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Wednesday 2 September 2020 
 
The Committee will meet at 9.30 am in the Robert Burns Room (CR1). 
 
1. Declaration of interests: Subject to Parliament agreeing S5M-22594 

(Committee Membership), Kenneth Gibson MSP will be invited to declare any 
relevant interests. 

 
2. Decision on taking business in private: The Committee will decide whether 

to take item 6 in private. 
 
3. Subordinate legislation: The Committee will take evidence on the The Abertay 

University and Robert Gordon University (Change of Names) (Miscellaneous 
Amendments) (Scotland) Order 2020 [draft] from— 

 
Richard Lochhead MSP, Minister for Further Education, Higher Education 
and Science,  
 
Alasdair Maclean, Senior Policy Officer, and 
 
Gemma Grant, Solicitor, Scottish Government. 
 

4. Subordinate legislation: Richard Lochhead MSP, Minister for Further 
Education, Higher Education and Science to move— 

 
S5M-22552—That the Education and Skills Committee recommends that 
the Abertay University and Robert Gordon University (Change of Names) 
(Miscellaneous Amendments) (Scotland) Order 2020 [draft] be approved. 
 

5. Covid-19 and the impact on Further and Higher Education: The Committee 
will take evidence from— 

 
Richard Lochhead MSP, Minister for Further Education, Higher Education 
and Science, Scottish Government. 
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Education and Skills Committee 

19th Meeting, 2020 (Session 5), 2nd September 2020 

Subordinate Legislation: draft affirmative instrument 

Introduction 

1. This paper seeks to inform the Committee’s consideration of the Abertay 
University and Robert Gordon University (Change of Names) (Miscellaneous 
Amendments) (Scotland) Order 2020 (Draft), which are subject to the 
affirmative procedure.  
 

2. If approved by the Parliament, the Order will come into force on 25 September 
2020. The policy note is attached to this paper in Annexe A. 

 

Timetable 
  

3. The SSI was laid on 25 June 2020 and the lead committee (Education and 
Skills) must report by 7th September 2020. 

 

Purpose  

4. According to the Policy Note, the purpose of the instrument is: 
 
“to amend the Further and Higher Education (Scotland) Act 2005 (“the 2005 
Act”), the Protection of Charities Assets (Exemption) (Scotland) Order 2006 (“the 
2006 Order”) and the Public Finance and Accountability (Scotland) Act 2000 
(Economy, efficiency and effectiveness examinations) (Specified Bodies etc.) 
Order 2010 (“the 2010 Order”) to reflect the recent change of name of the 
‘University of Abertay Dundee’ to ‘Abertay University’ and of ‘The Robert Gordon 
University’ to ‘Robert Gordon University’”.  
 

Consultation 

5. The Scottish Government stated that it has consulted with the Scottish Funding 
Council. 
 

Committee Procedure 
 

6. This is an affirmative instrument.  
 

7. The affirmative parliamentary procedure is set out in Chapter 10 of the 
Parliament’s Standing Orders. Instruments subject to the affirmative procedure 
cannot come into force unless they are approved by the Parliament. 
 

8. It is usual practice for subject committees to take evidence from the Scottish 
Government in advance of considering the instrument. 

 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/sdsi/2020/9780111045718/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/sdsi/2020/9780111045718/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/sdsi/2020/9780111045718/contents
http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Delegated_Powers/Guide_to_SSIs.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/Parliamentaryprocedureandguidance/SOEd05Rev07201909.pdf
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9. During its formal consideration, a member of the Scottish Government 
proposes, by motion, that the lead committee recommend that the instrument or 
draft instrument be approved.  The committee then has up to 90 minutes to 
debate the motion.  The lead committee must report its recommendation to the 
Parliament; where the lead committee recommends the instrument be 
approved, the Parliamentary Bureau will propose a motion that the instrument 
be agreed. 

 

10. At its meeting today, the Committee will take evidence from the Minister for  
Further Education, Higher Education and Science and his officials. The Minister 
will then move motion S5M-22552: 

 
That the Education and Skills Committee recommends that the Abertay 
University and Robert Gordon University (Change of Names) (Miscellaneous 
Amendments) (Scotland) Order 2020 (Draft), be approved. 

