
I was 
overwhelmed by 
the satisfaction 
that I got out 

of it. 

The reward of 
helping people.  
You feel good 

about 
yourself.

canal
college

Project Evaluation
2013-2015

This is the report 
of an independent 
external evaluation 
that followed canal 
college during its 
two year journey 
(2013-15). 
 
The evaluation was 
based on a systematic 
plan for measuring the 
project’s outcomes. 
It draws on a wide 
range of evidence from 
sources including: 

• Participant and 
stakeholder 
interviews during 
and after each 
programme

• Focus groups with 
mentors and young 
people

• Creative evaluation 
activities at 
celebration 
events and award 
ceremonies

• Assessing project 
paperwork and 
reports

• Participant files and 
portfolios

• Stakeholder 
surveys with 96 
respondents

• Site visits, including 
participation in 
and observation of 
activity days

Natural Heritage
86% of respondents to the final 
stakeholder survey agreed or strongly 
agreed that canal college increased 
the public’s appreciation of wildlife 
and plants. 

There is good evidence from participant 
portfolios, awards and interviews 
that young people’s own knowledge 
and appreciation also increased. For 
example, understanding of protected 
and invasive species was developed: 

• Participants carried out wildlife surveys 
and created a wildflower meadow 
and woodland garden, increasing 
biodiversity in a city landscape.

• 10 mammal rafts were deployed for 
learning about species like mink and 
water vole. This is lower than the target 
of 24 because rafts were still intact and 
reusable after each use.   

• 48 bat boxes were produced and will 
be installed near the canal in Falkirk 
as part of a long term study of the 
effectiveness of different box designs. 
Again, this is lower than the target of 
144 boxes, as bat workshops were not 
introduced until programmes 5 and 
6 and focused as much on educating 
young people about wildlife as on 
building boxes.

‘When you actually do 
the work, you can look 
back and say ‘I helped 
build that’. Actually 
making a difference to the 
community…seeing it’s 
changing the environment 
and making it better. 
People walking by and 
noticing the canal, not just 
saying ‘It’s just a canal’.’
(canal college participant) 

Built and Cultural Heritage
· • 90% of respondents to the final stakeholder 

survey agreed or strongly agreed that canal 
college had helped to preserve the canal’s 
infrastructure. 

· • 87% agreed or strongly agreed that it 
increased the public’s appreciation of canals.

canal college’s contribution to Built Heritage 
was designed around two ‘signature’ projects: 
the Calders Gateway in Edinburgh and the 
historic lock flight at The Falkirk Wheel.  As the 
programme developed and its credibility grew, 
stonework repairs and vegetation clearance 
took place at nine other sites too (listed 
overleaf).

In Falkirk, Scottish Canals were particularly 
pleased at the opportunities arising from canal 
college’s partial excavation of the lock flight. 
As well as finding interesting historical artefacts 
(now in the care of Archaeology Scotland), the 
work helped people learn about canal heritage:

“Each mortar joint renewed helps 
the structure survive. Exposure of 
the old locks in Falkirk provides the 
opportunity for the public to see 
how the transfer of boats took place 
when the canal was first built and 
operational.” (Scottish Canals employee)

In Edinburgh, increased public appreciation of 
the canals came about through the improved 
environment at Calders Gateway and cultural 
heritage open days, where people of different 
generations shared their stories of working 
and living around the canal. As one former 
participant put it:

‘Making the little garden at Calders 
and repairing the bridges reminds 
people of the wonderful resource we 
have.’

These experiences increased participants’ 
employability in the heritage sector, but 
also helped to preserve heritage skills. Staff 
from organisations like Scottish Canals and 
Archaeology Scotland have observed that 
participants’ skills are often of a professional 
standard: 

‘The drawing that (participants) 
produced was highly accurate and 
will be submitted as part of the 
official record of the monument.’
(Project archaeologist)

Stakeholders, Public and Families 

The increase in self-confidence, self-respect and skills has 
been remarkable. The leadership and development of 
team working shown by instructors has been exemplary. 
The local community has also benefited greatly through 
improved access to the environment. This has been a great 
example of how our less advantaged young people can 
access training.
Provost Pat Reid, Falkirk Council 
 

