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Introduction

British universities have always ranked highly on a 
global scale and lead innovation in teaching and 
research. Yet the use of technology in education is 
highly variable and is rarely fully integrated.

Our world is growing increasingly complex at an 
increasingly rapid pace and the software revolution 
is reshaping the economy. With the financial 
uncertainty of Brexit yet to play out, and the 
need to satisfy increasing student expectations, 
institutions will need to develop digital strategies to 
overcome potential hurdles. 

We’ve partnered with numerous institutions over 
the last 15 years to help them realise their digital 
potential. From Cardiff University to Oxford 
University’s Department Of Engineering Science and 
Department Of Earth Sciences.  

Digitalisation in education goes beyond the 
eTextbook. Students and teachers can now 
customise the learning experience from videos and 
games, to leveraging technology platforms, and 
even tracking student progress. 

The feedback from academics has 
been great as they have commented 
that the website is really easy to use. 
We are overwhelmingly happy with 
the end result.”

Claire Grainger - External Relations Officer, 
Department of Earth Sciences, Oxford University

“
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What are the major challenges 
faced by the education sector?

Today’s schools, colleges and universities face 
a wide range of challenges, including disengaged 
students, high dropout rates, and the 
ineffectiveness of a traditional ‘one-size-fits-all’ 
approach to education.

The Times Higher Education (THE) World 
Reputation Rankings, published in May 2018, 
showed that UK universities are experiencing a 
downward trend in their international standing. 

The traditional education system has been slow to adjust. To understand how to change, it’s important to 
recognise what the key challenges are:

Student recruitment: 
How can we attract the more 
digital savvy students of today?

Security: 
Can we keep our students safe 
and secure at all times?

Reputation: 
Can we clearly demonstrate our 
value to all stakeholders? 

Academic quality: 
How can we keep on top of revised 
regulatory framework and monitor 
registration requirements? 

Lack of digital transformation: 
Are we embedding the latest theory and 
application of technology within courses? 
Could we exercise efficiencies within our 
back-office systems to improve our
student journey?

With Brexit threatening to worsen the dip, it’s set to 
become even harder to attract the most talented 
academics and students from across the world.

All too often there is an attempt to compete for 
students by building better research programmes, 
facilities, and ancillary services rather than investing 
in improved education, supporting student 
employment, and adapting to the needs of the 
21st century economy.

The opportunities that exist once an education 
provider has defined a digital strategy can be 
huge. In this paper, we present to you some key 
pointers for those thinking of using digital to 
combat current challenges. 

key digital strategy 
questions to ask your BoardS I X

What will it take to meet our students’ 
expectations in a digital world?

Do our business plans reflect the full potential 
of technology to improve our performance?

Is our portfolio of technology investments 
aligned with opportunities and threats?

Do we have the capabilities required to deliver 
value from the technologies?

Who is accountable for digital and how do we 
hold them to account?
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Education providers know they cannot afford to 
experiment with and invest in every new technology 
that comes along, but the ability to bring structure 
to the process of determining which technologies 
to deploy is a major advantage. Making the right 
call at the right time is key. If you wait too long, your 
institution is late to the game. If it’s too early, your 
institution might be an early adopter of something 
that later fails. 
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Are we comfortable with our level of digital risk?
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How is new technology 
transforming the way 
education providers operate?

Information Overload
Much of the information that only teachers 
possessed in the past is now available to students 
online, challenging the old model of teachers 
presenting content and students absorbing it. As 
a result, educators are now leveraging technology 
to create a different role for themselves in their 
classrooms. Instead of using class time to spoon-
feed information, technology is helping them use 
their time with students to advance problem-
solving, communication and collaboration - 
exactly the type of higher-order skills that leading 
education specialists say should be the goals of 
education for today’s world.

Virtual Reality
In the era of digital devices, we have an 
opportunity to enable better learning with 
technology. Virtual reality can be used to enhance 
student learning and engagement. Virtual reality 
education can transform the way educational 
content is delivered; it works on the premise of 
creating a virtual world (real or imagined) and 
allows users to not only see it, but also interact 
with it. Being immersed in what you’re learning 
motivates students to fully understand.

