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1.
Executive Summary

The Scottish Forestry Commission commissioned a survey of schools and colleges who run the Skill for work Rural Skills course and/or the Scottish Progression Award (SPA) in Rural Skills to ascertain take up and support received for the course. The survey was conducted between April and May; twenty schools and colleges of a possible twenty-seven participated. The results were as follows:

· 18 of schools/colleges surveyed offered the Skills for Work Rural Skills Course, with 6 offering the SPA in Rural Skills course and 5 offering both.

·  There were an average of 14 learners on each Skills for Work Rural Skills Course and an average of 6 on each SPA in Rural Skills course.

· Both courses were male dominated and were dominated by learners in the 15-16 age group.

· Enrolments on the courses were more likely to have decreased or stayed the same than increased.

· Support for delivering the course came from a variety of sources including the Forestry Commission Scotland; Forest Enterprise Scotland; Lantra; Placements; Scottish Further Education Authority and the National Trust.

· The majority of respondents were extremely positive about the courses and wanted to continue to run them.

2.
Background

2.1
Aim

The aim of the survey was to replicate a survey done with Scottish schools in 2007 to improve how Rural Skills courses are run in the future. The survey aimed to ascertain uptake of Rural Skills courses, in particular uptake of the forestry route; other forestry related provision offered by the school/college and support received by the school/college to deliver the course. 

2.2
How the Rural Skills course works

Rural Skills is one of the work-based vocational learning courses being offered by several Scottish secondary schools and colleges. The course is available to pupils from S3 onwards and can be undertaken over one or two years. The courses are delivered as either Skills for Work at Intermediate level or as a Scottish Progression Award (SPA).

3.
Methodology

Questionnaires were developed by Lantra in conjunction with the Forestry Commission Scotland. These were posted and where possible, emailed, to the 32 schools in Scotland which offer the Skills for Work Rural Skills course and/or the SPA in Rural Skills. After a period of time, schools and colleges who had not responded to the initial contact were telephoned and rural skills course leaders were offered the opportunity to complete the questionnaire over the telephone. All questions in the survey referred to the last academic year 2007/8.

The questionnaire was divided into four sections: School details; Skills for Work and Scottish Progression Award; Other forestry related provision; College support. A copy of the questionnaire is included as annex 1.

Of the 32 surveys that were contacted, 5 schools said that they did not have a rural skills course, 1 school did the course but the teacher had left and not been replaced and therefore there was no-one who could complete the questionnaire, 1 teacher could not fill in the questionnaire as he had only just taken over the course and therefore had no information about uptake for 2007/8 and 1 teacher was away and therefore could not be contacted. The remaining 4 schools were contacted several times in an attempt to speak to their rural skills course leader/teacher but unfortunately we were unable to speak to them due to their busy schedules. In one instance the student support officer completed the questionnaire. 

Altogether, from 27 schools that ran a rural skills course, we received responses from 20, giving a response rate of 74%. 

4.
Results

4.1
Section 1: School Details

6 (30%) of the schools who responded were in the Scottish Enterprise region and 14 (70%) were in the Highlands and Islands region. 

4.2
Section 2: Skills for work and Scottish Progression Award

Of the schools that completed the survey 18 offered the Skills for Work Rural Skills and 6 offered the SPA in Rural Skills, therefore it needs to be noted that results for the SPA in Rural Skills are from a particularly low sample. 5 schools surveyed offered both courses. One respondent was unsure which course they offered. 

Of the schools who did not offer the Skills for Work Rural Skills course, neither said that they would offer it in the next 12 months. Of the schools who did not offer the SPA in Rural Skill course, 1 said they would offer it in the next 12 months. 

One school who offered the Skills for Work Rural Skills course commented that they only offer the 3 compulsory units of the course at present but will offer the course in full next year.

Those who did not offer either qualification were asked to outline why. The following are a selection of the responses.

Comments in relation to the Skills for Work Rural Skills course:

‘It was offered to pupils for session 2009-10 but too few (only 2) pupils opted for it so we are unable to run next the session.’

‘We have offered three compulsory units this year and will offer the course in full next year.’

Comments in relation to the SPA in Rural Skills course:

‘We might offer it in the future as part of a full time course.’

‘We offer the SPA as a distance learning option.’

‘When we have demand will look at it.’

4.3
Learner Characteristics

Respondents were asked to give the number of learners on each course for the last academic year (2007/8). Altogether there were 244 learners on the Skills for Work Rural Skills course represented by 17 schools. One respondent could not answer this question due to not having access to the information. Three respondents estimated their pupil numbers. This gives an average of 14 learners per school on this course, with numbers of learners on the course ranging from 4 to 40.

Of the 6 schools that offered the SPA in Rural Skills there were 33 learners represented. This gave an average of 6 learners on each SPA in Rural Skills course. Learner numbers ranged from 1 to 17 per course. Therefore, when reading the figures and percentages in relation to the SPA in Rural Skills it needs to be noted that these figures represent a small number of learners.