Just as the canals have acted as a lifeline of commerce 
and trade throughout the centuries, canal college has 
provided a lifeline of skills and experience to young 
people in Edinburgh and Falkirk. This work offers real 
value in terms of personal development, but also its 
value to people – the social value it creates for the city 
and for the communities that benefit from the time 
and energy that volunteers give.
Norman Work, Bailie of the City of Edinburgh
 

canal college is known for its excellent results with all our 
European Union partners. We have had many transnational 
exchanges to learn from each other, not least in Belgium, 
who were so impressed with the results they lobbied 
politicians for all their young people to go through similar 
accreditation.
Chris Bailey Enterprise Manager – European Projects, Canal & River 
Trust
 

This is a fantastic programme. It gives young people 
opportunities; a connection to a brilliant industrial, 
commercial, economic, social asset, which is the canal 
network. Everybody gains out of this. 
Ross Martin, Chair of Scottish Waterways Trust
 

canal college has been a fantastic experience. The canals 
are an amazing asset. A really massive thank you from 
Scottish Canals, because we have learnt a lot from this 
process, and so have the young people.
Richard Millar, Director of Heritage, Enterprise, Sustainability with 
Scottish Canals
 

Well done for the great work that you are doing. The 
achievement and exceeding of the outputs measure 
targets is impressive, but it is the photos and narrative, 
including the personal testimony of the young people, 
that speak volumes about what the programmes are 
managing to do.
Karen Morrison, Operational Officer, Scottish Natural Heritage

A Future Writ in Stone

When he left his home on the Isle of 
Skye in search of a career, 18-year-
old Angus Harkness had never even 
seen a canal. Now, as Scottish Canals’ 
Apprentice Stonemason, he’s playing 
a key role in safeguarding their 
heritage. 
 

“I made the decision to move 
away when I heard about 
canal college. It was a brilliant 
decision. Learning about the 
history and heritage of the waterways was all new to me, 
but I really enjoyed it. There was a lot of practical work too, 
which I loved. It’s not every day you get to help repair a 
200-year-old weir!”
 
Just as Angus was preparing to graduate from canal college, a Heritage Lottery Fund-
supported placement became available - at Scottish Canals! 
 

“I couldn’t believe my luck when the team at canal college 
told me there was a placement available,” Angus said. “The 
interview training and help with my CV the course provided 

- as well as the fact I had already worked on the canals - 
gave me the confidence to apply for the post.”

 
Angus’s confidence paid off when he was offered the role of Heritage Engineer at 
Scottish Canals, helping ensure the rich built heritage of the waterways is available for 
future generations to enjoy.
 

Craig Sear, Angus’s Team Supervisor, said: “We had a lot of applications 
for the position but one stood out from the rest. The rest is 
history.” Angus has now started a four-year apprenticeship in stonemasonry.
 

“Without canal college and the placement, I don’t know 
where I’d be or what I’d be doing. I’m incredibly thankful 
to everyone who’s helped me get to where I am today.”

Young People
REPRESENTATIVE 
QUOTES FROM 
INTERVIEWS

Case Studies - Places and Infrastructure

Case Studies - Stakeholders, Public and Fam
ilies

Case Studies - Young People and M
entors

A
bout the evaluation

A Huge Thank You to canal college

After he finished college, my son was unemployed for 
almost a year. He would apply for jobs and be offered 
interviews but would not come across as well as he 
could, due to his Asperger’s Syndrome and shyness.

From the first interview with canal college, the
project workers made allowances for his 
difficulties in expressing himself and 
made him feel at ease. The staff and 
mentors have been absolutely fantastic. 
They have fostered an atmosphere 
of inclusion and teamwork which has 
benefitted everyone involved.
 
The things canal college has given my 
son are immeasurable, but the most 
obvious ones are:

Independence
he wouldn’t use public transport 

before canal college.

Self-Assurance
he is much more willing to express an 

opinion or give suggestions.

Confidence
he is much happier at expressing 

himself and is nowhere near as shy as 
he was.

A Social Outlet
working as a team has given him 

room to practise social skills.
 

He really enjoyed his time at canal college; not only the physical 
work, but also the historical research and learning heritage skills. 
He has gone on to gain work in the environment/heritage sector.
 
canal college has been a massive success, especially for young 
people who struggle to access work. The effect the college has 
had on the students is huge. 
 
It has provided an opportunity for young people to find out 
about themselves and to discover skills they didn’t know they 
had.

Report produced by
Graeme Reekie 
MA MBA Cmgr FCMI

External evaluator 
to canal college
Wren and Greyhound Limited

Mentors 
The outcomes mentors most commonly reported were improvements in knowledge and 
skills; employability; confidence and pride; communication skills; and health and wellbeing. 
The quotes below are representative of the views 
shared in focus groups and interviews:

It’s the enjoyment 
of being outside 

and helping people. 
Looking after The 

Falkirk Wheel, it makes 
me feel happy 
about myself.

