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1. Introduction 
 

1.1. The Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT) is pleased to have the opportunity to respond 
to this inquiry on the Fourth Industrial Revolution, published on 1 May 2018. 

 
1.2. AAT takes the challenges and opportunities created by the Fourth Industrial Revolution very 

seriously.  
 

1.3. This is partly demonstrated by our work with the National Cyber Security Centre (NCSC) in 
relation to not only ensuring an acceptable level of cyber security for AAT members, especially 
AAT’s 4,250 licensed accountants, but in relation to the help and advice that they in turn provide 
to their clients or employer.  

 
1.4. Likewise, AAT has established a Digital Advisory Panel comprising representatives from 

academia, insurance, banking, Microsoft, Sage, HMRC and regulators. The panel meets twice a 
year to discuss impacts of the Fourth Industrial Revolution on AAT, the accountancy profession 
and the wider economy. 

 
1.5. With developments such as Making Tax Digital (MTD) and further digitisation, the role of the 

accountant and bookkeeper is likely to change considerably over the next 5-10 years.  
 

1.6. AAT is determined to ensure this is adequately reflected in both the qualifications being taken by 
the 90,000+ individuals who take AAT qualifications each year (including 16,000 apprentices) 
and the Continuing Professional Development (CPD) requirements for AAT’s 50,000 full 
members. 

 
2. Executive summary  

 
2.1. There are myriad ways in which technology can help UK businesses to prosper.  

Many of these require not just improved hardware or software but digitally skilled employees. 
 
2.2. All students should be required to have basic digital skills at GCSE grade 4 or above in 

the same way that most employers currently require for GCSE Maths and English.  
This would be a welcome statement of Government intent and of ensuring young people, parents 
and employers appreciate the rapidly increasing importance of digital skills.   

 
2.3. Policymakers need to understand that digital skills extend well beyond coding.  

Whilst digital literacy and proficiency are essential, being able to write the software is not. 
 
2.4. Introducing new technology without adequate training, and/or without sufficient evidence 

that it adds genuine value, risks not only substantial financial waste but damaging future 
generations by digitising failure. 

 
2.5. There are numerous factors that can contribute towards poor productivity other than 

technology - a lack of investment, low pay, access to infrastructure and others.  
Simply investing in and improving technology may not be a panacea but it is perhaps the most 
significant piece of the productivity puzzle. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT) response 
to the Education Select Committee inquiry into the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution 
 
 



3 
 

3. AAT response to the inquiry 
 

Interaction between the Government’s industrial, skills and digital strategies. 
 

3.1. The Government has already acknowledged that for the UK to be a world leading digital economy 
that works for all, it is crucial that everyone has the digital skills they need to fully participate in 
society1.  

 
3.2. Given all jobs in the future are likely to require some form of basic digital skills understanding, a 

requirement for all students to have basic digital skills at GCSE grade 4 (grade C) or above in the 
same way that most employers currently require for GCSE Maths and English, would be a 
welcome statement of Government intent and of ensuring young people, parents and employers 
appreciate the rapidly increasing importance of digital skills.   

 
3.3. It is also worth highlighting gender issues in relation to digital skills. Women are 

underrepresented in both the uptake of digital qualifications and in digital roles with just 17% of 
people who work in the tech sector and only 10% of students taking computer science at A level 
being female.  

 
3.4. There are a range of steps being taken by industry to combat this problem e.g. Future Tech 

Girls2 and Facebook’s She Means Business3 programme but more could be done by 
Government to disseminate information about available programmes and an emphasis on this 
area in the Careers Strategy published a few months ago would have been helpful.   

 
The suitability of the current curriculum to prepare young people for the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution 

 
3.5. A 2013 study estimated 47% of jobs in the USA had a high probability of becoming automated 

and this has often been put forward as an employment apocalypse type scenario that needs 
immediate attention. Even the House of Commons library research paper (2016) published in 
advance of a Parliamentary debate on the subject two years ago did so4.  
 

3.6. However, in April this year the authors of the 2013 report stated that,  
“Our estimates have often been taken to imply an employment apocalypse. Yet that is not what 
we intended or suggested. All we showed is that the potential scope of automation is vast, just as 
it was at the eve of the Second Industrial Revolution...”5 

 
3.7. That said, the scale of change is considerable and whilst there are huge opportunities and 

potential for job creation, continuing as at present is likely to result in job opportunities being 
missed.  
 