Both courses were male dominated. 199 (82%) learners on the Skills for Work Rural Skills course and 31 (94%) learners on the SPA in Rural Skills course were male. One school had a female dominated Work for Skills Rural Skills course with 11 females and 1 male learner, however this was an anomaly.

Age groups of learners were split as follows:

Figure 4.1.
Enrolments by age group
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As can be seen both courses were dominated by the 15-16 age group. 

No learners on either course were from a non-white ethnic group.

4.4
Enrolment and Units

Respondents were asked whether enrolments on the course had increased, decreased or stayed the same in the last 12 months. The following chart shows the results for each course:

Figure 4.2.
Changes in enrolment numbers in the last 12 months
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As can be seen, enrolments on 8 of the Skills for Work Rural Skills courses had decreased whereas only 3 had increased. For the SPA in Rural Skills, 2 courses had each seen and increase and a decrease in enrolment. However, with the SPA in Rural Skills course the low number of responses needs to be noted.

57 learners represented by the survey had completed the ‘Crop Production: an introduction’ unit in the context of ‘Tree nurseries for forestry’, whilst on the Skills for Work Rural Skills course. These were from 7 schools.

19 learners from 2 schools on the SPA in Rural Skills course had taken the ‘Forestry’ unit. 

4.5
Section 3: Other forestry related provision

2 schools offered another course with significant forestry content, one school offered the John Muir award in bush craft and another school offered the SVQ level 2, the national certificate in forestry and the national diploma in forestry.

4.6
Section 4: College Support

Respondents were asked if they used supporting documentation/guidance notes for teaching forestry-related provision. Of the 5 respondents who answered this question, one respondent answered that they used the Forestry Commission Scotland or Forest Enterprise Scotland documentation and guidance notes. The remaining respondents used materials from Lantra, the Scottish Further Education Authority, SQA produced materials, and their own notes. 

9 respondents received support/training from outside the school. 5 of these were from the Forestry Commission Scotland, the rest were from: placements (2 respondents); a private woodland with a retired forester (respondent); and the Abriachan Trust (1 respondent).

One respondent did not utilise support from the Forestry Commission Scotland as ‘the Forestry Commission informed us that they could not support us on the Black Isle at present’.

6 respondents said that they received other support to deliver forestry vocational education, this came from Oatridge College; regional materials from Highlands and SQA; determined to succeed funding; Area forester; rural skills co-ordinator; and the National Trust.

Respondents were asked if they had any further comments about their work on the course. The following are a selection of their comments:

‘A fantastic course that suits many pupils who would otherwise struggle to settle in school.’

‘The rural skills co-ordinator supports a lot. We are still trying to find our feet but its seems to be successful.’

‘We have an excellent partnership with the forestry commission.’

‘I think that the course has been extremely beneficial to students in particular to their employability and all managed to achieve the course in 1 year.’

‘It was a one off for a particular pupil but it was fantastic. He isn’t academic but he thrived on this course and is set up for life.’

‘It’s has been enjoyed by the youngsters and it has been worthwhile.’

‘It’s been slow getting going but is establishing itself now.’

‘We are still finding our way with regard to available units, there is a local employer available so would like to investigate further.’

‘Without the help of the Forestry Commission staff this course would not be possible.’

‘We have had a problem with placements at the National Trust this year as the person in charge of placements left. However they were very good last year and have signed up for next year. I am very grateful to the Forestry Commission Scotland and the National Trust.’

‘We have just been cramming in the compulsory units and doing the necessities as the present teacher took over the course in Feb 2009. I think it is an excellent course and would like to see it developed more in the school, however there are timetabling issues.

‘We are very happy with the Forestry Commission partnership. Pupils enjoy the course and we have been running it for 5 years.’

‘We are keen to keep it going, due to staff absence things didn’t run smoothly with the last cohort and we have not had enough uptake for next year. Therefore the course won't run next year but hopefully if staffing improves we can offer it the following year.’

Finally, respondents were asked if they engage with local employers to help them deliver any of their forestry provision, 5 respondents said they did and 11 said they did not; the remaining 4 did not answer the question.

5.
Conclusion

This survey has demonstrated that there is a good take up of Rural Skills courses, however for the majority of schools enrolments are staying the same or decreasing. 

The majority of schools offered the Work for Rural Skills course with far fewer offering the SPA in Rural Skills. Reasons given for this included demand which suggests that in the future more schools might offer this as an option as rural skills courses become better known.

Both courses were dominated by male learners apart from one school which had a far higher number of females on the Work for Skills Rural Skills course. The reasons for this are unclear. The courses are also dominated by 15-16 year olds possibly because schools tended not to offer these courses to the younger years. 

Overall, the schools had a very positive opinion of the courses and would like to continue running them, however, timetabling and staff absences have been an issue for some schools. Many of the respondents felt that they were still learning about the course and finding their feet and therefore were unsure of where to find additional teaching materials. Many schools who had received materials and support were positive about them and felt they could not do the course without them.
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