Automation
The classroom has plenty of areas where 
automation can improve the student and teacher 
experience. The education industry also has roles 
outside of the classroom that could benefit from 
being technologically enhanced. From onboarding a 
new student in a class, to helping people understand 
how and where to access school resources, these 
processes can easily be simplified and streamlined 
by way of automation to further free up educators’ 
time for more impactful work.

Chatbots
Chatbots and virtual assistants offer students an 
outlet to share their stress and can improve their 
motivation to study. These can also help students 
manage their mental well-being. One additional 
benefit of having chatbots at universities to answer 
students’ questions is the large volume of data that 
would be obtained regarding student’s concerns 
and interests. This data could be analysed to help 
enable universities to create innovative new services 
and programmes to further improve students’ 
educational experiences.

Personalised Learning
When big data analytics and artificial intelligence 
are used correctly, personalised learning experiences 
can be created. Every student would enjoy a 
completely unique educational approach that’s fully 
tailored to his or her individual abilities and needs. 
This could directly increase students’ motivation 
and reduce their likelihood of dropping out. It could 
also offer tutors a better understanding of each 
student’s learning process, which could enable them 
to teach more effectively.

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.”

Damien Hinds - Former Education 
Secretary (2019)

“
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Did you know...

Sources: Ofcom: Children and parents: Media use and attitudes report (2017)  |  Figure based on the 2016-17 Consistent Financial Reporting data across all schools 
in England  |  www.gov.uk/guidance/esfa-fnancial-management-college-accounts  |   www.businessofapps.com/data/app-statistics/   |   Forbes   |   Global Shapers 
Survey   |   Techcrunch   |   Eventbrite survey   |   Eduventures White Paper   |   Microsoft   |   Neilson Norman Group Study on Useability

Despite their reputation for 
technological wizardry, Gen Z 
users make more mistakes 

than adults while using 
the internet and give up on 

complex or poor-performing 
sites more quickly

Each year, schools in England 
spend around £10bn of non-
staff costs, including £470 

million on software and 
hardware for learning

Gen Z largely considers 
email an outdated method 
of communication, they are 
three times more likely to 

open a chat message received 
through a push notification on 

their device

1.5m
iPads are currently in use 

in educational institutions 
and schools

30%
of adult learners said their 

primary reason for going back 
into the classroom was to 

improve their career prospects

79%
of teens ages 13-18 own 

a smartphone

12
Millennial attention spans 

have fallen from

seconds to 8 since 2000, 
thanks to highly digitised 

lifestyles

Education is the third 
largest category of 
downloaded apps 

worldwide

3rd Adult learner enrolment 
is projected to increase

by 2023, compared to 12% 
for younger students

20%
of 5-15-year olds have their 

own smartphone and  

have their own tablet

46%

49%

a year on technology

£140m 
UK Colleges spend 

Due to increased 
responsibilities and 

commitments, most adult 
learners want to minimise 

time spent in class, and 
maximize the economic and 
educational payoff of their 

efforts

20,000
education and learning apps 
have been built for the iPad
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As one of the largest departments in the 
university and the only unified department in 
the UK which offers accredited courses in all the 
major branches of engineering, the Department 
of Engineering Science at Oxford prides itself on 
students who leave the university with a broad 
view of the subject and in-depth knowledge of 
a range of specialisms, both of which are much 
appreciated by employers.

Case Study: 

University of Oxford: 
Department of Engineering Science     

Every year around 160 new engineering graduates 
leave the Department of Engineering Science 
into occupations varying from civil engineering, 
mechanical engineering (automotive, aerospace, 
etc.) and electronics to pharmaceutical 
manufacturing and healthcare. Other department 
alumni choose to focus on developing their 
managerial, financial or entrepreneurial skills and 
pursue a career in finance or commerce, often 
launching their own businesses.

Digital objectives:
• Stakeholder consultation
• Umbraco site with complex functionality
• Tone of voice, content, style and best practice 

for the web guidelines
• Sophisticated search and tagging function
• Subsite capability for research groups

The Brief
Founded in 1908, the Department of Engineering 
Science at Oxford came to us looking to redevelop 
their web presence by creating a contemporary look 
and feel whilst keeping the messages and values 
of the department consistent with their tradition of 
educational excellence and cutting-edge research. 
Alongside the web development project, the 
Department of Engineering Science also required 
detailed guidelines on the tone of voice, content, 
style and best practice for the web, which they could 
use in conjunction with their new site.

