RURAL AND COASTAL STUDY LITERATURE REVIEW
ACCESSIBILITY
Transport issues

The average education journey in rural areas is 5.1 miles, compared to 2.8 miles in urban locations, so states the Local Government Association (LGA) report Education in Rural Communities (2000). The report continues: “children from poorer backgrounds are disproportionately affected by travel problems within rural areas.” 
It is often cited, largely anecdotally, that transport and communications routes has a significant affect on participation in higher education. This has particularly been true in the East of England where many and varied commentators cite public transport (or the lack of) as one of, if not the key reason for low participation rates in some of the more remote rural outposts in the region. “Transport is a major barrier to rural access and innovative approaches to integration offer real prospects of increasing take up”, identified a workshop session at the Increasing Learning and Skills Participation in the Rural Areas of the East of England Conference at the Newmarket July Racecourse on 22 March 2004. At the same Conference, David Lawrence, the Principal of Easton College argued for funding and an integrated approach to recognise the challenge of dealing with widely dispersed individuals and their education and training needs. He stated “there is a need to focus on the provision of transport that delivers people to education, employment and other services. In rural areas it is difficult to justify transport for single dedicated uses, by integration much greater provision can be justified.”

The House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee in its report of the Delivery of Education in Rural Areas (June 2003) stated “the availability and cost of public transport in rural areas were raised by nearly all those who submitted evidence to the inquiry.” Indeed in its evidence the Local Government Association described transport as “critical to the success of education in rural areas.” The Association of Colleges in its evidence session stated that “colleges were losing students from rural areas because the existing transport links were ineffective and expensive.” The inquiry also heard that “further education colleges in rural areas often have to operate a shortened day to allow students to get to and from college on public transport.”
Michael Watts (2004) cited findings from his own (co-authored with David Bridges) research study Whose Aspirations? What Achievement? during a presentation at the Increasing Learning and Skills Participation in the Rural Areas of the East of England Conference. Watts found that the student view of barriers to access included the view that “transport access is weak in rural areas and unless they have personal transport available young people can feel isolated and face extra costs (time and money) in accessing urban based provision.”
In its report Issues Affecting Education and Training in Sparsely Populated Areas (2003), the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) identifies the two key issues affecting learners in sparsely populated areas as the range of provision and transport. The report states that in order to access any provision “it is essential for learners to have an affordable means of transport to allow them to get to and from providers’ premises.” The report goes on to conclude that transport in rural areas is particularly an issue for disabled learners. The study also linked transport issues with issues of retention and found that learners who undertook long or difficult journeys to a college or provider were considered to be more at risk of dropping out. 

Some argue that transport issues can have a negative affect upon schooling. For example, Guy Palmer (2004) in his New Policy Institute Report, Poverty and Social Exclusion in Rural East of England argues “that a combination of having to travel to their school or further educational establishment (for example, around half of the population in rural East of England do not have a secondary school within 2 kilometres of where they live) and poor job prospects and training facilities lead to some children not striving as hard as they do in some parts of the country.

Lawrence (2004) during his presentation at the Increasing Learning and Skills Participation in the Rural Areas of the East of England Conference went further and concluded that “in rural areas poor transport connectivity simply re-enforces the tendency to low participation rates.” Further he stated that “a mis-match between the interests of young people and opportunities restricts take-up.”
Fox et al (2000) in Participation Patterns in Higher Education in the Four Counties  found, in adult focus groups, that the barriers to HE progression were cited as a “strong pull for some to maintain links with the local community”, as well as a reluctance to move away from their home environment. This was especially emphasised in Fenland as a “Fenland looking” culture. The cost of transport, as well as its availability was seen as an issue.
Car ownership
National Statistics in its Access to Local Services survey (2002) report substantially greater use of the car in rural areas. People in rural areas report only slightly more difficulty in accessing services than those living in urban areas.