 

Delegated Powers and Law Reform Committee  

11. The Delegated Powers and Law Reform Committee considered the instrument 
on 11 June 2020 and had no comment to make on the draft regulations.  
  

Action 
 
12. Members are invited to— 

 

• take evidence from the Cabinet Secretary and Scottish Government officials 
on the instrument; 
 

• ask the Cabinet Secretary to move (the Committee will then debate and vote 
on) the motion on the instrument; and 

 

• delegate authority to the Convener to sign off the Committee’s report to the 
Parliament on the instrument. 

 

Clerks 
Education & Skills Committee  

https://sp-bpr-en-prod-cdnep.azureedge.net/published/DPLR/2020/5/26/Subordinate-Legislation-Considered-by-the-Delegated-Powers-and-Law-Reform-Committee-on-26-May-2020/DPLRS052020R30.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12734&mode=pdf
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Annexe A 
 

POLICY NOTE 
 

THE ABERTAY UNIVERSITY AND ROBERT GORDON UNIVERSITY (CHANGE 
OF NAMES) (MISCELLANEOUS AMENDMENTS) (SCOTLAND) ORDER 2020 

 
S.S.I. 2020/XXX 

  
Purpose of the instrument: To amend the Further and Higher Education (Scotland) 
Act 2005 (“the 2005 Act”), the Protection of Charities Assets (Exemption) (Scotland) 
Order 2006 (“the 2006 Order”) and the Public Finance and Accountability (Scotland) 
Act 2000 (Economy, efficiency and effectiveness examinations) (Specified Bodies 
etc.) Order 2010 (“the 2010 Order”) to reflect the recent change of name of the 
‘University of Abertay Dundee’ to ‘Abertay University’ and of ‘The Robert Gordon 
University’ to ‘Robert Gordon University’.  
  
1.        The above instrument is subject to the affirmative resolution procedure and is 
being laid under section 33 of the Interpretation and Legislative Reform (Scotland) 
Act 2020 (combination of powers).   
  
Policy Objectives  
  
2.  The University of Abertay Dundee is a designated institution under section 44 of 
the Further and Higher Education (Scotland) Act 1992 (“the 1992 Act”). Having 
considered that the University had been operating and widely referred to as Abertay 
University for some time, the University Court resolved to change its legal name. In 
accordance with section 49 of the 1992 Act, the University received formal approval 
from the Privy Council on 6 February 2019 to change its name to ‘Abertay University’ 
and the new name has been in force since 1 September 2019, as part of  The 
Abertay University (Scotland) Order of Council 2019.   
  
3. The Robert Gordon University is a designated institution under section 44 of the 
Further and Higher Education (Scotland) Act 1992. As it is commonly referred to as 
‘Robert Gordon University’, which causes confusion and makes the University 
difficult to find in alphabetical lists of HEIs, the University changed its name. In 
accordance with section 49 of the 1992 Act, the University received formal approval 
from the Privy Council on 9 November 2018 to change its name to ‘Robert Gordon 
University’ (i.e. removal of definite article) and this new name has been in force since 
1 January 2020, as part of The Robert Gordon University (Scotland) Order of Council 
2019.   
  
4. Given the nature of the changes being proposed, policy officials had no objections 
to these changes. This instrument will update the 2005 Act, the 2006 Order and the 
2010 Order to reflect the name changes, by amending references to the institutions 
by their old names  
  
Proposals  
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5, Article 1 of the Order provides that the Order comes into force on 26 November 
2020 and provides the name of the Order.   
  
6. Article 2 modifies schedule 2 of the 2005 Act to delete the previous names and 
replace with the new names.   
 
 7. Article 3 amends part 3 of the schedule of the 2006 Order to delete the previous 
names and replace with the new names. It also inserts “University Court” as the 
governing body for Abertay University.  
  
