
 

 

Scottish Parliament 
 
Learning and Skills Committee - February 21, 2018 
 
Written statement from the Commissioner for Fair Access 
 
Introduction 
 
1. I first gave evidence to the Committee on January 25, 2017 shortly after I had been appointed 

Commissioner for Fair Access. On that occasion I was only able to talk in very general terms 
about how I planned to approach this new role. So, after my first year as Commissioner, I 
welcome this opportunity to give further evidence to the Committee and answer Members’ 
questions. This written statement is mainly based on my first Annual Report published on 
December 13, 2017 (https://beta.gov.scot/publications/laying-foundations-fair-access-annual-
report-2017-commissioner-fair-access/) and the four discussion documents on important 
themes relating to fair access which have also been published. Copies of talks I have given are 
also available on the Commissioner website (https://beta.gov.scot/about/how-government-is-
run/directorates/advanced-learning-and-science/commissioner-fair-access/). 

 
Progress towards fair access 
 
2. During my first year as Commissioner I have visited a number of colleges and universities, 

including ‘ancient’ universities, other chartered universities, ‘post-1992’ universities and 
colleges, as well as meeting with representative bodies and other agencies. On every occasion 
the people I met were welcoming and supportive of the role of Commissioner. I have found no 
evidence of any lack of commitment in principle to fair access, or to meeting the targets set by 
the Government, although I have been made aware of the practical difficulties that some 
institutions have experienced. Overall I have been impressed by the openness of the debate 
about fair access. 

 
3. The two most significant reservations expressed have been: 
 

A. The danger that fair access targets will produce a ‘squeezed middle’ - in other words, that 
the drive to recruit more students from SIMD20 areas will lead to a reduction of 
opportunities for applicants who are neither deprived nor privileged (because well qualified 
applicants, whatever their social background, will continue to secure places). This is 
normally referred to as ‘displacement’. My impression is that these fears, although 
completely genuine, may be exaggerated. But one of the recommendations I make in my 
Annual Report addressed to the Scottish Government is designed to address these fears; 

 
B. The need to expand the number of SIMD20 applicants. The latest UCAS figures which 

showed an overall increase in SIMD20 applicants, also showed a small decline in 18 year 
old SIMD20 applicants that may serve as a wake-up call to those who believe that progress 
towards meeting fair access targets can be taken for granted. Of course, this slight decline 
should not prevent a continuing increase in the proportion of SIMD20 students admitted 
(and it is important to remember that a third of entrants to higher education in Scotland are 
not dealt with through UCAS). However, it does highlight the need to redouble outreach 
activities to encourage more young SIMD20 applicants - and also the need to minimise 
competitive cherry-picking by institutions by promoting greater collaboration. 

 
4. Measuring progress is inevitably difficult. The 2030 target, that SIMD20 students should make 

up 20 per cent of the total student population in higher education, looks reasonably secure. 
There may be greater difficulty in meeting that target in the case of universities (i.e. without the 
contribution made by colleges) and also meeting the 10 per cent target for every individual 
institution by 2021. Of course, many universities already exceed the 10 per cent target but a 
few high-demand universities may struggle. I have been impressed, however, by the progress 
made by universities such as Stirling and Dundee.  
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5. The major challenges are: 
 

A. To work towards a more equal spread of opportunities for SIMD20 applicants across 
Scotland’s colleges and universities; 

 
B. To ensure that SIMD20 students have an equal chance of succeeding - in terms of 

continuation rates, proportion with ‘good’ degrees (i.e. Firsts and 2:1s) and access to 
‘graduate’ jobs.  

