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Wales has a problem. The OECD recently said that ’providing access to quality education in rural areas is crucial to meet the needs of rural youth’ (OECD, 2017). However, some pupils in remote areas of Wales don’t have access to as many subjects as those in urban areas, especially at post-16. It is unfair that pupils in rural areas are being punished by being given access to a smaller range of subjects just because of where they live. The cause of this is mainly teacher shortages (Millar, 2017) and it may be having a negative impact on local and the Welsh economy.

The solution to this problem that the Welsh Government have devised is the Rural Education Action Plan, (Welsh Government, 2018). The plan is made up of three themes, each representing one of the challenges and opportunities that rural schools face. Theme 3, supporting rural schools as community and educational spaces, is the theme that we are concerned with. To achieve the aim of supporting rural schools the Welsh Government has launched the E-sgol project. The E-sgol project is designed to connect a teacher to a class of pupils in a rural area via video-link and by using computer tablets. These tablets allow teachers to instantly see the work pupils have completed, to which they can give each pupil written or verbal feedback. E-sgol is based on a similar initiative, E-sgoil, that is currently being used in Scotland (E-sgoil, 2018). The idea is that it will allow pupils from anywhere in Wales to be connected with an appropriate teacher, therefore giving them a wider choice of subjects to choose from. The Welsh Government is working with BT as part of the initiative to improve the internet connectivity to these rural schools, without which E-sgol would not be possible.

A pilot study is currently underway. It has begun with five pupils in year 12 who are studying further mathematics, and will later expand to include childcare, drama, French and year 10 music (Ysgol Bro Pedr, 2018).

There are a variety of opportunities related to E-sgol. The initiative gives pupils the opportunity to access more subjects. This in turn gives pupils more opportunities for work and further education, potentially resulting in a positive impact on the local and national economy. However, there are challenges. 

First of all, I question where the teachers that will be used to deliver these lessons are going to be found. If they are already employed teachers, then does this mean they will be taken away from their regular classes? Or will these teachers be delivering these lessons after school, adding to their workload? In Scotland many of the teachers used for E-sgoil are those that can’t secure full time employment (E-sgoil FAQ’s, 2016), so are Welsh pupils in rural areas going to be taught by potentially sub-standard teachers? However, arguably E-sgoil is creating job opportunities for teachers who otherwise would not be in work, so E-sgol could create more jobs for teachers in Wales. 

Secondly, how will these teachers manage behaviour? There may be fewer behaviour issues due to smaller classes and the use of engaging technology, but if sanctions do need to be handed out then that will have to be carefully thought through. I expect that this will require support staff being on hand at the target school, which will of course cost money. 

Thirdly, the project is likely to be expensive. No official figures have been released, but each Dell Canvas tablet, as seen on a picture on the Ysgol Bro Pedr website (2018), costs around £2000 and the money spent on improving the internet infrastructure will be significant.

Finally, how will lessons that have some element of risk to them, such as science lessons that involved corrosive chemicals, work? Will the school containing the class need to pay a member of staff just to be on hand? This seems like a waste of resources, as that member of staff could be teaching another class themselves. Clearly not every aspect of E-sgol and its delivery has been thought through yet.

Representation in Official Statements

The E-sgol initiative was announced in a few different ways. Firstly, there is via the Rural Education Action Plan (Welsh Government, 2018). This document sets out a plan for improving education in rural areas of Wales but is a very broad and quite grandiose document. It contains little detailed information in regard to how different aspects of the plan will be achieved, and no mention of how schools, the government etc. will be held accountable for making sure that it is a success.  Interestingly, the section about E-sgol is very short and E-sgol is in fact only mentioned in two sentences. Another way it was announced, through a tweet and the gov.wales website, is far more accessible. Kirsty Williams (Williams, 2018) tweeted about the initiative with an accompanying video and was present at the launch. A link in Kirsty’s tweet sends you to a very easy to read page on the gov.wales website (gov.wales, 2018), which explains E-sgol in more detail. By being present at the launch, making a video and tweeting about the plan, it seems to me that Kirsty Williams is trying to build public confidence in the initiative. This is sensible for two reasons. Firstly, on the face of it this is a good initiative, is morally commendable and should be celebrated. Secondly, the Welsh Government has just ditched a different digital learning tool called Hwb+, which cost £10m, so public confidence in technology in the classroom may be low at the moment and needs to be lifted (Lewis, 2018).

