Partners realised the Fund provided an 
excellent opportunity to engage directly with the initiatives who are already receiving 
financial support through the grants programme. As such, this provision has 
increasingly become part of the charity’s activity.  
 
Once the connections are made, some of the Fund’s Partners have also expressed 
concerns their staff do not possess the necessary skills or experience to effectively 
engage with a group of young people. The skills needed to speak with colleagues or 



industry peers is very different than those needed for effective STEM communication 
with young people. Some industry partners are concerned a negative engagement 
with their staff may be worse than no engagement at all. As a result, they have 
suggested some sort of organised STEM communication training for industry would 
enable their staff to feel confident speaking with young people about computing and 
their career paths either as part of a longer or shorter term engagement – especially 
if this was tied into the current curriculum. If this training was provided with teachers, 
who already have this skillset but lack current industry knowledge, it would be even 
more effective in promoting collaboration and knowledge sharing.  
 
In summary, through my role managing Digital Xtra Fund and speaking with both 
industry partners and educators on a regular basis, I believe it is imperative to 
support organisations and individuals who are engaging young people in tech – even 
as young as 3 years old - in order to inspire diversity in the future workforce and 
create a strong culture of digital curiosity and innovation from a young age. This 
support needs to be both financial – to enable organisations to purchase the “nuts 
and bolts” of tech and cover expenses such as staffing and transport – as well as 
support connecting industry and educators (while breaking down barriers) in order to 
inspire increased collaboration and provide examples of both digital careers and 
other opportunities these skills provide in a world that is increasingly becoming 
reliant on technology.  
 
Thank you. 
Kraig T Brown  
Partnerships & Development Manager, Digital Xtra Fund 
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