 
Annual Report 
 
6. As the post of Commissioner is new, there were no precedents for the format and content of 

the Commissioner’s Annual Report. I decided that my first report should be comprehensive in 
its scope and address most (but not all) the major topics relevant to fair access. Future Annual 
Reports are likely to be more focused and selective. The two areas the report does not cover 
are (i) student financial support; and (ii) the role played by schools in fair access to higher 
education. The first was not covered because a separate review of student financial support 
was already under way (and its final report was published shortly before my Annual Report). 
The role of schools I intend to cover in subsequent Annual Reports. In my first year my efforts 
have been focused on meetings with colleges and universities. Over the next 12 months I hope 
to engage in greater detail with schools, and hope to be able to make more substantive 
comments about their key role in fair access. 

 
7. The key messages in the report are grouped here under six headings - (i) participation rates 

and targets; (ii) the responsibilities of college and universities, and the SFC; (iii) admissions, 
progression and outcomes; (iv) articulation, and the scope for developing a joined-up tertiary 
education system; (v) the use of the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) as the metric 
for measuring progress; and (vi) the need to review the total number of funded places. Based 
on my experience as Commissioner these six headings cover the major issues in the debate 
about fair access 

 
8. Participation and targets 
 

• Scotland has the highest rate of participation in higher education in the United Kingdom and 
one of the highest in Europe. But young people from the most privileged homes are still 
three times more likely to go to higher education than those from the most disadvantaged - 
and over three times as likely to go to university.  

 

• The Scottish Government’s target that by the end of the next decade 20 per cent of new 
entrants to higher education will come from the 20 per cent most deprived areas in 
Scotland - a truly level playing eld in terms of access - is among the most ambitious in the 
world. But, although challenging, it is achievable.  
 

• Progress towards meeting that target, and individual targets for colleges and universities, 
has been steady. But the current forward momentum may not be sufficient. Bolder steps 
will be required - by the Scottish Government, the Scottish Funding Council and (most) 
institutions. 

 
9. Institutions and the SFC 
 

• All institutions must make a contribution to meeting the 2030 target. It is crucial that the 
ancient universities, which currently have the most privileged student intakes, play a full 
part - and a leadership role. But it is equally important that the key role played by colleges, 
which enrol a much higher proportion of students from more deprived backgrounds, is 



 

 

respected and reinforced.  
 

• The Scottish Funding Council should make fuller use of its powers to promote fair access, 
and ensure that outcome agreements become effective instruments not just for monitoring 
but also rewarding performance in line with the Government’s desire to see their use 
‘intensified’.  
 

10. Admissions and progression 
 

• Making lower offers to applicants from deprived backgrounds is not ‘dumbing down’ entry 
standards. Not all applicants have the same advantages, in terms of family support or 
school experience. Making the same offer to everyone is not only unfair; it fails to identify 
students with the greatest potential. Universities need to make much bolder use of 
contextual admissions.  
 

• Admitting more students from deprived backgrounds is only the first stage. They must 
receive the support - academic, financial and pastoral - they need to succeed. But, just as 
the use of contextual admissions opens up a debate about how entry ‘standards’ should be 
defined, there needs to be an equivalent debate about how ‘success’ is defined. 

 
11. Articulation 
 

• Scotland has a unique opportunity to produce a joined-up tertiary education system, across 
higher and further education and workplace learning, which is also an objective of the 
Scottish Government’s Learner Journey 15-24 initiative. This would reduce barriers to 
progression, benefitting all learners but especially those from more deprived backgrounds, 
and increase the efficiency and capacity of the system.  
 

• College students with Higher Nationals (HNs) who transfer to universities should receive full 
credit as a matter of routine. Anything less needs rigorous justification. Smarter articulation 
promotes fair access by freeing up more college-university pathways but also by creating 
more capacity generally.  
 

• There is also scope for improving the transition between school and university - a better fit 
between S6 and Year 1, more co-delivery of the curriculum, and greater opportunities for 
S6 learners with Advanced Highers to go straight into Year 2. This would produce the same 
benefits as smarter articulation between HNs and degrees. 