Representation in the Media

There has been very little media coverage regarding the project except for a BBC News article (BBC News, 2018). The article is not especially positive or negative and simply explains E-sgol in a matter of fact way. There are other articles, but they just repeat almost word for word what has been said by the BBC. I think there has been little media interest because E-sgol is only in the pilot stage at the moment. If the pilot is successful and is rolled out nationally then it may gain more media attention. 

The only international response about E-sgol was from the Scottish Deputy First Minister, John Swinney (gov.wales, 2018). It is not much of a surprise that Scotland have responded, as E-sgol is based on Scotland’s own similar project called E-sgoil (E-sgoil, 2016). I think that by being positive about E-sgol, Swinney is also helping to remind the Scottish public about his own E-sgoil program. I think he has done this, as Kirsty Williams did, to help build public confidence. The launch of E-sgol allows him to say, or at least suggest, that the Scottish idea of E-sgoil was so good that it is being copied in Wales. This will do no harm to public confidence in him or the Scottish education system.

Local, National and International Impact

Locally, this policy will offer students in rural areas access to a greater range of subjects. This may in turn provide them with more opportunities for further study or work and may benefit the local economy. E-sgol will also help to improve the internet in rural areas due to the Welsh Governments work with BT, which potentially has many economic benefits beyond the classroom.

Nationally, as mentioned previously, it might mean that the teachers that are responsible for teaching these video lessons become overworked, or teachers may be taken away from their regular lessons. Therefore, it could potentially have a negative impact on teachers and pupils in urban areas. However, the project may give opportunities for work to teachers who otherwise cannot get permanent employment. On a more positive note, ‘Digital Competencies’ is one of the main areas of focus from Successful Futures (Donaldson, 2015), and E-sgol is a good example of the Welsh Government putting digital teaching techniques into practice. This may help to build more confidence with the new curriculum.

Internationally, it makes Wales look progressive. It shows that Wales is responding to the OECD’s statement that ’providing access to quality education in rural areas is crucial to meet the needs of rural youth’ (OECD, 2017), and is doing so in a technologically advanced way. It may also mean that just as Wales has been influenced by the E-sgoil in Scotland, other nations may be influenced by E-sgol.

Other Solutions

E-sgol is a form of distance learning and distance learning has been done many times before, for example by the Open University. All that each school really needs to deliver video-link lessons is one device to show a video of the teacher/stream a video of the students (such as an interactive whiteboard with a webcam, connected to a computer) and a one device per pupil to complete work on. By using Google Classroom and Skype you could essentially deliver the E-sgol initiative for free. In this case there would be no set up cost for schools or the government, as almost all schools already own computers and interactive whiteboards, and Google Classroom and Skype are free. From a technological perspective, it could be argued that E-sgol is a waste of money.

Conclusion

With other solutions available to offering more subjects to pupils in rural schools, is E-sgol really necessary? There are clear positives of the initiative, such as providing rural students with a greater range of subjects and improving the internet infrastructure, but there are also some potential issues, such as an uncertainty as to where the teachers will come from and how practical lessons will be facilitated.

It might be that an alternate solution to providing rural schools with a greater range of subjects is simply to close and combine some rural schools in order to collate their teaching resources and students. Clearly Kirsty Williams doesn’t want to do this, as shown with her presumption against the closure of rural schools (Williams, 2016), but it would have pretty much the same end result.

I expect that many communities do want their local schools to stay open, so I imagine that E-sgol will get significant support in the future because of this. However, I question why E-sgol isn’t being promoted as a way of justifying keeping rural schools open. The Welsh Government would be able to claim that E-sgol is a way of ensuring rural schools offer the broadest education possible to rural students. This seems like a missed opportunity by the Welsh Government to me. 
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