3.8. Ensuring future generations are adequately trained in coding has often been put forward as a 
large part of the solution. 

 
3.9. Although coding was introduced to the national curriculum in 2014, a 2017 survey for Computer 

Weekly revealed that more than two thirds of teachers do not believe they have the necessary 
skills to teach it.6 

 
3.10. It is also worth noting that more than 50% of secondary schools are no longer required to follow 

the national curriculum due to academisation. 
 

                                                      
1 Digital Skills Partnership Board, November 2017:  
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-digital-skills-partnership/the-digital-skills-partnership-board-board-members-and-terms-
of-reference  
2 TechFuture Girls:  
www.techfuturegirls.com  
3 She Means Business:  
https://shemeansbusiness.fb.com/uk/  
4 House of Commons research paper, September 16, 2016:  
file://aat/shares/users$/Phil.Hall/Downloads/CDP-2016-0153.pdf  
5 13 April 2018: https://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/opinion/view/404?mc_cid=02727c3324&mc_eid=f077a85182  
6 Computer Weekly, December 2017: 
https://www.computerweekly.com/news/450429016/Almost-70-of-teachers-think-they-do-not-have-the-skills-to-teach-coding  

https://www.techfuturegirls.com/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-digital-skills-partnership/the-digital-skills-partnership-board-board-members-and-terms-of-reference
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-digital-skills-partnership/the-digital-skills-partnership-board-board-members-and-terms-of-reference
http://www.techfuturegirls.com/
https://shemeansbusiness.fb.com/uk/
file://aat/shares/users$/Phil.Hall/Downloads/CDP-2016-0153.pdf
https://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/opinion/view/404?mc_cid=02727c3324&mc_eid=f077a85182
https://www.computerweekly.com/news/450429016/Almost-70-of-teachers-think-they-do-not-have-the-skills-to-teach-coding
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3.11. Alternatives to school based learning exist – there are 7,000 volunteer led Coding Clubs across 
the UK7  - but future generations should be able to rely on schools rather than volunteers to equip 
them with the skills necessary to succeed in the 21st century.  

 
3.12. Policymakers need to understand that digital skills extend well beyond coding. Whilst coding is 

important as it helps develop problem solving skills and logic as well as providing the necessary 
building blocks to transform ideas into working systems, such skills will not secure a lifetime of 
job security and it is unrealistic to promote these skills as such. Indeed, in the future code may 
well be written by robots. 

 
3.13. Data analysis and software testing don’t require any understanding of coding and likewise 

advertising and marketing roles in the digital world rely on an understanding of search engine 
optimisation (SEO) and social media rather than coding. There are numerous “digital” roles that 
have little or nothing to do with coding. 

 
3.14. Whilst digital literacy and proficiency are essential, being able to write the software is not. It is the 

ability to apply and use software in a productive manner that matters, after all we might all use a 
smart phone to make calls, take photographs and surf the internet but few of us understand the 
complex programming allowing it to do so. 

 
3.15. More important than specific coding skills are what have often been termed “soft skills” but should 

perhaps more aptly be called “core skills”. These have always been important but in the digital 
age will likely be even more so.  

 
3.16. For example, interpersonal skills that mean students can work successfully with others – 

including robots; communication skills (especially oral communication skills given the emphasis 
on written communication that technology so frequently forces) the ability to question and to solve 
problems and finally resilience. As the average UK worker will have 11 jobs during their lifetime 
and reskilling and upskilling will increasingly be an important requirement for success, resilience 
is essential and should be instilled in young people, partly through the curriculum and partly 
through the expectations placed upon them by schools and colleges. 

 
3.17. Outside of these “core skills” it would be remiss of AAT not to mention the importance of 

numeracy skills. Numeracy continues to be essential for a wide variety of everyday actions and 
jobs, even more so given digital skills place numerical skills at a premium, whether examining big 
data, undertaking coding, understanding how algorithms work or being able to determine the 
costs of everyday online shopping.  

 
The impact of the Fourth Industrial Revolution on the delivery of teaching and learning in 
schools and colleges 

 
3.18. There is no reason why many colleges could not embrace remote learning in the same way that 

an increasing number UK employers (including AAT) and Universities now do so. In fact, whilst 
sensitivities around this may be greater in schools than colleges, there are many successful 
international examples proving this can lead to considerable educational success. 