8. Article 4 modifies the 2010 Order to give effect to the changes in name. It does 
this by deleting references to specific institutions and instead expanding the cross-
reference to schedule 2 of the 2005 Act.   
  
Commencement  
  
9. The Order will come into force on 25 September 2020.   
  
Consultation  
  
10. The Scottish Government consulted the Scottish Funding Council during the 
preparation of this instrument.   
  
Impacts  
  
11. A Regulatory Impact Assessment has not been prepared as this instrument has 
no financial effects on the Scottish Government, local government or on business.  
  
 Directorate for Advanced Learning and Science Scottish Government  
  
June 2020  
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Education and Skills Committee  

COVID-19 – Further and Higher Education 

2 September 2020 

INTRODUCTION 

The Committee will take evidence from the Minister for Further Education, Higher 

Education and Science, Richard Lochhead MSP, on Wednesday 2 September 2020.  

The session will continue committee considerations of the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on the further and higher education sectors.  

Prior to summer recess, evidence sessions on the same topic were held with the Scottish 

Funding Council on Friday 15 May and the Minister for Further Education, Higher 

Education and Science on Wednesday 20 May. The Committee also held two focus groups 

on this topic: one with University Principals and one with College Principals.   

Please note, a list of all sector-relevant COVID-19 related publications and guidance can 
be found at Annexe 1 of this briefing.  

THEME 1: COLLEGE AND UNIVERSITY FINANCE AND APPLICANTS  

Additional college and university places 

Following the announcement from Cabinet Secretary for Education John Swinney MSP on 

11 August that pupils who received results downgraded by the Scottish Qualifications 

Authority (SQA) will receive new grades based on teacher estimates alone, around 75,000 

pupils have had their original grades adjusted up in order to receive the grade awarded by 

their teacher.  

Schools, colleges and universities were provided with the adjusted grades on Friday 21 

August. 

The decision to reverse downgraded results will have a knock-on impact on university and 

college places. On this, the Cabinet Secretary told Parliament:  

“Due to the unique circumstances of the situation, we will this year make provision 

for enough places in universities and colleges to ensure that no one is crowded out 

of a place that they would otherwise have been awarded.” 

Further detail of the number of additional places required and the funding available for 

them has not yet been announced by the government.  

On Wednesday 12 August, the First Minister told Parliament:  

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12643
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12643
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12653
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12653
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/Summary_of_Education_and_Skills_session_with_university_principals_29_May.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/Summary_of_Education_and_Skills_session_with_college_principals_29_May.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12735&i=115165
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12735&i=115165
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12735&i=115165
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12736
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“We are determined that not only will those who have the grades and have had 

offers of places get those places but that, given yesterday’s decision—which has 

been welcomed by pupils and parents across the country—young people will not be 

crowded out of places. Discussions are on-going to ensure that additional places 

will be available at our universities.” 

In correspondence with SPICe on 26 August, Scottish Government officials stated: 

•  [The Scottish Government] will fully fund the additional places required and have 

been working closely with the Scottish Funding Council and the further and higher 

education sectors to finalise the details of what is required. 

• The Scottish Government] is in discussions with all 5 Medical Schools and the 

Scottish Medical Schools Admissions Group (SMSAG) about the expansion of 

medical places and have committed to funding these places. 

• Government and the Higher Education Institutes are working with NHS Boards to 

ensure that health and care service providers have the capacity required to support 

the training and education required for an increase in all healthcare students 

through their degree course. 

• Government has convened a cross DG Health and Social Care forum to support the 

ongoing co-ordination and management of placement access across healthcare 

degree programmes.  

• With regards to student placement, the government states: “The safety of students, 

staff and patients must remain paramount when considering student placements in 

NHS Scotland.”  

The SFC published their University guidance for additional places on the 26 August. This 

sets out: 

• SFC will fund the increase in Scottish school and college leavers (with Highers and 

Advanced Highers from the 2020 SQA examinations diet) enrolled on full-time 

undergraduate courses between AY 2019-20 and AY 2020-21, through the 

allocation of additional funded places in AY 2020-21. 

