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DISTANCE LEARNING IN FORES

STRY

THE EXPERIENCE OF THE NATIONAL SCHOOL OF FORESTRY

Two years ago the first students enrolled in the first forestry course to be taught by
distance leamning. Andrew Leslie from the National School of Forestry describes
the rationale behind the course, the lessons learned and its future development.

Introduction

The National School of Forestry (NSF), since
1998 part of the University of Central Lancashire,
has been providing education and training in
forestry and related subjects for over thirty five
years. The School has built up a considerable
reputation in the sector and its cuiture is strongly
student and learning centred.

In 1999 the NSF began to investigate the
viahility of providing its well-established BSc top
up degree through distance iearning in addition
to conventional delivery. The top up degree is a
course that allows students with a Higher
National Diploma {(HND) in forestry to study an
additional year full-time and obtain a BSc
(Honours) degree. This course had proved
popular but one constraint to student enrolment
was the necessity of being on campus for the
year. By 2000 the distance-learning course, the
first such forestry course in the UK had been
validated and the first cohort of students of 25
UK or lrish students and 23 Cypriot students was
enrolled that September. This article discusses
the rationale for adopting distance-learning, the
approach taken by the NSF, the lessons learned
and the scope for future development.

Rationale for adopting a
distance-learning approach
The nature of forestry in the UK and worldwide
has changed markedly with the focus
broadening from a technical approach to a
broader one that aiso encompasses social and
ecological aspects . Thus forestry should not be
considered as an isolated, distinet sector but
must be viewed in its broader context as a
means of social and economic development. In
addition, the UK has become more integrated
into a global economy and taking a world view of
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forestry issues is crucial.

There have also been considerable
developments in the use of technology in the
sector, for example the widespread use of
Geographic information Systems (GIS) and
Global Positioning Systems. Never before have
forestry graduates had to have such a diverse
range of skills. These changes offer
opportunities for provision of resources for
professional development and re-training within
the forestry sector. This source of potential
students is important given the general decline,
since 1994 in students applying to study full time
forestry higher education in the UK .

The activities of the forest sector are spread
throughout the UK, yet the number of people
employed, at 29,500 full time egquivalent is
relatively small. These characteristics make the
development of distance-learning courses in
forestry attractive. Much of the learing can be
undertaken away from the confines of a campus,
an atiraction to the student and also it is
beneficial to the educational institution in that
there is the potential for larger cohorts. In
addition, it was considered that a distance-
learning course could build upon the success of
the part time HND and Higher National
Cettificate in Forestry and allow progression for
those students. Currently the NSF has a greater
number of students in part-time higher education
than full-time.

Distance learning provides an atiractive
means of delivering certain elements of a
forestry education. Most students must work
part-time due to financial circumstances and a
distance learning or part-time approach makes
batancing work and study more feasible.
Furthermore, many of the students undertaking
the top up degree at the NSF are mid-career




. ___wrth the resources and time avatlable S
- Prior to the development of the quallf:oatlon

"'_some basro market researoh was conducted to
~ensure that the content and methods for delivery.
‘would meet the needs. of prospeottve students
. Although the ‘number of
__-ﬁrespondents was smail the resuits showed that .

there was. oonsxderable interest’ from’ both-"
__-employers and former HND: students in the -
and that most ‘employers - would” be .
prepared 1o’ support employees in studymg the
Other cruolal information that
was, ooileoted 1noluded a ranking. of proposed-“
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professionals and the distance learn_i-ng delivery -

allows them to continue in fheir current
workplace whilst studying.

The development of distance learning at NSF
also reflects the culture of the University of
Central Lancashire, which emphasises the
zmportance of broademng access to education.

Seed funds were provided by the university to

employ a researoh assxstant to assist in the.

development of the course.

In general, distance Iearnang is oonsndered to
have certain potential advantages over campus-
based learning. These lnctude improved access

to learning for students; flexrbllity in place and

time of delivery and reduction in costs through

more efficient use of tutor’s time. . These benefits -

have largety been reahsed by the NSF through
the drstanoe Eearmng degree :

The programme o

R BSc programme

3 'top up. degree and this was: consxdered feasﬂale

and: employers

' COUI’S@

._ 'top up degree.

moduies and details on the preferred mode of
del;very, paper based, internet or CD-ROM::
To simplify the' admrmstratlon of the course
and to reduce development time, no optional
modules were to be offered. Selection of the six
modules was based on the research, with only
one new module being written, on strategic
planning. This module was included in response

:5___'and examinations and
;:"soheduled Wrthm these penods S o
A crucial aspect of any drstanoe leammg_- -

“‘Under. the: University's
z'oourse if student retention is to be maxrm;sed s

. .=_;moduiar learnmg structure for qualtflcattons SiX:.
. -modules were requlreol to be developed for-the -

to 71% of employers in the survey wanting
business skills to feature in the course. The
decision was made to produce the learning
materials as paper workbooks {which contain the
lectures’) and study packs (which contain
relevant journal articles) with the workbook also
being provided on CD-ROM to allow the use of
hyperlinks for accessing relevant websites and
electronic documents. Web based provision was
not considered as aftractive an option by the ex-
students who responded, perhaps because of
the cost of internet access. When considering
media itis pertinent however that the success of
distance learning is largely related to the
management of the teaching and learning
eXperienoe'rather than the media of delivery.
Provision of field courses and practical
sessions was oonsudered lmportant for certain