 
3.19. One such example is the Alice Springs School of Air8. Change was forced upon the school for 

geographical reasons – it has students covering an area 10 times the size of England. The 
school relied upon radio communications when founded in the 1950’s but since 2006 has relied 
upon satellite technology. Despite their innovative approach, the school for 4-13 year olds is in 
the top 10% for educational attainment in Australia’s Northern Territories. 

 
3.20. Closer to home, an obvious technological change to teaching and learning has been the 

increasing number of schools and colleges now ensuring that every student, teacher and 
teaching assistant has a free iPad or equivalent tablet device to use both at school or college and 
at home. Students are not only able to use these for their homework but to research during 
lessons, share and record answers and so on. They have effectively replaced both textbooks and 
exercise books in many cases.  

                                                      
7 The Code Club:  
https://www.codeclub.org.uk  
8 Alice Springs School of the Air:  
https://www.assoa.nt.edu.au/visitors-centre  

https://www.codeclub.org.uk/
https://www.assoa.nt.edu.au/visitors-centre
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3.21. From an administrative point of view for teachers, these devices are also extremely useful, 
ensuring registers are taken online, documents and links can be sent between colleagues during 
meetings and in the production of lesson plans and the like. 

 
3.22. This also goes some way to conquering the digital divide as those students who do not have 

internet access or access to modern technology like this at home are able to utilise this 
equipment in school. 

 
3.23. However, concerns have been raised about the impact on handwriting skills9, children’s attention 

spans10 and the potential for accessing inappropriate material11. 
 

3.24. In the same way that automation is benefitting many professionals by automating some of the 
repetitive tasks undertaken in the workplace – not least in the bookkeeping and accountancy 
professions - automating some of the large volume of paperwork teachers face will help them to 
do what they are supposed to be doing - teaching. This is a common complaint for many 
teachers12 and so technology could prove the answer e.g. marking online, sharing resources and 
lesson plans and so on. 

 
3.25. Tablets, interactive whiteboards, virtual reality headsets and even robots are already being used 

in many schools. Much yet to be created AI is likely to be in classrooms within the next few years. 
 

3.26. Whether operating existing technology or utilising technology in the future, this issue is like the 
coding problems highlighted above (3.12-3.15) i.e. it is essential that technology is only used 
where there is evidence it will add genuine value to young people’s education and teachers must 
be adequately trained to make sure they can maximise its usage.  

 
3.27. Introducing new technology without adequate training, and/or without sufficient evidence that it 

adds genuine value, risks not only substantial financial waste but damaging future generations by 
digitising failure. 
 
The role of lifelong learning in re-skilling the current workforce 

 
3.28. Approximately two thirds of AAT’s 90,000 students are aged over 25 indicating that many of 

these students are retraining or upskilling. This is more profoundly highlighted by the fact more 
than 3,000 AAT students are aged over 50. 

 
3.29. AAT has hundreds of examples of students successfully reskilling by taking an AAT qualification, 

sometimes in adversity, and going on to bigger and better achievements. For example, 32-year-
old Diana Mikolajewska, a single mother who started her studies with AAT just 10 days after the 
birth of her second child. Within a couple of years, she had changed jobs and was working as an 
accounts assistant and a couple of years later set up her own accounting practice. She is now a 
Chartered Accountant.  

 
3.30. Last year, AAT and City & Guilds jointly commissioned a report into “Lifelong learning for ageing 

workers”13, which made a number of detailed recommendations as to how older workers could be 
encouraged back into the workplace.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
9 The Telegraph, 25 February 2018:  
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/science/2018/02/25/children-struggle-hold-pens-excessive-use-ipads-claim-experts/  
10 Belfast Telegraph, May 2016: 
https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/education/ipads-in-the-classroom-transforming-education-or-unnecessary-distraction-
34727945.html  
11 Belfast Telegraph, May 2016:  
https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/education/ipads-in-the-classroom-transforming-education-or-unnecessary-distraction-
34727945.html 
12 Guardian, January 2018:  
https://www.theguardian.com/community/2018/jan/11/loved-the-teaching-hated-the-paperwork-your-best-comments-today  
13 Lifelong learning for ageing workers, March 2017: 
http://www.policyconnect.org.uk/sc/sites/site_sc/files/report/461/fieldreportdownload/spotlightonolderworksskillscommissionreport.pdf  