• To qualify for additional funding, universities must first fill their existing funded 

places as set out in the published University Outcome Agreement Funding 

allocations for AY 2020-21. 

• Additional funded places are limited to school and college leavers with Highers and 

Advanced Highers from the 2020 SQA examinations diet.   

• Additional funded places are for school/college leavers that possess the minimum 

entry standards, taking account of any contextualised admission criteria for access 

students. 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/announcements_sfcan142020/Additional_university_places_in_2020-21_following_2020_SQA_results.pdf
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• Additional funded places will be allocated to continue to support this larger AY 2020-

21 student cohort moving through the system until AY 2023-24/2024-25 (based on a 

four/five year degree programme), taking account of any change in the unit of 

teaching resource and progression rates. 

• Further discussions with the Scottish Government will take place with regards to 

2021-22 entrants.  

The impact on college student numbers is not yet know. In its submission to the 

Committee, the EIS stated:  

“The effect of the SQA results on the number of new college students for 2020-21 is 

currently unknown. The EIS is keen to ensure that there is no unmanaged shift of 

young people to the university sector at a time where the courses provided by the 

college sector are important to meet learners and employers’ needs.” 

On university places, Universities Scotland’s submission to the Committee states:  

“Confirmation that additional places for Scottish-domiciled students who met offer 

conditions would be funded is welcome and it is the right thing to do. However, as 

the price paid to teach each Scottish domiciled students falls far short of the full 

economic cost of teaching, and as there was significant pressure on this grant 

before the pandemic1, the additional places actually increase the financial pressure 

on universities. The COVID emergency means there is far less opportunity available 

to institutions to address the shortfall through income-generating activities such as 

international student fee income, events, conferences and accommodation.” 

Predicted funding shortfalls  

A Scottish Funding Council (SFC) briefing note published in April finds that in the current 

AY 2019-20, Scottish universities face a loss of around £72 million due to COVID-19. In 

2020-21 the collective operating deficit is expected to climb further: 

• A deficit of at least £450 - 500 million is expected. 

• In an 'optimistic' scenario of a 50% reduction in the number of new international 

students and a 30% reduction in international students continuing studies, the 

projected collective operating deficit is £383.5 million. 

• In a more pessimistic scenario of a 100% reduction in numbers of new international 

students, the collective operating deficit is £651 million. 

• Eighteen universities are expected to report deficits in AY 2020-21. 

                                                
1 Between 2014/15 and 2019/20 there was a 9.6% cut in teaching funding per student. Universities Scotland 
(2019) The Future of Scotland’s Universities p53 
 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/covid-19/SFC_briefing_note_-_COVID-19_Further_and_Higher_Education_Financial_Impacts.pdf
https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/US-Budget-request-doc-webready-single-UPDATED.pdf
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The SFC briefing states universities have reported they are looking at a range of financial 

mitigations, including: Deferring maintenance work and decisions on capital work; 

Furloughing staff; Restricting non-essential spend; Carrying out cost-cutting reviews to 

identify savings across all areas of university business; and Freezing recruitment or 

mission critical recruitment only, staff redeployment and possible redundancies. 

SFC has requested updated strategic plan forecasts from each university for academic 

years (AY) 2019-20 and 2020-21. The deadline for submissions was 31 July.  

For colleges, SFC states the immediate loss in 2019-20 is between £12.3 million and  £25 

million. The main drivers of the loss are falling income from the following funding streams: 

European Social Fund (ESF); Future Workforce Development Fund (FWD); tuition fees 

and education contracts; Skills Development Scotland (SDS); Nursery; Accommodation; 

Catering; Short-courses including evening classes; Other commercial activity including 

international income.  

Colleges Scotland’s submission to the Committee states the forecast deficit for 2020-21 is 

£27.5 million. The submission also states:  

“There are concerns regarding cashflow across the sector and over 60% of colleges 

are reporting deficits for the year ending 31 July 2020, leading to a material 

reduction in the level of cash held by colleges.  In some colleges, this may lead to 

insufficient cashflow to meet their financial commitments, including staff costs and 

external contractual requirements.”   