The ONS census report (2001) identifies that households without a car or a van are, in general, more prevalent in urban district’s and borough’s rather than rural ones. In the upper quartile of car ownership (in England and Wales) by district/borough only one, Three Rivers, is classified as an urban district using the Rural Definition and Local Authority Classification
 (National Audit Office, 2004), with 15 East of England district’s/borough’s, classified as Significantly Rural, Rural 50 or Rural 80, appearing in the national upper quartile for car/van ownership. Of the Rural 50 and 80 district’s/borough’s that have lower car/van ownership it may not be a surprise to see that the two with the lowest ownership are Tendring (R50) (26.1% without a car/van), and Fenland (R80) (19.5% without a car/van). Tendring has a high population over the age of 65, and one might expect that there would be a significant percentage of those residents without a vehicle. Fenland, of those district’s/borough’s in the East of England with noticeably high proportions of the rural population lacking local services, has arguably the best access to local services of all 26 local authority areas cited in the Palmer, New Policy Institute study. With this in mind, it is perhaps not too surprising that car and van ownership in Fenland is relatively low compared to the other R50 and R80 authorities.
The National Road Traffic Forecast (1997) forecast that the number of cars (in millions) would grow most rapidly in rural and metropolitan areas between 1996 and 2031. However, since most of the growth in rural car ownership can be explained by an increase in the number of households living in rural areas. Therefore, overall car ownership in rural areas is forecast to increase at a lesser rate than in other area-types. 
W2W solutions
A seen above, a lack of transport can be a major barrier to participation in education and training for people living in rural areas. Wheels to Work (W2W) schemes provide an innovative way to overcome transport barriers, with schemes offering individuals their own transport solutions for a short period, until a longer term solution can be found. Solutions offered include loan of mopeds, power assisted bikes and in some cases help to meet car running costs. A typical objective of a W2W scheme is “to enable young people in rural areas who have no practical means of transport to access employment, education and training, to overcome problems of social exclusion.”
During the course of the inquiry into the Delivery of Education in Rural Areas (final report: June 2003) the Minister for Rural Affairs, Alun Michael MP stated that W2W schemes were “one of the greatest successes of recent times.”

In the East of England there are currently W2W schemes in operation in Essex (covering the district of Uttlesford), Hertfordshire and Norfolk only. Below are a few comments from clients using the scheme. The Norfolk scheme (extended to cover the Cambridgeshire Fens), Kickstart aids travel to employment and training opportunities in rural Norfolk.  It is designed for people of working age who are unemployed, live in a rural area and have no access to private transport and little or no access to public transport.  The scheme operates by loaning-out mopeds to beneficiaries for up to a year while they are looking for employment or training. An evaluation of the pilot scheme on www.renewal.net reveals the scheme assisted 22 individuals who, through the loan of the moped, were able to access jobs and training.  Following the pilot in excess of 500 clients had been helped by April 2005. As a consequence, “these people have regained their confidence and become more socially and economically active in their communities.” On top of that the scheme had a waiting list of in excess of 40 applicants.
A Countryside Agency (2005) evaluation of W2W schemes states that colleges benefit from the schemes due to more individuals being able to access courses. The Countryside Agency evaluation reveals problems with the Z Bikes scheme in Essex due to the lack of County Council support. It seems the County Council was reluctant to support a scheme that encouraged the use of powered two-wheel vehicles, due to the high accident rate in Essex of motorcycles.
The Norfolk Jobcentre Plus, quoted in the Countryside Agency (2005) evaluation, “Norfolk Kickstart improves the quality of people’s lives.  Some people would not be in employment if it wasn’t for Kickstart.  It has given people an opportunity not open to them previously.” Also in the evaluation a user of the scheme in Norfolk is quoted “I wanted to write and thank you for the brilliant scheme Kickstart is.  It is a real practical help to our young people in rural areas and he (writer’s son) has benefited immensely from the scheme.  He is now mobile with his own moped but the training he received and the experience has been invaluable.  Your team has been encouraging and helpful.  My thanks again for all you do in getting kids into work.” 
At the East of England Rural Forum (March 2007) Rural Action East confirmed support for W2W projects “as an effective approach to social inclusion and economic activity objectives.” In addition they supported and endorsed a proposal to EEDA for funding to develop a business case for a regional W2W approach.
SKILLS NEEDS

Employment opportunities

In relation to the take-up of training and learning by school leavers Anderson and Metcalf (2003) found that Apprentices are comparatively concentrated among small employers. This suggests that the scheme has a key role to play in rural areas. However, the evaluation does not contain any rural specific information.

