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Briefing for education and skills committee – evidence session with Richard 
Lochhead MSP, minister for further education, higher education and science 
on the SFC review 
 
The University and College Union (UCU) is the largest trade union in the post-16 

education sector in the UK, representing over 130,000 academic and related 

members across the UK, and is the largest union in the higher education sector in 

Scotland.   

 
UCU is pleased to provide this evidence to the committee ahead of its evidence 
sessions with the minister for further education, higher education and science on the 
SFC’s review of the coherent provision and sustainability of further and higher 
education. 
 
UCU submitted evidence to the review.  A copy of our submission is available here.   
 
We welcome the review and particularly the tone, and the fact that despite the 
pressure of conducting the review during the Covid-19 crisis and the financial 
uncertainty facing the higher education sector, the report at this stage has been 
reflective of the submissions received and sets out further areas for consultation 
rather than making recommendations as a reaction to the pandemic.  This was 
particularly important given the very short timescale for the first stage of the 
consultation. 
 
Student numbers 
 
That said, there are areas of the report which concern UCU and which we would 
draw to members of the committee’s attention and suggest should be followed 
closely as the consultation continues.  The report on page 62 in the section on 
‘Student number controls’ says “Given the likelihood of continuing financial 
pressures… in models of support for home students in the university sector, we 
should address the sustainability of returning to pre-COVID student numbers”, and 
on page 64 that ‘we may also wish to explore the option of reducing student numbers 
and maintaining current levels of funding.’ 
 
The real terms drop in Scottish Government funding to the sector, and the failure of 
funding to keep pace with the actual cost of teaching in Scottish higher education is 
well documented. Audit Scotland’s important 2019 report1 on Scottish University 
Finance stated that in 2016/17 universities only recovered 92.4% of the full cost of 
delivering tuition.   
 
In the midst of the pandemic, and with a crisis driven recession looming, it is 
alarming that the SFC report appears to float the suggestion of a reduction in student 
numbers.  We know that in a recession applications for access to university 

                                                 
1 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/nr_190919_finances_universities.pdf 
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increases, and would expect to see an increase in demand for full time places in 
higher education as students options in the jobs market become less favourable and 
people look to upskill and retrain. We would ask the committee to acknowledge the 
counter-cyclical nature of demand for higher education. Indeed the Scottish 
Government’s Economic Recovery Advisory Group called for an “education-led 
recovery”, and the Government’s Youth Guarantee means that every young person 
is guaranteed the opportunity of a place in education, training or employment.  This 
on top of the increase in student numbers as a result of the summer 2020 exams 
results policy changes mean it would be bizarre for the Scottish Government to be 
reducing student numbers at a time when it should be looking to increase 
opportunities for students of all ages, and young people in particular. 
 
Reducing student numbers may also leave universities open to liabilities where they 
have agreements with external, for profit providers – for example nomination 
agreements with private student accommodation providers.  
 
Need for research 
 
The report identified the need to generate better debate on the future of tertiary 
education.  Criticism on the lack of good evidence on Scottish higher education in 
particular is not new, and UCU notes an important conclusion of the 2012 review into 
higher education governance was the lack of formal research into the subject they 
were investigating.  The 2012 governance review recommended that the funding 
council establish in an appropriate existing academic setting, a centre for higher 
education research.  This recommendation was not been taken forward at the time, 
but its reiteration in the SFC review, albeit more generally across the whole tertiary 
sector, rather than higher education alone, is one that UCU would support and wish 
to see taken forward.  We believe that the sector, policy makers generally, and 
politicians including members of the education and skills committee, would benefit 
from improved academic input and research. 
 
The learner journey and a more integrated tertiary education sector 
 
The review reports receiving many responses focusing on the learner journey and 
the experience of learners as they progress through school, college and university.  
It is worth noting that it is only two years since the Scottish Government 15-24 
Learner Journey Review, in which UCU participated, reported with a series of 
recommendations.  Clearly, issues as important as this are never fully settled, but 
equally a constant state of review and flux does not allow effective progress to be 
made.  Enhanced articulation between further and higher education is critically 
important for fair access, and to avoid genuine duplication, but we should also 
acknowledge that the four year undergraduate degree remains common 
internationally and is the basis of Scottish higher education’s internationally excellent 
standing.  The calls in the review to look at the S6 school year, the first year at 
university, and college study, need to be considered from the perspective of what is 
best for students’ development and progression, and education more generally.  We 
should not be making decisions based purely upon cost and efficiencies, rather we 
should be valuing the diverse, quality education delivered in all of these settings.  
 



   

The review also reflects submissions received calling for new funding models to 
being greater parity between colleges and universities, and allowing students to split 
their degree with two years at college and two at university, stating that students may 
prefer this option as it would allow for ‘better practical teaching’ before the students 
finishes their degree at a more ‘research-orientated university’.    Colleges provide 
many benefits for students and their learning, and there are of course merits in 
different and varied articulation models.  However, we do not accept that students 
receive “better” teaching in a college than university, and no doubt the many higher 
education institutions delivering practical teaching and lectures in engineering, 
veterinary science, medicine, as well as the arts and social sciences, would no doubt 
be righty concerned by this implication.  Research-led teaching in universities 
delivers many benefits including access to research facilities and equipment; the 
most up to date research in a particular field being part of the curriculum; and 
students themselves being able to undertake their own research as part of their 
studies, developing high levels of critical thinking.   
 
On a similar theme, the report reflects submissions received on better collaborative 
working between both individual institutions and across sectors and identifies this as 
one of the themes for future consultation and work.  One possible area open to more 
collaborative working, and linked to the Scottish Government’s fair work agenda, is 
for greater job security in the higher education sector.  Insecurity is common, 
particularly for casualised early careers teaching staff and for those working in 
research.  Where institutions are considering redundancies, we would be keen to 
see universities working together so that redeployment for staff could potentially be 
across the sector, and not just on an institution by institution basis. There are many 
other examples given in the report, but in our view the key to greater collaboration, 
both between individual institutions and across sectors, is to end the marketisation of 
higher education and stop universities from having to view one another as 
competitors.  All campus unions have expressed deep concern at allowing further 
education to go down a similar route of marketisation, and are opposed to the 
conclusions that are proposed in the Cumberford-Little report.   
 
For more information contact: 
Murdo Mathison, UCU Scotland policy and communications officer.   


