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28 February 2023 

Mr Pete Smith 
Principal and Chief Executive  
Borders College 
 
Dear Mr Smith, 

A team of HM Inspectors from Education Scotland visited Borders College in November 2022 
to undertake an Annual Engagement Visit. During our visit, we talked to learners, staff and 
stakeholders, and worked closely with the senior managers.  
 
The team found the following major strengths in the college’s work: 
 
Recruitment 
 
College managers revised their approach to the marketing of provision in order to raise the 
profile of the college in the local area. This was supported by use of Labour Market 
Intelligence (LMI) and regional skills data to help identify and promote local career pathways 
to schools, parents and care-givers and Skills Development Scotland careers staff. College 
staff take good account of local, national and regional priorities to inform the recent 
curriculum redesign. The revised curriculum has impacted positively on recruitment, meets 
better the needs of potential learners, and has increased the number of male applicants for 
courses. As a result of learner feedback and the implementation of the recent Future Skills 
Strategy, staff introduced a series of information events to ensure potential learners 
remained engaged with the college. This is showing early signs of having a positive impact 
on rates of early learner withdrawal. 

Retention  
 

Overall, rates of learner withdrawal are lower than the sector average for both further and 

higher education (FE and HE) programmes. Achievement Coaches support learners well in 

classes and have a positive relationship with all curriculum staff. This cohesive, cross-

college approach to providing support is impacting positively on the learner experience and 

outcomes. Staff in curriculum areas have redesigned their programmes to include a range of 

National Progression Awards (NPAs), employability awards and work placements to 

motivate learners to continue on their programmes. The ‘Ask Me Anything’ meetings for staff 

helped to identify the need to provide professional learning on dealing with challenging 

behaviours. This was recorded and uploaded onto the e-learning site for all staff to access 

when needed. The innovative ‘quiet induction’ arrangements provide support for learners 

who are unable to attend the scheduled induction for their programme. Although uptake was 

high, it is too early to determine if this has impacted positively on learner retention.  The 

evaluation of learner support services highlighted the need for an increasing number of 

young males accessing services. This resulted in targeted support and interventions for 

male learners across the college including the “Andy’s Man Club” and the men’s walking 

group.   
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Attainment 

 

Full time FE learner attainment was high at 70% an increase of three percentage points from 

the previous year. Part time FE attainment was also high at 85%, an increase of two 

percentage points from the previous year. Full time HE learner attainment was high at 76%, 

an increase of three percentage points from the previous year. Part-time HE learner 

attainment was high at 89%, an increase of two percentage points from the previous year. 

All of these figures continue to be above the sector average. Improved access to information 

and data has helped staff to target support for learners who are experiencing hardship, and 

address student behaviour issues.   

 

Progression 

 

Learner progression to a positive destination from full-time HE programmes has increased 

over the last 3 years. Of the HE learners moving on to further study, almost all progressed to 

a course relating to their college programme. The response rate to the SFC leavers 

destination survey for full-time FE learners was high (91%). Most learners go on to study 

another programme at Borders College although the percentage of learners moving into 

further full-time study has declined. College staff have established a number of partnerships 

with a wide range of employers, schools, and universities to provide progression 

opportunities for learners. Staff identified a need to raise learner awareness of potential 

positive destinations out with their local area. As a result they have introduced the global 

citizenship programme across the college. This supports learners well to identify 

opportunities for progression they may not previously have considered.  

 

The following areas for improvement were identified and discussed with the senior managers: 
 

• A few learners who had joined programmes after the start date did not receive a formal 
induction and as a result were not fully prepared for their programmes of study.   

 

• Learners at the Tweedbank campus report feeling isolated from the main college and 

less well provided for than their peers. In addition, learners do not have access to the 

same support or services as other learners.   

  

• Class representatives have not received training to help them fulfil their role and this is 

impacting on their ability to fully represent the learner voice across a number of areas.   

  

• The Student Association (SA) vice president roles had not yet been filled and as a 

result the SA is under-resourced.   

 

• There are currently no formal, consistent arrangements in place to allow learners to 
provide feedback about their experiences and support action planning for improvement.    
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The following main point for action was identified:  

 

• College managers should ensure that all learners have regular opportunities to provide 

their views and contribute to action-planning for improvement.  

  
 
What happens next? 
 
Whilst we recognise the progress has been made across most areas for improvement, we 
will ask for a report on progress on the agreed areas for improvement to be provided to the 
college link HM Inspector within agreed timescales. Taking account of the progress report, 
we will then decide what further engagement with the college is required.  
 
 
 
Margaret Rose Livingstone 
HM Inspector 
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