. modules and aiso all of those ex-students that
"responded

_ residential sessions as part of the course. There
. _-flrst foray lnto dsstanoe learn;ng beoause the.__-
¢ course, was aqunvalent to one year of fullatzme._-.
'htgher eduoatron rather than three years for a full

in the market survey wanted

are three residential sessrons through the course '
tutonais are also-

the: provrsron of quality aoademto and'

'3”;__admrmstratlve support. - Students ‘studying by S

w0 distance” learning will feel more zsolated that "
~ those’ undertaklng campus- based courses and
_aiso many have the add;tfonal pressures of work’
., and family. lrfe to oontend with in addition to the .

demands of the COUrse. Telephone tutonals are "

'arranged at a set time every week for the module' x
that the students are studying and they. oan also'

telephone or- e~mall at other times.
Administrative, support is prowded by a

re_searoh assistant and a course administrator.

The research assistant maintains the website-

~and an-on-line bulletin board and is responsible |
_ for electronic media and materials. The bulletin

board allows students to have a general forum
for discussion”about the course. The course
administrator is responsible for all other activities

- excluding those that are purely acadéemic.

The university has also provided library
support to distance learning students, enabling
them to access any book within the university's
libraries. The library catalogue is on-line which
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allows it to be viewed on the internet. This
support has vyielded benefits with student
retention being higher than predicted. Of the 48
students that enrolled in the first: year, only 2 had
withdrawn and 7 had intercalated by the end of
the first year.

Lessons learned
There were few difficulties with the functioning of
the course during its first year, Iargeiy due to the

careful piaﬂnmg prior to its launch. However an

aspect that few appreciated was the time

. required to write high quailty iearnmg material,
- despite five of the six moduies bemg alfeady

offered on the oampus Thts was a major Cost,

although such materials were' also. vafuabfe :
: 'resourcos for the campus-hased versions of the'
o modulesi It s crucial, that any.. orgamsataon'_-_
:g_’embarkmg on’ deveiopsng d:stance iearmng__
resources
1o make the venture a. suooess' _The prmtmg of*_

pl’DVISiOH budgets sufﬁolent ttme an

'-th_e paper-based matenels Was a!s_o

- of the ‘course.
ﬂe[ectromc files” that can be dovvn!oaded woul
reduce costs “but afso""fposs;bly the: value for
: money and qual;ty a perceived by the student

Dlstaﬂce Ieammg students on a prectlcal at Whmlatter Forest Cumbna
' 813

Ptovndmg ail- "mater:a!s as :""d:stance learmng coursee in hrgher educat:on

- _e’nd in other areas of ] orestry educat;on

i:--':the NSF have potentiei as part of a programme;

'

The delay between providing feedback must -
be short and the feedback itself must be clear
and comprehensive, especially for the initial
assignments. Many of our distance- -learning
students have been away from formal education
for many years and requlre reassuranoe and fo
obtain an idea of the rigour of markmg which is
higher than for a final year HND.-

Before the launch of the course consideration

- was given to the chronological sequence of the -

modules. It is daunting  re- entermg higher
education, particularfy through distance- learnmg
and it was decided that the first moduEe should
be' advanced silviculture, a sub;ect in which all
forestry professzonafs have some background.

This: dec;s;on proved wise as. students found it

-easier to begm by studying a fammar topic while
‘Eeammg the dtsozpfme and . ieammg technsquee '
: _assoc:ated with leammg at a dsstance

- Future developments

h leen the fmeema} and other dlfﬂcuitles levolved-__

' for the growth of

 the programmes at

of: oontmuous profess;onai;f

- by the Institute of Chartered .

‘their CPD programme. . In.
“addition; some of the modules’l
in. courses: provided  by. the
NSF could be converted into”
general mterest Courses. .
There s, cons;derable pubhe__

mterest
examp!e
- Trust's

- the Woodland
membersh;p has .

last - two. years fo over .
100,000, 1t is likely therefore w7
that a general interest course
on woodiands would have a
market.

Also the use of distance

_development (CPD). The Gls
“module is. already endorsed - .. . |

.'Foresters as’. an efement of ¢

in wood%ands for:

lncreased by 60% over the =
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fearning modules would allow students at other
campuses at the University to study forestry
modules. The NSF is currently preparing a

tropical forestry module for provision via a web-

based media. This would allow students based
at the Preston Campus siudying subjects such
as geography, environmental management or
biology to take this module as an option, without
attending at the Cumbria Campus, where the
NSF is located.

Conclusion

Distance learning offers considerable potential
for education and training in forestry, both in
purely.distance learning courses and also as an
additional pathway for learning in campus-based
courses. The NSE’s top up degree has proven &
success both in terms of student numbers,
retention and satisfaction, largely due to careful
planning, support structures and in the most part
the use of paper-based learning materials.
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