An evaluation of the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) pilots shows that EMAs had a larger impact in rural areas than they did in urban areas. Among eligible young people 12.2% more of them in the one rural pilot area were in full-time education at 16 and 17 than in the rural control areas. The equivalent figure for urban areas was 5.4% (Middleton et al, 2005).

A presentation, by an unnamed individual, at the Increasing Learning and Skills Participation in the Rural Areas of the East of England Conference (2004) argued that there needs to be “more effective individual guidance and support (particularly 14-19), new models of work-based learning and more effective promotion of rural industry careers in schools with flexible funding to support highly focussed programmes.”

Palmer (2004) in relating the overall scale of poverty and social exclusion in rural East of England states “while poor education does not, itself, mean that the individual is suffering from poverty and social exclusion, national analysis suggests a strong relationship between a lack of educational qualifications and low pay.” (analysis of the Labour Force Survey).

Watts and Bridges (2004) state that “for many young people there are a number of interlocking issues which affect their willingness and ability to access Higher Education.” Amongst these they identify that “many rural areas still have high numbers of people working in traditional occupations and this reduces the prevalence of role-models who have demonstrated the benefits of HE participation.”

Fox et al (2000) report that during interviews with the careers services several local, and specifically rural issues were raised. For instance, the interview with Cambridgeshire Careers and Guidance revealed that there is “a low learning culture in the Fenland district” with “more bright kids in routine jobs”. There are very few employers in Cambridgeshire that “would be of a type that would be interested in sponsoring individuals” in higher education. During focus group sessions with both students and mixed adult groups (parents/carers and teachers) the availability of Modern Apprenticeships in the rural localities was perceived as attractive, and thus, perceived as a barrier to HE progression. This was particularly the case in the adult sessions. Students, however, saw the fact that their chosen field of work did not require an HE qualification, as a barrier to progression.
Skills gaps

Thelma Wadsley (2004), the Chair of the East of England Rural Affairs Forum Learning and Skills Sub Group states in the EERAF report Increasing Learning and Skills Participation in the Rural Areas of the East of England, “the evidence that exists within the region suggests that whilst educational performance at school, up to the age of 16, is broadly in line with national figures, the region suffers from skill shortages amongst the workforce, low levels of HE participation and a low level of employer involvement in training.”

The region is a net-exporter of undergraduates, few of whom return to the region.

This is a significant problem in terms of skills for this region and is further highlighted by Palmer (2004) who states “a substantial number of young adults are leaving rural East of England in their twenties.” Empirical evidence suggests that those leaving for other parts of the country and abroad do not return to the region once they have been up-skilled. 

During his presentation at the Increasing Learning and Skills Participation in the Rural Areas of the East of England Conference David Lawrence (2004) argued that “Rural young people’s aspirations are heavily influenced by those around them (e.g. parents and peers) and this can create a perpetuation of low skill attainment in low skill areas.”
John Brierley (2004) argued for a co-ordinated approach, building upon the broad range of government, regional and local initiatives as a way to take action on participation in learning in rural areas. Speaking at the Increasing Learning and Skills Participation in the Rural Areas of the East of England Conference he said that solutions must focus on the “need to get rural businesses and communities to take an active role in discussions on innovation, investment, skills and cluster development”. Additionally, he argued that the “government must ensure its funding for regeneration and development is clearly focussed on, and engages with, employee and employer needs. Plans will need to be more focussed and linked to the development of, for example Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVEs).”
Seasonal employment

Lawrence (2004) during his presentation at the Increasing Learning and Skills Participation in the Rural Areas of the East of England Conference stated that “rural employment continues to have significant elements of low paid and seasonal jobs which when coupled to low aspirations restricts take-up [of further education and training opportunities]”
EDUCATIONAL PROVISION

Educational attainment

Clearly educational attainment in rural areas will have a bearing on participation in higher education. 