The Solution
Following a Discovery phase, during which we 
held workshops with key stakeholders from the 
department and used the output to create the 
relevant documentation the Department of 
Engineering Science requested, we built an Umbraco 
site featuring a comprehensive list of functionality.

We created flexible content landing pages and 
special categories for the News, Events and Case 
Studies of the Department of Engineering Science. 
We also designed a bespoke People listing feature 
which allows users to tag news and events to staff 
members, then pulls through all tagged items to 
their profile page, enabling easier search
and filtering.

Perhaps the most unique function we created for 
the Department of Engineering Science’s new 
website was the subsites option for individual 
research groups. This feature allows users from the 
department to set up independent sites through the 
CMS without our help, choose a colour scheme and 
create subpages, all while maintaining the general 
look and feel of the main website.

https://www.spindogs.co.uk/
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A project with Cardiff University to leverage 
digital technologies to improve the promotion 
of the survey, and streamline submission and 
collation of some of their research data.

Case Study: 

Cardiff University:
Skills & Employment Survey

We worked with The Skills and Employment Survey, 
a joint project between Cardiff University, University 
College London and the University of Oxford, 
to leverage digital technologies to improve the 
promotion of the survey, and streamline submission 
and collation of some of their research data. The 
survey, which has been running for more than 30 
years, researches the views of a random survey of 
workers who are interviewed face-to-face for an 
hour. The aim of the project was to take a sub-set 
of these questions to produce a quiz where users 
can compare specific elements of their job, such 
as discretion, security and intensity, with others in 
similar roles.

The Brief
Our task was to design, build and market a website 
(www. howgoodismyjob.com) that would collect and 
store survey responses on the quality of working 

life from people across the United Kingdom. The 
website would replicate some of the data collected 
using the previous, more time-intensive method of 
face-to-face interviews. To achieve this, we needed 
to ensure two things: first that the website provided 
an intuitive and rewarding user experience and 
encouraged visitors to complete the quiz. Secondly, 
through social media campaigns, we needed to 
drive as much high-quality traffic to the website
as possible.

The Solution
The solution was to create a quiz which performs 
without any hitches, the website needed to be 
built to handle and store large volumes of data 
effortlessly. At the same time, it needed to be easy 
and fun to use. Taking a compelling and modern 
design (nice work design team!), the development 
team took an unusual route to developing the site 
to ensure it delivered on its UX-centric brief. To build 
the website, we used a JavaScript library called 
React which is exceptional at handling data within 
browsers, doing a lot of the heavy lifting whilst 
creating a streamlined experience for the user. It was 
the perfect solution for the quiz function because 
the script is robust at managing a lot of data that 
could change or be manipulated. We were really 
pleased with the end result!

The Campaign
To make sure the quiz was seen by as many people 
as possible, we chose Facebook as the main avenue 
for social advertising. Facebook was our first choice 
because of its detailed range of targeting options, 
allowing us to select people with different job titles 
working in specific industries. We also know from 
past experience that Facebook audiences love a 
good quiz! To start with, we needed images for the 
campaign that would engage our target audience. 
We ran a split test between three different visual 
styles (each with different copy) to see which 
one performed best. We chose photographs of 
older workers (30-50-year-olds), younger workers 
(18-25-year-olds) and an illustrated graphic 
depicting people in different jobs. We felt such a 
wide range of images would appeal to a variety of 
different audiences.

Interestingly, we found that the illustrated graphic 
performed far better than either of the photos. As a 
result, Facebook’s algorithm chose it as the image 
used to promote the quiz going forward. During the 

first phase of the campaign in July, we were amazed 
by the amount of people who completed the quiz 
during such a short time period. After just one 
month, we had over 13,000 submissions. Even more 
importantly, many people commented and shared 
their results on Facebook, which was testament 
to their engagement with the quiz. For the second 
phase of the campaign in October, we trialled other 
visual alternatives but the graphic approach was 
still the clear leader, attracting a large volume of 
people to respond to the survey.