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/science/2018/02/25/children-struggle-hold-pens-excessive-use-ipads-claim-experts/
https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/education/ipads-in-the-classroom-transforming-education-or-unnecessary-distraction-34727945.html
https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/education/ipads-in-the-classroom-transforming-education-or-unnecessary-distraction-34727945.html
https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/education/ipads-in-the-classroom-transforming-education-or-unnecessary-distraction-34727945.html
https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/education/ipads-in-the-classroom-transforming-education-or-unnecessary-distraction-34727945.html
https://www.theguardian.com/community/2018/jan/11/loved-the-teaching-hated-the-paperwork-your-best-comments-today
http://www.policyconnect.org.uk/sc/sites/site_sc/files/report/461/fieldreportdownload/spotlightonolderworksskillscommissionreport.pdf
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3.31. The Committee may wish to consider the report’s recommendations which include; improving the 
capacity of JobCentre Plus to provide tailored advice to older workers; encouraging employers to 
implement workplace mentoring schemes and to incorporate mid-life career reviews as well as 
urging learning providers to rethink the content, marketing and delivery of courses to improve 
their appeal to older workers. AAT also recommended that it would also be sensible to pilot new 
funding streams and ways of signposting funding to assess the impact on loan uptake among the 
over-50s.  

 
3.32. The Committee may also wish to consider international approaches that are being taken to reskill 

the current workforce. For example, in Singapore the Future Skills Credit, which is a $500 credit -
paid directly to the training provider - available to any Singapore Citizen over the age of 25 for 
retraining purposes.14 In South Korea, the unemployed are entitled to almost $2,000 for 
vocational education and training.  

 
3.33. In the UK by contrast, HM Treasury and HMRC are still consulting on whether or not to join the 

two thirds of OECD nations who already allow self-funded work-related training to be deducted 
from taxable income. AAT responded to this consultation only last month, suggesting such reform 
was long overdue and that Government proposals did not go far enough 15. 
 
The challenges and opportunities of the Fourth Industrial Revolution for improving social 
justice and productivity 

 
Productivity 

 
3.34. In 2014, Jürgen Maier, Siemens UK & Ireland Chief Executive, said that Britain was catching up 

with German levels of productivity but four years on much continues to be made of the often-
repeated statement that it now takes a UK employee five days to produce what his or her 
counterpart in Germany can deliver in four days. 

 
3.35. However, comparisons to other countries are not always helpful. UK employees work more hours 

over the year than those in France and Germany16, and there is a higher rate of employment, so 
it is important to put these numbers into context. 

 
3.36. Irrespective of the merits of international comparisons, the UK does not have the best rates of 

productivity and addressing this shortcoming would provide many benefits. 
 

3.37. There are numerous factors that can contribute towards poor productivity other than technology - 
a lack of investment, low pay, access to and quality of infrastructure and so on. Simply investing 
in and improving technology may not be a panacea but it is perhaps the most significant piece of 
the productivity puzzle given recent estimates suggest Britain’s manufacturing sector alone could 
unlock £455bn over the next decade, creating thousands of jobs if it were to embrace the fourth 
industrial revolution.17  

 
3.38. According to the 2018 Automation Readiness Index, Germany is investing over 200m euros in 

digital manufacturing. In the UK, much was made of the £18.4m Government funding for digital 
manufacturing announced late last year18. This level of discrepancy may go some way to 
explaining why the UK ranks 8th in the Index compared to second placed Germany.  

 
3.39. There are myriad ways in which technology can help UK businesses to prosper. Many of these 

require not just hardware or software but digitally skilled employees to make this a reality. 
 

3.40. For example, many businesses are failing to turn their data into usable information. Data, as 
Facebook would testify, has huge financial value but companies need staff who can analyse and 
identify what may be valuable in informing business decisions to improve services and products.  

                                                      
14 Singapore, Future Skills Credit:  
http://www.skillsfuture.sg 
15 Taxation of self-funded work-related training: 
https://www.aat.org.uk/prod/s3fs-public/assets/Taxation-of-self-funded-work-related-training.pdf  
1616 OECD:   
https://data.oecd.org/emp/hours-worked.htm  
17 Made Smarter, October 2017:  
http://industrialdigitalisation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Made-Smarter-Review-Final-Report-2017.pdf  
18 Over £18 million to go to manufacturing innovation, November 2017: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/over-18-million-to-go-to-manufacturing-innovations  

http://www.skillsfuture.sg/
https://www.aat.org.uk/prod/s3fs-public/assets/Taxation-of-self-funded-work-related-training.pdf
https://data.oecd.org/emp/hours-worked.htm
http://industrialdigitalisation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Made-Smarter-Review-Final-Report-2017.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/over-18-million-to-go-to-manufacturing-innovations
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3.41. As detailed above (3.24), AI and automation is already automating repetitive, mundane but often 

time-consuming tasks. This leaves employees free to undertake more complex tasks, which 
inevitably drives up productivity. This should be embraced rather than resisted, whether in 
schools or colleges or the workplace.  