The SFC briefing explains: 

“Scottish colleges do not have the range of financing options available to universities, 

so their position could also be critical. Most immediately, there needs to be greater 

clarity about European Social Fund (ESF) arrangements, income recognition for 

Flexible Workforce Development (FWDF) and Skills Development Scotland (SDS) 

funding.” 

University applicant numbers 

The latest UCAS figures (4 August) show that the number of students from Scotland 

accepted into Scottish universities is up from 27,880 in 2019 to 28,240 this year. 

As highlighted above, a predicted fall in international student numbers was identified as a 

key area of concern for the drop in university income. However, UCAS figures show the 

number of students from outside the EU accepted into Scottish universities in 2020 is at a 

record high of 2,360.  

The table below shows applicant numbers by domicile over time.  

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications-statistics/calls-information/2020/SFCCI062020.aspx
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/covid-19/SFC_briefing_note_-_COVID-19_Further_and_Higher_Education_Financial_Impacts.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/covid-19/SFC_briefing_note_-_COVID-19_Further_and_Higher_Education_Financial_Impacts.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/covid-19/SFC_briefing_note_-_COVID-19_Further_and_Higher_Education_Financial_Impacts.pdf
https://www.ucas.com/corporate/news-and-key-documents/news/increase-number-scottish-students-accepted-university-results-day
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Source: UCAS Daily Clearing Analysis SQA Results Day 2020 

These figures were broadly welcomed by the university sector, though Universities 

Scotland Director Alastair Sim also urged caution: 

“Serious caution needs to be applied to the international student numbers from 

today as they still face multiple logistical obstacles to studying in Scotland, including 

backlogs in visa processing and flight restrictions. What we’re seeing today offers 

some encouragement, but not all international students apply via UCAS. That is 

coupled with multiple factors still playing out in highly fluid global pandemic, most of 

which are far beyond our control as universities. That leaves a very significant 

element of uncertainty when it comes to international student numbers.” 

Final entrant numbers will not become clear until the beginning of the new AY, but at this 

point it is difficult to predict final international student numbers and the income they bring.  

UK Government, Scottish Government and SFC actions 

In March 2020 as understanding of the risk COVID-19 posed to the sector grew, the 

COVID-19 Response: Further and Higher Education Ministerial Leadership Group was set 

up. The group brings together leaders in further and higher education to coordinate the 

immediate response and look ahead to sector recovery. Chaired by the Minister for Further 

Education, Higher Education and Science, members of the group include a number of 

college and university principals as well as stakeholders such as the National Union of 

Students (Scotland), Scottish Qualifications Authority, SFC, Unison and others. Institutional 

financial stability is among the topics the group considers.  

In April, a joint statement from Deputy First Minister and Education Secretary John 

Swinney MSP, Universities Scotland Convener Professor Andrea Nolan and SFC Chief 

Executive Karen Watt underlined the challenges facing the sector, with the Deputy First 

Minister stating the Government's commitment to ensuring the sector's recovery. 

Additional funding and support for the sector has been outlined as follows:  

• In April, £5 million emergency financial support for students facing hardship as a 

result of the COVID-19 pandemic was announced. £2.2 million of this was allocated 

https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/statistical-releases-daily-clearing-analysis-2020
https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/milestone-university-admissions-figures-show-demand-from-scottish-students-remains-strong-and-gives-universities-the-best-reason-yet-for-cautious-optimism/
https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/milestone-university-admissions-figures-show-demand-from-scottish-students-remains-strong-and-gives-universities-the-best-reason-yet-for-cautious-optimism/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/further-and-higher-education-covid-19-ministerial-leadership-group/
https://www.gov.scot/news/supporting-universities/
https://www.gov.scot/news/extra-hardship-payments-for-students/
https://www.gov.scot/news/extra-hardship-payments-for-students/
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to the Higher Education Discretionary Fund and made immediately available to 

colleges and universities.  

• In May, the Scottish Government announced a one-off £75 million increase in 

research funding to help universities mitigate against the impact of COVID-19, 

secure jobs and training and enable institutions to plan longer term.  