It was very useful for me, to 
give me something to do, 

to make me feel productive. 
I enjoyed learning new 

things, things I didn’t know 
about my own city. 

The time I spent there 
was really good, honestly 
brilliant people I worked 
with.  I’m sure that put 

me in good stead to get a 
job, cos I used that in the 

interview.

Even if you’re not 
good with people, it 
can help you get to 

know people 
and make new 

friends. 

Other people 
would benefit from 
coming here. Their 
confidence would 

grow. My confidence 
has gone through 

the roof! 

There wasn’t 
anything I didn’t 

enjoy. You get a lot 
of awards for doing 

it as well.

It was really good, 
really varied and 

interesting. Helped 
improve my chances 

of getting 
a job.

Anybody would 
enjoy it if they 
gave it a go! It 
was good for 

experience and 
a reference.

Being a Mentor – AUDREY’S STORY

I joined half way through the first programme of canal college. The staff, volunteers and 
mentors could not have been more welcoming. The fact that the young people were 
volunteering makes the project successful in my eyes - they are not forced to come along. canal 
college gave the volunteers and mentors new experiences weekly. This is what made us all keep 
returning. 

Each programme was better than the last. Being part of the programme was the best thing I 
have ever done. It gave me experience, training, opportunities and new skills which has led me 
to where I am today. 

It widens your 
horizons because 

you’re actually working 
with teenagers and 

showing them what’s 
there, what can 

be done.  

It’s given me 
something 
to do and 

feel positive 
about. 

It’s broadened my 
employment searches, 

I now know that I 
can mentor and I can 
work with people who 

have care needs.

It improves your 
own social skills, 

you’re learning day-
by-day how to interact 

and manage 
situations.

I feel really 
good about 

it, it increases 
your confidence 

each time 
you go.

‘Staff and mentors 
have fostered 

an atmosphere 
of inclusion and 

teamwork’

This case study was written by a canal college participant’s parent and is a typical 
example of the outcomes reported by families during the evaluation. 

This
Report
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canal college is a trademark initiative of Scottish Waterways Trust, supported by



Looking back

canal college® is a pioneering skills, work experience and employability programme. It 
provides memorable learning opportunities and hands-on work experience for young 
people between 16-25 years who are not in employment, education or training. 

Most participants have faced significant additional barriers to, or have been disengaged from, work and 
education. These range from learning disabilities and mental health problems such as depression, through to 
chaotic home lives, acute shyness, speech problems and low self-esteem. 

For many, canal college is therefore their first experience of achieving recognised awards like the Saltire 
Award for volunteering, the John Muir Award for environmental commitment, and Youth Achievement 
Awards for participation, responsibility and leadership. It may also be their first experience of team working, 
leadership opportunities, and peer support. As a result, one of the outcomes participants most frequently 
cited in the evaluation was improved confidence and social skills.

Between 2013 and 2015, 162 young people took part in the six 14-week canal college programmes in the 
Edinburgh and Falkirk areas (target 144). 116 of these achieved at least one positive destination as a result, 
including:

• 21 found paid employment

• 21 began accredited training courses

• 20 went on to new volunteering opportunities

• 19 entered work placements

• 15 were accepted onto paid training

• 14 enrolled in Further Education

canal college is also a unique volunteering experience, giving people over 25 years of age the opportunity 
to mentor and help young people. By contributing their own skills and life learning, 24 mentors have helped 
young people to learn about the built, cultural and natural heritage of canals. But mentors have also 
developed skills and achieved outcomes of their own, particularly confidence and employability. 

The project achieved all of its intended outcomes. This report summarises these and highlights canal 
college’s important contribution to the built, natural and cultural heritage of the canal environment. 

Overleaf - Stakeholder support was high, evidenced by above-target numbers of young people and mentors 
recruited; the participation of partner organisations; the diversity of referring agencies; and high-profile 
support for end-of-programme celebration events.
 

Looking ahead 

                     The evaluation identified a positive culture of learning and improvement 
between canal college and its stakeholders (e.g. communities, referral organisations, 
funders). Scottish Waterways Trust also contributed valuable learning to its European 
partnership programme. To help inform the next stage of the project’s development, the 
following observations are made: 
 
During the final evaluation, the most common suggestion for improvement was for sustained funding. 
Dedicated teaching, transport and welfare facilities were desired, reducing the logistical challenges of 
delivering the programme simultaneously in two sites.
   
