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Welcome and Apologies

The group’s Convener, Pam Gosal MSP, opened the meeting. Apologies were also
noted.

Minutes of the Previous Meeting

The minutes of the meeting held on 10 February 2023 were approved.

Presentations

The topic for this meeting was ‘what Al means for skills in Scotland’. Presentations
were heard from:

e Heather Thomson, Director of Skills & Talent, The Data Lab
e Professor Liz Bacon, Principal, Abertay University
e Joanna Campbell, Principal, Dumfries & Galloway College.

Discussion



Heather Thomson gave a presentation on behalf of The Data Lab. She emphasised
the pace of change with the emergence of new technologies by highlighting that online
companies such as Netflix and Twitter took years to establish whereas now services
such as ChatGPT are only taking days to reach one million users. She said there are
a growing number of mainstream systems now freely available being used by
increasing numbers of people but without consideration of possible unintended
consequences.

Ms Thomson said that skills development and artificial intelligence (Al) is not just a
concern for those working in Al but that is also important across society. The Data
Lab has recently launched a new free online course — living with Al — to give people
an introduction to Al and how it is impacting the world around us.

She also highlighted the skills gap and noted that by 2030, 375m workers — 14% of
the global workforce — may need to switch occupation as a result of automation. She
said that The Data Lab is currently analysing what this means for Scotland but said
there would be a significant demand for data skills in the future and a need for
continuous training, not just in functional skills but in adding value beyond what
automation can achieve and adapting to new ways of working and emerging
occupations. Ms Thomson also encouraged anyone interested in Al to join The Data

Lab’s community.

Professor Bacon highlighted that Abertay University were early adopters of digital with
courses in courses such as games development and cyber security which are
preparing graduates for digital careers.

She noted the increasing number of conversational chatbots available — over 1,000 —
such as ChatCPT which can generate content and write essays, poems and novels
with some able to talk in 95 languages. These are powerful tools and moving at a fast
pace. She added that they have turned education upside down as they have passed
master’'s exams and are causing educators to rethink how we assess students work.

Professor Bacon said that although there are ethical considerations around the use of
Al, we will need to learn to work with Al — workers will require constant upskilling and
digital skills will be vital for economic growth. Wide adoption of Al predicts GDP
increase of 26% by 2035. She also noted that education will struggle to deliver for the
economy without a review of funding.

Joanna Campbell spoke on behalf of the college sector, highlighting that every year
colleges train around 17,000 students in digital subjects ranging from Data Science to
Software Development with 22% at higher education level. She said that a number of
colleges are doing some innovative work with industry to address skills shortages and
are working closely with The Data Lab to develop future talent.

Ms Campbell said that colleges are now starting to prepare for generation Alpha — who
will be the most digitally literate generation — which will have implications on what and
how we teach and the skills needed for jobs that don’t yet exist. She said that colleges
are already using ChatGPT, for example, to assist with lesson planning.


https://community.thedatalab.com/

She noted that much of implications of platforms such as ChatGPT were reported in
terms of plagiarism and cheating but said that academic integrity is not new and that
colleges and universities have procedures in place to deal with dishonesty.
Ms Campbell said that Al will mean less reliance on exams, it will free up more time
for supporting students and provide a personalised student experience. She noted that
in order to do that there will need to be an investment of time and resource.

A question and answers followed. Stephen Kerr MSP asked whether Al has the
potential to undermine the emphasis currently placed on academic knowledge and a
guestion around ethics.

Professor Bacon said that the biggest challenge is around assessment and how we
assess students in how they will use knowledge and skills in their careers. She said
that that Abertay University are asking staff to do more in-person discussion and
assessments with students as that will then become the test of knowledge — a ‘show
your workings’ approach. In terms of ethics, she noted that it is mostly in the hands of
the technology companies and that intellectual property is complex.

Heather Thomson added to that, saying that regulation is difficult and that the key will
be to raise awareness of the level of risk and be encouraged to make decisions
themselves on what the potential consequences are. She said that education has a
role to play in helping people to understand how Al works so they can make the
decision whether to use it.

Derek Young highlighted the importance of soft skills and also inclusion. Ms Thomson
agreed and said that the Edinburgh City Deal is developing a skills framework and
there will be a core level of skills that people will need in future. Joanna Campbell
added to that, saying that it is important to embed these skills across the curriculum
and that colleges are already doing this as they recognise the value of transferrable
skills. She also said that technology is evolving so quickly that traditional qualifications
are not keeping up so colleges are working with employers to develop bespoke
gualifications to meet the needs of industry.

Professor Bacon said that one of the biggest issues with Al is bias and stereotyping
because it is trained on content currently available. She emphasised the need for
critical thinking skills — to not just accept Al's answers.

Pam Gosal MSP asked what the biggest ask would be of government. Joanna
Campbell stated the need for more room for growth and more resource to meet the
needs of the economy and support the National Strategy for Economic
Transformation. Professor Bacon stressed the need for as much investment in digi5tal
estates as physical estates, saying if we don’t get investment now, Scotland will be
behind in the near future. Heather Thomson added that investment will be key to keep
up with other countries and retain a skilled workforce.

Close

With no other business to conduct, the meeting was brought to a close. It was noted
that the next meeting would be held after the summer recess.