• This was followed by an announcement from the UK Government in June launching 

a UK-wide £280 million research and innovation fund. The explanatory note 

accompanying the policy announcement states "the first amounts will be made 

immediately available" and can be used for the purposes of supporting researcher 

salaries, equipment and fieldwork. UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) will contact 

institutions with details of allocations. In addition, the UK Government is making 

available low interest loans with a small amount of government grant for "research 

active" universities, covering up to 80% of AY 2020-21 income losses as a result of 

the fall in international student applicants. Scottish universities are eligible to apply 

for this scheme. 

• Universities and colleges can access the UK Government’s Coronavirus Job 

Retention Scheme, and SFC has encouraged them to do so where possible. In 

June, SFC published early feedback from COVID-19 surveys finding that the 

"majority" of colleges universities had applied or intended to apply for the scheme. 

However, as universities return to teaching in September, the opportunities to 

access these funds will become more limited and this may have a further impact on 

the sector. 

• A £5 million Digital Fund to help institutions provide digital devices such as laptops 

for students who need them. Allocations per institution will be paid to institutions in 

September.   

• Colleges and universities will also receive a share of £10 million additional capital 

funding in September.  

• Universities can bid for £60 million of low interest loans from SFC. Proposals for 

projects to help universities adapt to the post COVID-19 environment and proposals 

on tackling climate change will be considered.  

• The Minister for Further Education, Higher Education and Science announced in 

July that from 2021-22, universities will be able to charge international fees to EU 

students. During a statement to Parliament on 9 July, he said that from 2021-22 

“..there will now be £19 million in the system that is available for Scottish places. 

The universities are expected to take up that offer, which will hopefully lead to more 

Scots going to university.” 

The Scottish Government’s COVID-19 Further and Higher Education Sustainability Plan 

was published in July and provides a summary of actions taken to help address the issues 

facing the sector. 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/news/2020/news-80815.aspx
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/support-for-university-research-and-innovation-during-coronavirus-covid-19/university-research-support-package-explanatory-notes
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/covid-19/UK_Government_Job_Retention_and_Loan_Schemes.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/news/2020/news-81562.aspx
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/announcements_sfcan122020/Additional_capital_funding_to_support_digital_provision_in_AY_2020-21.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/announcements_sfcan112020/Additional_capital_funding_FY_2020-21.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/announcements_sfcan112020/Additional_capital_funding_FY_2020-21.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/news/2020/news-81578.aspx
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12728
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-further-higher-education-sustainability-plan/pages/2/
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In its submission to the Committee, Colleges Scotland calls for more support for the 

college sector, stating:  

“Scottish Government ministers have made it clear they view the college sector as 

being at the heart of the social and economic recovery, however, there has as yet 

been scant forthcoming financial assistance to support this activity, in comparison to 

the £75 million investment received by the university sector to support research 

activity.” 

The organisation called for a “more joined up approach to funding instead of the current 

multiple funding pots”. 

Review of future provision 

The Scottish Government has asked SFC to carry out a Review of Coherent Provision and 

Sustainability considering future provision and funding of colleges and universities in the 

aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. Provision, delivery, funding and governance will all 

be looked at to suggest changes enabling the sector to play a key role in economic 

recovery in the aftermath of COVID-19. SFC are expected to report initial considerations 

by the end of August, with a detailed implementation plan scheduled for delivery in May 

2021. SFC aim to take a collaborative approach, working with the college and university 

sector through short-life groups, roundtables and other engagement to seek their views. 

At the end of June, SFC published an initial briefing note setting out four objectives for the 

review:  

A) To consider how best to achieve coherence and sustainability in the delivery of further 

and higher education during the Covid-19 crisis, EU exit transition, and beyond, while 

maintaining and enhancing quality.  

B)  To ensure the sectors can address the outcomes we need to achieve in Scotland. 

C) To propose changes needed to SFC’s funding, operations, and accountability 

frameworks in order to respond effectively to new challenges and opportunities. 