3.42. The quality of management is also a barrier to SME success and particularly to scaling-up. The 
UK has a tremendous track record in starting up new businesses, a poor record at maintaining 
these businesses and an even worse record at scaling up those that remain. It therefore comes 
as little surprise that the quality of management is consistently identified as a feature in these 
problems. 

 
3.43. With almost half of all new businesses failing within three years, the Chartered Management 

Institute found that bad management was to blame for 56% of these business failures (2011-
2014). If SMEs cannot survive the first three years then clearly, they cannot scale up, but what 
about those that do survive, why are they not capable of scaling up? It is not just about funding or 
psychological barriers but management skills too. SMEs could and should perhaps make greater 
use of the world-class business expertise and knowledge available from University business 
schools across the UK, especially the many that have gained the Small Business Charter. They 
should also consider utilising the excellent resources available from the Chartered Management 
Institute, including qualifications where appropriate. For example, AAT offers a range of relevant 
learning opportunities relating to finance for non-finance managers and there are dozens of other 
high-quality providers of relevant training. 

 
3.44. Put simply, substantial resources already exist, the challenge is to increase businesses’ 

awareness of the availability and worth of these resources to help tackle the productivity problem.  
 
Social Justice 

 
3.45. The House of Lords Select Committee recently published a report19 recommending that a cross-

sector AI Code be adopted nationally, and internationally. The Committee’s suggested five 
principles for such a code included requirements to operate on principles of intelligibility and 
fairness, for the common good and benefit of humanity and that all citizens should have the right 
to be educated to enable them to flourish mentally, emotionally and economically alongside 
artificial intelligence. AAT believes these are sensible principles to adopt.  

 
3.46. The same report also concluded that, “…at earlier stages of education, children need to be 

adequately prepared for working with, and using, AI. The ethical design and use of AI should 
become an integral part of the curriculum.” AAT again believes such conclusions are sound. 

 
3.47. The Lords report also recommends that; “…Government should produce clear guidance on how 

the apprenticeship levy can be best deployed for use in the technology sector, in SMEs and start-
ups.”  

 
3.48. The Accountancy sector has already taken steps in this area with KPMG successfully piloting an 

apprenticeship scheme where apprentices take AAT qualifications before rotating through 
departments including technology. Earlier this year, recent KPMG apprentice Hayley Stedmans 
gave powerful evidence to the APPG on Apprenticeships about her decision to work in 
technology because of the scheme. Likewise, PwC will be launching a technology degree 
apprenticeship later this year. 

 
3.49. Approximately 60% of AAT’s 140,000 members work for or run their own SME and AAT’s 4,250 

licensed accountants provide accountancy and taxation services to more than 400,000 British 
businesses – again the majority of whom are SME’s - AAT would be very happy to provide its 
members with relevant Government information in this area. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
19 House of Lords, AI in the UK, Ready, Willing & Able, April 2018: 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201719/ldselect/ldai/100/100.pdf  

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201719/ldselect/ldai/100/100.pdf
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4. About AAT 
 

4.1. AAT is a professional accountancy body with approximately 50,000 full and fellow members and 
over 90,000 student and affiliate members worldwide. Of the full and fellow members, there are 
more than 4,250 licensed accountants who provide accountancy and taxation services to over 
400,000 British businesses.  
 

4.2. AAT is a registered charity whose objectives are to advance public education and promote the 
study of the practice, theory and techniques of accountancy and the prevention of crime and 
promotion of the sound administration of the law. 

 
5. Further information 

 
If you have any queries, require any further information or would like to discuss any of the above points 
in more detail, please contact Phil Hall, AAT Head of Public Affairs & Public Policy, at:  

 
E-mail: phil.hall@aat.org.uk  Telephone: 07392 310264 Twitter: @PhilHallAAT 

 
Association of Accounting Technicians, 140 Aldersgate Street, London, EC1A 4HY 

 

mailto:phil.hall@aat.org.uk
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