After another month-long campaign, we 
collected just over 39,400 quiz submissions. By 
way of comparison, the last time this survey was 
undertaken in 2017, collecting data via traditional 
means, it achieved a total of 3,306 submissions. This 
highlights the power and reach provided by digital 
marketing, with the visibility of the core survey 
increasing 1089%.

Results
•   +1089% submissions vs 
    previous offline campaign
    (3,306 vs 39,400)

•   52,159 website visits

•   531,726 social campaign
    reach 

https://www.spindogs.co.uk/
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The Department of Earth Sciences focuses on 
the scientific understanding of the Earth and 
other planets and embraces a wide range of 
topics. This department at Oxford University 
has an excellent international reputation and 
has state-of-the-art laboratories and facilities.

Case Study: 

University of Oxford: 
Department of Earth Sciences 

Digital objectives:
• Uphold world class reputation
• Increase staff engagement
• Raise the profile of research groups
• Recruit the best student talent
• Categorise content
• Data analysis and reporting set up

The Brief
The Department of Earth Sciences were keen to 
have a new website so that they could maintain 
their profile as a highly regarded educational 
institution. They also wanted to attract the top 
students and researchers at all entry levels and raise 
the profile of research groups in the Department of 
Earth Sciences. The old website wasn’t effectively 
illustrating the great work that the Department of 
Earth Sciences have achieved, so they wanted their 
new website to deliver this information immediately. 
The new website also needed to maintain and 
develop funding streams, including targeting 
research councils, philanthropy and sponsorship.

The Solution
The solution was a WordPress website that 
consistently delivers a powerful impact to the user. 
At the start of this project we held a stakeholder 
workshop to establish the needs of the target 
audience. We spoke to students, faculty members 
and researchers to find out what they wanted 
from the new website. Following this workshop, we 
conducted competitor research and analysed the 
current website, before formulating this research 
into a plan of action.

The next step was to look at the current sitemap 
and establish if it was meeting the client’s 
objectives. Working with the Department of 
Earth Sciences, we restructured the navigation 
and made recommendations of what it should 
look like going forward. It was important that 
navigation was concise and clear so that each 
audience could find what information they needed.
Following the navigation restructure, we started 
the design process by tackling the homepage. 
As one of the main objectives was to illustrate 
the ground-breaking work in the Department of 
Earth Sciences, we made sure that this was the 
focus of the homepage. We used research articles 
within the main banner image that could be 
easily changed to promote alternative stories. The 
homepage also tackled the issue of engaging with 
different audiences. We designed blocks on the 
homepage which would quickly take researchers, 
postgraduates, undergraduates and those 
interested in applying to the department to the 
content that was relevant to them. The homepage 
also has a section dedicated to research groups 
which automatically randomises the groups so that 
no one has preferential treatment.

The research groups were one of the main 
challenges of this website as previously they all had 
separate sites, but on the new website they needed 
to co-exist. The solution was to create their own 
sections on the website, with their own navigation 
so that the user did not leave the Department of 
Earth Sciences website. The research groups could 
then create their own identities within their sections 
but it would still sit comfortably on the main 
Department of Earth Sciences website. For example, 
the research groups were able to add pictures and 
their own Twitter feed to their section.

It was also important that researchers were able 
to illustrate their hard work. Previously, their work 
was hard to find, so we created profile pages for the 
researchers which had links to their publications. 
During the research phase we discovered that the 
researchers working in the Department of Earth 
Sciences, were part of the reason why people 
wanted to join the department. Therefore, it was 
important that these pages were engaging and 
easy to find. To enhance this section further we also 
included categorisation, so that people could tag 
themselves to research groups and news on the 
website. This system meant that the user could visit 
the News section and filter by researchers, alumni 
and earth resources so that they could tailor the 
experience to their needs.

Filtering and categories were a big part of the 
development phrase and it was important to us 
that all those involved in the Department of Earth 
Sciences could be tagged to relevant content. To 
ensure that everyone’s content was added to the 
website we made the decision with the client to 
hand over login details to the department. This 
involved 200 people logging into the CMS before 
the website went live and adding their own content. 
This was a big decision for both parties but we were 
thrilled with the result. By allowing the department 
to upload their appropriate content to the website 
this empowered them and immediately made them 
feel close to the website. It also sped up the process 
dramatically as it meant that all of the content 
was uploaded within a week. Once the content was 
added, it was time for the website to
go live!