D) To provide advice, where appropriate, to Scottish Ministers on relevant changes to 

policy, funding and accountability frameworks for tertiary education and research in 

Scotland. 

Collaboration and alignment between colleges and universities and with industry are likely 

of interest for the review as two recent government-commissioned reports have made 

recommendations on these. The 'Towards a robust, resilient wellbeing economy for 

Scotland' by the Advisory Group on Economic Recovery and the Enterprise and Strategic 

Skills Board sub-group report 'Measures to Mitigate the Labour Market Impacts from 

COVID-19' both recommend universities and colleges should maximise flexibility in order 

to meet the skills needs for the future economic vision of Scotland post-pandemic. 

https://www.gov.scot/news/review-of-further-and-higher-education-support/
https://www.gov.scot/news/review-of-further-and-higher-education-support/
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Review/Review_Briefing_Note_June_2020.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/towards-robust-resilient-wellbeing-economy-scotland-report-advisory-group-economic-recovery/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/towards-robust-resilient-wellbeing-economy-scotland-report-advisory-group-economic-recovery/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/report-enterprise-skills-strategic-board-sub-group-measures-mitigate-labour-market-impacts-covid-19/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/report-enterprise-skills-strategic-board-sub-group-measures-mitigate-labour-market-impacts-covid-19/
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External members of the programme board are: Sarah Davidson, chief executive of the 

Carnegie Trust; Grant Ritchie, former principal of Dundee and Angus College; Petra Wend, 

former principal of Queen Margaret University; Scott McLarty, vice-chair of the Enterprise 

and Skills Strategic Board and former college board member; Richard Armour, former 

secretary-general of the University Grants Committee in Hong Kong; Lorna Gibbs, director 

of advance learning and science, Scottish Government.  

In its submission to the Committee, EIS recognised the need for a review, but said it 

should not be used “simply to identify cuts and savings in the tertiary sector”. The 

submission added: 

“The EIS was concerned to read that the Scottish Government remit to the SFC in 

carrying out its review highlighted the ‘Cumberford Little Report’ as a point of 

reference. This report has not been discussed or adopted by the college sector, not 

has it been adopted as policy by the Scottish Government. The Cumberford-Little 

Report was written before the Covid-19 lockdown and before the scale and nature 

of the looming recession was understood.” 

UCU’s submission also commented on the review, stating that each university brings a 

“unique education and has a distinct offer to students and the wider community”, adding 

that increased demand for higher education is a likely result of recession.  

The UCU submission also states: 

“…there are no easy savings to be had by cutting the number of institutions or 

courses, or the breadth and depth of higher education provision offered in our sector 

in Scotland.  We argue that evidence of large scale savings from merging 

institutions is very weak, and this is backed up by experience in other sectors too.” 

The Universities Scotland submission states: 

“We do not see the Review as the time to introduce further shocks to the sector at a 

time of major financial pressure and continued uncertainty. The future trajectory of 

the pandemic is still unknown and the sector faces shocks as a result of the UK’s 

exit from the EU, with much still be resolved for higher education in the 

negotiations.” 

Members may wish to explore:  

• How many of the 75,000 learners impacted by the decision to award teacher 

estimated grades are expected enrol on a college or university course as a 

result. If this is not yet known, when will this information be available.  

• What discussions have been held with the sector around courses that are 

oversubscribed as a result of additional places and will any additional 

provision be available to institutions in this position (e.g. for recruitment of 

additional staff).  

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Review/200731_Review_External_FAQ.pdf
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• What will happen to funding for additional places in cases where a student 

drops out of college or university. Will the funding stay in the system?  

• What considerations have been given to the impact additional places may 

have on university widening access targets.  

• What discussions have been held with the sector around accommodating 

students on to their first choice of course, where they meet entry 

requirements? 

• What discussions is the Scottish Government having with the sector on the 

issue of international student numbers and fee income? 

• How might the SFC review change the shape of tertiary education in Scotland 

and what timescales are envisioned for these changes? 