In the National Audit Office (2004) report Rural Disadvantage: Reviewing the Evidence it is revealed that nearly one in four 19 year-olds in rural districts fail to achieve a basic level qualification (NVQ2 or equivalent), with one in 12 having no qualifications at all. This means that around 1 in 4 adults in villages and hamlets have no qualifications. Self-evidently this is detrimental to employment opportunities. For those in employment, and nationally only half of adults with no qualifications are in employment, those without basic skills are much less likely to be offered training opportunities by their employer. Palmer (2004) states that “there is no clear pattern of poorer educational results in the more remote areas” with GCSE results not showing significant differences between the rural and urban LEAs. He further affirms “while there is a commonly held view some young people in the more remote rural areas grow up with a certain lack of ambition which manifests itself in an acceptance of low educational attainment and low pay, the statistics suggest that the scale of the problem is similar in both the remote and less remote areas.” 

In relation to the economic circumstances of young adults Palmer (2004) suggests “one of the major barriers to well-paid work is lack of educational qualifications. Around half of all 24 to 29-year-old employees with no qualifications earn less than £200 per week compared to a third of those with GCSEs but without NVQ2 or equivalent and a sixth of those with NVQ2 or better qualifications.” As an antidote to the gloom Palmer, more optimistically states “more generally, success in acquiring formal qualifications bolsters self-esteem, and enhances a healthy development of self-identity.”

Limited accessible choices

The National Audit Office (2004) highlights disadvantage caused by a lack of access to opportunities for education and training in rural areas. The report recognises that the educational opportunities for people in rural areas of school age are good, and that average attainment is generally higher in rural areas. However, it recognises that there are particular problems encountered by certain sectors of the rural population, and for certain types of education and training. For example those who failed to obtain basic skills during their compulsory education have limited opportunities to enhance their skills as an adult, those with childcare responsibilities and those on low incomes, particularly without private transport are identified as having specific difficulties in obtaining education and training opportunities.

The report points to evidence that the majority of adult learners in rural areas prefer provision that is locally available. With regard to work-based learning the report a range of issues are identified as affecting access to and delivery of, training in rural areas (Green and Hardill, 2003). These are: low numbers of potential learners; more sole providers – facing the challenge of delivering a broad and diverse curriculum; relatively high costs of provision; the lack of and cost of, transport as a barrier to participation; difficulties in recruiting work-based learners from small enterprises; issues surrounding the ICT infrastructure – potentially limiting the delivery of learning; and higher fixed administrative costs associated with service delivery in areas of dispersed populations. There is also evidence to suggest that small employers, prevalent in rural areas, have low awareness of the types of organisations, such as Sector Skills Councils, that are working to identify and tackle skills needs and are less likely to be involved in training activity. 

Amongst the issues that affect the willingness and ability to access Higher Education by young people in rural locations Watts and Bridges (2004) argue that “the lack of vocational focus in many HE courses does not appeal to everyone, many young people have already worked and would prefer to study more vocational courses” In addition they state that “rural areas often lack the range of provision found in urban centres.”

The LSC (2003) report Issues Affecting Education and Training in Sparsely Populated Areas recommends research is undertaken to clarify whether the cost of delivering provision in sparsely populated areas is higher than it is in urban areas. A study into why some providers find it difficult to run some vocational courses in sparsely populated areas economically is recommended. In terms of the broad and inclusive curriculum the report recommends that research is needed to ascertain “whether it is more difficult for providers in rural areas than those elsewhere to offer a broad and inclusive curriculum.” The case studies within the report reveal that many providers had “difficulty in running courses that not only met the diverse needs of learners in sparsely populated areas but were also economically viable.”