The project developed strong referral and partnership networks, which improved recruitment, planning and 
project delivery with each programme. It would be useful to find ways to keep these relationships ‘warm’, so 
networks don’t have to be rebuilt when the project restarts in the future. 
 
Systems for planning and recording participant outcomes have improved but could be applied more 
consistently. Otherwise there are good signs of a sustainable model having been developed. Project learning 
has been embedded in canal college’s systems and processes, helping to ensure continuity when the project 
restarts.
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Accredited Training (21)

Paid Training (15)

Volunteering (20)

Employment (21)

Work Placement (19)
Further Education (14)

Anybody would 
enjoy it if they gave 

it a go! Good for 
experience and a 

reference.

It’s something 
for my CV, I get 
awards for this.

Gave me more 
certificates than I 

got at school.

I loved canal 
college, helped 

me with my 
confidence.

Amazing. 
Learned lots. 

Awesome 
experience.

THE EMPLOYMENT PEAKS THE EDUCATIONAL HEIGHTS

• canal college Project Certificate (155)

• Scottish Canals Competency Certificate (129)

• Youth Achievement Award (72)

Saltire Award (141) •

John Muir Award (120) •

Lime Mortaring Certificate (70) •

FALKIRK AREA EDINBURGH AREA

Canal Bridges
10, 11 and 19

Calders
Community Garden

Polwarth
Church

Broomflat
Weir

360 sq m of stonework
repairs at 7 sites

Full surveys of work requirements
were done for all practical tasks

Glen Village
Weir, Falkirk

Craigmarloch
Stables

Falkirk Wheel Race
and Lock flight

Brighton’s
Wharf

1500sq m of vegetation cleared from 
culverts, reducing risk of erosion and flooding

amazing

young

canal
college

people thank experienceawesome

great

learned good

work

enjoyed
inspiring

supportivestaff
loved

loads

lots

really

mentor

Enhanced
biodiversity of canal

corridor via wildflower
meadow

10
mammal tracking

units installed

85% of people
reported increased
pride in their local

environment

Bat populations given
greater protection, 48 new 

bat boxes produced 
and sited

Increased
understanding of 

protected and invasive
species

SOCIAL OUTCOMES

CULTURAL HERITAGE

The participant I referred has grown 
markedly in confidence as a result of 
his experiences at canal college. He 

is currently looking into work training 
options, which was proving 

impossible prior to his involvement. 
(Referral agency)

“It’s been fantastic for the 
area, just what it needed!” 

(Local resident)
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loved

loads
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canal college
has been a 

valuable 
partner for 

other organi-
sations

canal college 
has supported 

other 
not-for-profit 

businesses 
and 

organisations

The project has 
increased the 

public’s apprecia-
tion of canals

The project has 
increased the 

public’s 
appreciation of 

wildlife and 
plants
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162
participants

24
volunteer
mentors

19,568 
hours (nearly 

£1m) of 
voluntary work

116 (72%) 
participants achieved 
at least one positive 

destination

BUILT HERITAGE

NATURAL HERITAGE
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What did you
get out of

taking part?
(Themes from interviews with 

young people)
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I gained more 
confidence and 

optimism in 
searching for 

work.

Strongly Agree 

Agree

Neither Agree
nor Disagree

Strongly Agree 

Agree

Neither Agree nor Disagree

Disagree

Brightons Wharf
vegetation clearance, before

Brightons Wharf

vegetation clearance, after
Calders Gateway

before

Calders Gateway

after

The feedback from 
people passing through 
Calder Gate is superb, 
we have made an area 
where wild flowers and 

trees have made a huge 
impact. (Survey 

respondent)

The Calder area is 
beginning to look really 
good and canal college 

has played a great part in 
this. (Calders Residents’ 

Association)

Heritage kit created with 

information and artefacts 

from all 6 programmes

Historical artefacts 

identified and archived with 

Archaeology Scotland

"You can look back 

and say 

'I helped build that'"
New heritage trail

Employability skills were
gained by participants

and volunteers.

More young people now consider the

heritage and green employment sectors 

as a potential workplace/career path. Participants’ appreciation of the

heritage significance of canals was

developed through practical projects
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Preserving the infrastructure of the

200-year old canals: clearing vegetation;

undertaking surveys; repairing bridges,

buildings, weirs and culverts.

Partnerships have been strengthened, new

networks have been created and not-for-

profit enterprises have been supported.

The management of protected species and

natural heritage has been enhanced by creating

mammal tracking units, installing bat boxes

and creating a wildflower meadow.


