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Future Ready

How students, employers and educators came together across two regional events to
tackle the digital skills gap — and what they built together.




Future Ready South West

BACKGROUND

A region with potential, facing a skills inflection
point

Across the South West, employers, educators and young people are navigating a rapidly
shifting digital landscape. Skills needs are evolving faster than curricula, early-career
confidence is low, and employers continue to struggle to find work-ready talent.

At the same time, the region holds enormous potential — a £150bn+ economy with
nationally significant clusters in defence, aviation, clean energy, agritech and creative
industries.

As part of Microsoft’'s Social Value delivery in the South West, Microsoft and Tech South
West partnered to deliver two regional events at South Devon College and Bridgwater
College, bringing together students, employers, educators and ecosystem partners.

How do we make the South West the easiest place for young people to access real
tech opportunities — and for employers to find emerging talent?




participants across
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THE CHALLENGE

What the region is facing

Employers across both events highlighted a widening gap between what young people can
offer and what the workforce needs. Students echoed concerns about uncertainty — not just
about skills, but about how their abilities translate into real roles and career paths.
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Skills and structural gaps identified

TECHNICAL SKILLS GAPS POWER SKILLS GAPS

— Programming and practical coding — Communication and presentation



— Cyber and web development

— Scalable systems and backend
development

— Data and Al literacy

— Industry-standard tools and software

STRUCTURAL BARRIERS —
STUDENTS

— Difficulty finding local opportunities
— Lack of transport and cost of travel
— Limited junior roles available

— Students unsure where to start or build a
portfolio

— Rurality and limited access to employers
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— Resilience and confidence
— Teamwork and collaboration

— Time management and workplace
behaviours

— Problem solving

STRUCTURAL BARRIERS —
EMPLOYERS

— Time or capacity to host placements
— HR processes and compliance burden

— Outdated curricula and slow qualification
cycles

— Lack of awareness of regional talent pool

— Misalignment between course content
and real roles

| digitalsouthwest.org.uk
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Practical experience, confidence and connection

The South Devon College event centred on three themes: practical experience, confidence
building, and improving communication between students and employers. Participants
highlighted that young people need clearer visibility of local opportunities and a better
understanding of the breadth of tech roles available.

Employers want more insight into student skills and expectations, and stressed the
importance of real-world, project-based learning. Participants noted that the current cycle —
where experience is needed to get a job, but a job is needed to gain experience — requires
deliberate intervention to break.

"Hosting this event at South Devon College and bringing our Digital, Games Development
and Engineering students together with local employers has been hugely valuable. The
support from Tech South West, SWiOT and Microsoft enabled our learners to engage
directly with industry, share their experiences, and help shape the future of tech
opportunities in Torbay. For the College, it strengthened our




inform curriculum development.”

Proposed pilot solutions

Matching students and employers through
shared skills and availability — a lightweight
brokerage to reduce friction on both sides.

Showcasing personality and skills beyond
grades — giving employers a richer picture

of who students are and what they bring.

Students offer practical support services to
local companies — bridging the gap
between college learning and real-world
delivery.

partnership with the region’s tech community and provided meaningful feedback that will

Charlotte Bounsall, Hi Tech & Digital STEM Lead, South Devon College

Helping employers understand the realities
of working with early-career talent and what

to expect from young people entering
industry.

Short, accessible sessions helping students
understand real roles, career paths and
industry culture from practitioners.

Shared placement programmes involving
multiple employers to widen access and
reduce the burden on individual businesses.
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EVENT 02 : BRIDGWATER & TAUNTON COLLEGE (UCS)

Structural barriers, access and system-level
thinking

The Bridgwater event surfaced similar themes but with a stronger focus on structural barriers
and accessibility. Transport and cost were identified as major obstacles to work experience
participation, and employers reported challenges offering placements due to time pressures
and HR processes.

Students felt disconnected from industry expectations, and educators noted that courses do
not always align with local job opportunities — particularly in rural and post-industrial areas.
Solutions leaned toward system-level fixes rather than individual workarounds.