A workshop session at the Increasing Learning and Skills Participation in the Rural Areas of the East of England (2004) conference concluded that the need to improve the information available to individuals and businesses about the range of provision was recognised as not solely a rural issue, however, “the extra problems in rural areas with accessing information (lack of local information points, poor IT access and small numbers of local role models) make the issue more acute in these areas.”
Where provision is available there was a concern about quality assurance (at HE level) over local course provision reflected in the adult focus groups undertaken as part of the Fox et al study (2000). This ran alongside the opinion that advice at local level would not be impartial and that there was a lack of information on progression from local study bases into HE. All of these can be clearly seen as a barrier to progression into HE for those living in rural communities.
The LSC (2003) contends that the provision of outreach centres is key to strategies for the effective provision of learning in sparsely populated areas. Such centres would enable people to learn at a place closer to home, thus reducing travel time and costs. However, it is recognised that the cost of rent and travel for staff can be high for such provision. The LSC argues that through collaboration and partnership the negative effects of isolation can be reduced for both colleges and providers, and learners, and provision can be rationalised. However, such partnership will require “collaboration rather than competition”. By working collaboratively, it is argued that colleges and providers can offer some degree of specialisation; close curriculum gaps; make best use of resources; achieve viable learner numbers on courses; share course and programme costs; and share other key costs, such as, management, staff, premises and capital equipment.

ICT Solutions
ICT solutions are highlighted and championed as being critical in encouraging progression from learners from sparsely populated areas, and removing the barriers to participation in education and training. To this end the LSC (2003) argues that the “establishment of broadband networks will make it quicker and more convenient for colleges and providers to communicate with each other electronically and makes sharing resources through e-mail more feasible.” This will allow learners to study at a distance from their educational establishment using a variety of media. This will  require to have ready access to college and provider internet and intranet sites, and have the capability to receive electronic tutorial support. Additionally, those who work in isolation and at a distance from the college or provider will also need access to technical support. The report indicates that it would be “useful to look at the role land-based colleges can play in meeting the needs of learners in sparsely populated areas.”

Case-studies cited in the report reveal the importance of “e-learning as an important means of helping people to learn and overcome some of the barriers to participation in education and training.” The report argues that “there is a clear link between good learning materials and high retention and achievement rates.” Of course, e-learning, and the adaptation of teaching styles required will bring with it its own pedagogic issues.

In relation to ICT the LSC recommends research into the extent of, and the key issues relating to broadband provision; the role that RDAs play in ensuring that all colleges and providers can have access to the internet; the use of e-learning in rationalising provision in sparsely populated areas; and how ICT, including learndirect, is meeting the needs of learners in sparsely populated areas.

Problems with transition
Progression opportunities in the vicinity for learners in sparsely populated areas are highlighted as a significant issue in LSC (2003) Issues Affecting Education and Training in Sparsely Populated Areas report. “Lack of experience of a larger place” is argued as a reason why many learners, particularly older learners are dissuaded to progress with their participation in education. This allied to the lack of progression routes (with very few available at level 4 and HE) available within their vicinity “constitutes a barrier to further participation in education and training.”

In identifying need, the report continues, it is recognised that “in sparsely populated areas, the numbers of potential learners are comparatively low but unit costs can be high. It is crucial, therefore, that local needs are identified carefully and that provision is responsive to these.” In identifying the key conclusions and lessons from the case-studies (including within the Norfolk LSC area) the report identifies that “tailoring provision to meet the needs of learners in sparsely populated areas is essential.”

Fox et al (2000) found that adults in the focus groups of the research stage of their study wished to have more transparent progression routes from Modern Apprenticeships.

The need to more fully recognise the role of informal learning activities was identified by a Suffolk-based workshop at the Increasing Learning and Skills Participation in the Rural Areas of the East of England Conference (2004). It was felt that, in a rural context, with more smaller businesses and communities, it is possible to provide as much formal training as in areas with higher population densities and larger businesses. The workshop argued that “it is essential that the funding system is flexible enough to support the more informal learning favoured in such areas.”

Robert Fox
Administrative Manager, Aimhigher in the East of England, April 2007
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� The rural definition was developed by the Countryside Agency, Defra, the ODPM, the ONS and the Welsh Assembly. Predominantly rural districts comprise ‘Rural-80’ (districts with at least 80% of their population in rural settlements and larger market towns) and ‘Rural-50’ (districts with at least 50% but less than 80% of their population in rural settlements and larger market towns). Districts with more than 37,000 people or more than 26% of their population in rural settlements and larger market towns are designated ‘significant rural’.