 
12. SIMD and other measures of disadvantage 
 

• Unfair access is rooted in socioeconomic deprivation, typically located in particular 
communities and perpetuated across generations. There are other forms of disadvantage - 
age, disability, immigrant status and so on - which also need to be urgently addressed. But 
none is as intractable and as deeply entrenched as socio-economic deprivation, which must 
remain the main focus of fair access. 

 
13. Student numbers 
 

• The Scottish Government should review the number of funded places it provides for 
Scottish students. It should guarantee that any savings produced by demographic change, 
Brexit or smarter articulation between HNs and degrees (and schools and universities) will 
be retained within the higher education budget. This would also help to address fears that 



 

 

some students are being ‘displaced’ by more deprived applicants.  
 

Discussion documents 
 
14. I believe it is important that the Commissioner has a ‘presence’, which goes beyond the 

publication of an Annual Report. I have already mentioned my visits to colleges and 
universities, and the talks I have given. In addition four discussion documents have been 
published on the Commissioner website (https://beta.gov.scot/about/how-government-is-
run/directorates/advanced-learning-and-science/commissioner-fair-access/). The intention is to 
focus on key issues / themes by providing the latest data and analysis, accompanied by a 
commentary by the Commissioner.  

 
15. So far four discussion documents have been published. A number of other discussion 

documents is planned for 2018: 
 

 University and College Admissions, Offers and Acceptances - June 19, 2017 
(https://beta.gov.scot/publications/ucas-admissions-offers-acceptances-discussion-
paper/.The first discussion paper examined the ‘access gap’ at various stages - applications, 
offers, acceptances and admissions. It highlighted the need to increase the number of 
applicants from SIMD20 areas. 

 
 Contextual Higher Education Admissions - June 19, 2017 
(https://beta.gov.scot/publications/ucas-admissions-offers-acceptances-discussion-paper/. 
The second discussion paper demonstrated the commitment of most institutions to taking into 
account other factors apart from Higher grades in making offers, but also highlighted the 
need for more transparent language and consistent practice. 

 
 League Tables - November 14, 2017 (https://beta.gov.scot/publications/commissioner-fair-
access-discussion-paper-league-tables/). The third discussion paper highlighted the potential 
dangers to fair access posed by one-size-fits-all league tables that rank all institutions 
according to the same criteria and fail to take into account different missions. 

 
 Retention, Outcomes and Destinations - January 23, 2018 
(https://beta.gov.scot/publications/commissioner-fair-access-discussion-paper-retention-
outcomes-destinations/). The fourth discussion document showed that SIMD20 students 
were not only less likely to be admitted but also to continue after the first year, to receive 
honours degrees, to get ‘good’ degrees (i.e. Firsts or 2.1s) and - even if they got ‘good’ 
degrees - to get ‘graduate’ jobs. 

 
Other issues 
 
16. One of the concerns expressed by Members of this Committee and also more widely was 

about the independence of the Commissioner for Fair Access. My experience over the last 12 
months has been that at no time have I felt my independence was being compromised. The 
officials in the Scottish Government who support my work have always behaved with complete 
professionalism. Prior to publication drafts of my Annual Report were only shared with 
members of the team supporting the Commissioner not more widely in Government. 

 
17. A second concern was that the Commissioner did not have an allocated budget, for research 

and other purposes. However, I can confirm that funding has been made available to support 
my work as required.  Funding has been made available, via the SFC, for the work to establish 
a Framework for Fair Access to identify and guide good practice, and funding has also been 
provided, from within the Scottish Government, for the statistical work that formed the basis of 
the four discussion documents. 

 
Conclusion 
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18. I would like to thank everyone for their support of my work as Commissioner for Fair Access. It 
has been a privilege to be given an opportunity to make a contribution, however small, to 
advancing a cause to which I am strongly committed and which is so central to the success of 
higher education in the 21st century, and also to the functioning of an open and democratic 
society. 

 
 
Peter Scott 
February 12, 2018 

 
 