"UCS College Group is proud to support regional initiatives like this, which bring together
educators, employers and partners to tackle Somerset’s growing digital skills gap. Through
our work with organisations such as Tech South West, Digital Somerset, and the
CyberFirst programme, we’re helping to create clearer, more accessible pathways into the
tech sector. Events like this demonstrate the power of




Proposed pilot solutions

A single access point for work experience
and employer engagement, reducing the

burden of finding opportunities across the
region.

A signposting tool enabling students to
quickly access regional opportunities and

make connections at events and in the
classroom.

Better visibility of roles accessible from rural
areas — addressing geographic barriers
without requiring physical relocation.

collaboration in connecting local talent with real opportunities.”

Tasha Astill, Business Growth Manager for Future & Skills, UCS College Group

Short, flexible placements across multiple
employers — reducing burden on any single
organisation while maximising student
access.

Employers set real challenges for students
to solve, creating authentic portfolio pieces
and genuine employer relationships.

A regular, structured communication
channel between colleges and employers to
keep both sides informed and aligned.
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SYNTHESIS

What both events agreed on

Despite different geographies, cohorts and local contexts, the two events surfaced strikingly
consistent themes. The challenges are structural, not individual — and so are the solutions.
The South West has the talent and the ambition; what’s needed are the connective systems
that make opportunities visible and accessible.

Participants consistently called for better signposting, shared digital infrastructure,
collaborative employer engagement and more flexible, accessible ways for students to gain
meaningful experience.

— Digital platforms for matching students with employers

— Myth-busting resources to help employers understand early-career realities
— Confidence-building tools and interview preparation programmes

— Short, accessible employer-led sessions and micro-projects

— Student-led work delivering real value to local employers

— Better signposting of regional opportunities for all learners

"These events highlight the strength of collaboration across the South West. We were
particularly struck by the insight and ambition from students and educators, alongside the
practical perspectives shared by employers. Our focus is on helping connect that ambition
to real opportunities and supporting development of the digital and Al skills that matter
across industries and regions. Initiatives such as the South West Connector reflect what
we’ve heard locally and build on ongoing efforts to improve access to pathways into tech
careers."

Jess Coomer, Social Value Lead, Microsoft
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WHAT COMES NEXT

Building on the momentum

Tech South West and Microsoft are committed to translating the insights from these events
into lasting action. The following priorities have been identified:

01 Back the SW Connector platform

Support the South West Connector as the regional infrastructure layer that makes
opportunities visible and accessible at scale — encouraging organisations to create profiles
and explore regional talent.

02 Develop a meaningful work experience framework

In partnership with anchor employers, education providers and local authorities, aligned to
regional sector priorities including defence, clean energy, Al and advanced manufacturing.

03 Map against qualifications and curriculum

Ensuring the programme aligns with skills and qualifications being progressed at partner
education providers across the South West.

04 Explore public and private funding routes

Investigate a range of funding mechanisms to scale and sustain the programme beyond
individual events, drawing from both government and industry sources.

05 Socialise findings across the ecosystem

Share this report with industry and education partners to generate further collaboration,
commitment and aligned action across the South West.

"These sessions reinforced that barriers such as transport, rurality and access to work
experience are both real and addressable through partnership. The ideas put forward were
thoughtful and solutions-focused. Microsoft will continue to support inclusive, sustainable
skills initiatives that can evolve over time and deliver lasting value."

Karen Saville, Commercial Director, Microsoft



Explore the South West Connector: digitalsouthwest.org.uk

Tech South West & Microsoft | Page | digitalsouthwest.org.uk


https://digitalsouthwest.org.uk/

Future Ready South West

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Thank you to our partners

This programme was made possible by the contributions of students, employers, educators
and ecosystem organisations across both events.

Strategic Partners
- Microsoft

- South West Institute of Technology (SWIoT)

Host Colleges
- South Devon College

- Bridgwater & Taunton College (part of UCS College Group)

Employers, Industry Partners & Organisations
- A38 IT Ltd

- APDS Ltd

- Bay Photonics

- Bedrock Booking

- Cosmic

- CyberFirst & TechSPARK

- Devon, Plymouth & Torbay Careers Hub

- Dorset & Somerset Training Provider Network

- EVO Agency

- And many more contributors from across the region



‘ ”| I

TECH
SOUTH == Microsoft
WEST

Tech South West & Microsoft | digitalsouthwest.org.uk