The feedback from academics 
has been great as they have 
commented that the website 
is really easy to use. We are 
overwhelmingly happy with the 
end result.”

Claire Grainger - External Relations 
Officer, Department of Earth Sciences, 
Oxford University.

“
Results

• Increased staff engagement
• Unified look and feel
• Categorised content
• Data analysis and report setup
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https://www.spindogs.co.uk/
https://www.spindogs.co.uk/
https://www.spindogs.co.uk/


www.spindogs.co.uk    |    1716    |    www.spindogs.co.uk

Case Study: 

Activate Learning

Activate Learning are an ambitious, forward-
thinking educational group operating across 
secondary, further and higher education, as 
well as apprenticeship and workforce training, 
consultancy and commercial business. 
Previously Oxford & Cherwell College group, 
Activate Learning launched in 2013, driven by 
the compelling vision:

• To be renowned as a pioneering and   
 progressive educational group

• To transform the practices and    
 reputation of further education in the UK

• To have an impressive back catalogue of  
 helping people, communities,     
 and businesses to succeed and prosper

Digital objectives:
• Engaging website presence
• Enhanced student recruitment tool
• Streamlined student communications
• Microsoft Dynamics CRM integration
• Dotmailer integration

The Brief
The previous Activate Learning site was 
predominantly a business to business site, 
demonstrating the scope of the group to the sector 
and partners. Meanwhile, the college ‘child’ sites 
were the main vehicles for attracting and recruiting 
students. The aim of the project was to boost 
the profile of Activate Learning as the leading 
brand and provide a new approach to external 
engagement following ensuing organisational 
changes. Activate Learning wanted a vibrant and 
engaging website presence which would sit at the 
heart of their communications, allowing them to 
connect and engage with external audiences.

The Solution
The purpose of the new website was to promote the 
group and its colleges to key target audiences, and to 
be a significant student recruitment and commercial 
tool, integrating with their new Microsoft Dynamics 
CRM solution and other digital marketing tools 
(namely Dotmailer for email campaigns). 

The solution was to combine sites resulting in 
a more complex user friendly experience. This 
will require careful design and development 
to maintain the college identities, make 
content accessible and deliver a seamless 
user experience.

The website we built for Activate Learning 
was selected as ‘Site of the Month - 
November 2018’ by Kentico, making it one of 
just two websites built by UK agencies to be 
recognised in the top 10.

What can we do for you?

As an agency, we’ve worked with a wide range of 
education providers but our work isn’t exclusively
based in the education sector. We have a healthy mix 
of education and non-education clients helping inform 
and improve what we do in the education sector, and 
vice versa.

We have the digital knowledge to create and build 
bespoke websites and intuitive portals on across a 
range of CMS’, that deliver great results. Our dedicated 
online marketing team also work with our clients
post launch to encourage and develop service 
promotion strategies. 
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Websites
> Web Design & Development
> eCommerce
> Multiple CMS platforms including
   WordPress, Umbraco and Kentico
> Intranets & Extranets

We are a full-service digital agency helping 
organisations with marketing both online and 
offline. We love delivering great website design & 
development, marketing and brand solutions for our 
clients, so whether you’re looking to drive more value 
from your digital marketing budget or bring your 

About Spindogs

business to life with a visually stunning website, 
we have the full package to take your online 
presence to the next level. That’s how we’ve built 
successful, results-driven relationships with clients 
for over 15 years. 

Marketing
> Outsourced Digital Marketing
> SEO
> PPC
> Social Media Advertising
> Analytics
> Conversion Rate Optimisation
> Email Marketing
> Training & Workshops
> Content Creation

Creative
> Brand Consultancy
> Logo Design
> Graphic Design
> UX
> Website Design
> Print
> Branding

Get in touch

To learn more about partnering with Spindogs 
for your next project, get in touch with our 
Business Development team:
E: info@spindogs.com   |   T: 02920 480 720
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