 

THEME 2: STAFF AND STUDENT EXPERIENCE AND WELLBEING  

Over the summer, the Scottish Government published three guidance documents dealing 
with the return of staff and students to university and college campuses: 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance for colleges 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance for universities 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance on college, university and purpose-built student 

accommodation 

Managing local COVID-19 outbreaks 

The guidance on this states that two or more linked cases – confirmed or suspected – 

within 14 days should be treated as a suspected outbreak. An increase in staff absence 

rates due to suspected or confirmed COVID-19 should also be treated as such.  

In the case of a suspected outbreak, providers should immediately inform their local Health 

Protection team. The Health Protection Team and Incident Management Team will work 

with the organisation to manage the outbreak.  

Providers may choose to close setting, or be advised to do so by Health Protection or 

Incident Management. The Health Protection Team or Incident Management Team will 

declare when the outbreak is over. 

With regards to who should self-isolate in the case of an outbreak, all relevant college and 

university guidance states:  

“staff and students who have had close contact with case(s) will be asked to self-

isolate at home. In some cases, a larger number of other staff and students may be 

asked to self-isolate at home as a precautionary measure. Where settings are 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-colleges/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-universities/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-college-university-and-purpose-built-student-accommodation/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-college-university-and-purpose-built-student-accommodation/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-college-university-and-purpose-built-student-accommodation/pages/additional-considerations/#localoutbreaks
https://www.hps.scot.nhs.uk/about-us/contact-us/health-protection-team-contacts/
https://www.hps.scot.nhs.uk/about-us/contact-us/health-protection-team-contacts/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-universities/pages/supporting-staff-and-students/#outbreak
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observing guidance on infection prevention and control, which will reduce risk of 

transmission, the local health protection team will take this into account in 

determining whether closure of the whole setting will be necessary.” 

Student Accommodation 

The Scottish Government published guidance for university and college halls of residence 

and Purpose Built Student Accommodation in July (though it has since been updated). 

The guidance covers health and safety; workforce planning and student support; and 

progressing through the phases.  

It states providers should consider: keeping students safe alongside providing a good 

student experience; providing mental health and wellbeing support that recognises the 

ways in which the pandemic may have impacted individual students (e.g. through 

bereavement); taking an equality, human rights and risk based approach to protect the 

health and safety of staff and students.  

Consideration of public transport availability and staff and students’ circumstances, for 

example around caring responsibilities is also advised.  

Physical distancing – currently of two meters - is advised for communal areas outside of 

‘households’. Where this cannot be maintained, mitigation efforts must be taken to reduce 

risk of transmission if the activity is to continue.  

It also sets out advice on hygiene measures and use of PPE in line with public health 

measures.  

Student ‘households’ will be formed in two ways: For those in flats, each flat is considered 

a household, while for those in single rooms a household is determined by shared areas. 

Guidance states that: 

“If a member of a household develops symptoms of COVID-19, the whole 

household must follow the latest Scottish Government and NHS guidance on self-

isolation. Under the Test and Protect approach, guidance should be provided to 

staff who have been in contact with the household and staff should be supported to 

seek further guidance around the need to self-isolate, as appropriate.” 

Student arrival and quarantine  

The accommodation guidance sets out arrangements to be followed for international 

student arrivals and students arriving from elsewhere in the country. Key points are as 

follows:  

• International student arrivals from countries not exempt from UK quarantine 

restrictions should complete a passenger locator form and self-isolate for 14 days. 

• Providers should make students aware of these requirements.  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-college-university-and-purpose-built-student-accommodation/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-college-university-and-purpose-built-student-accommodation/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-college-university-and-purpose-built-student-accommodation/pages/health-and-safety/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-college-university-and-purpose-built-student-accommodation/pages/workforce-planning-and-student-support/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-college-university-and-purpose-built-student-accommodation/pages/progressing-through-the-phases/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-college-university-and-purpose-built-student-accommodation/pages/additional-considerations/#households
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-test-and-protect/pages/introduction/
http://www.nhsinform.scot/illnesses-and-conditions/infections-and-poisoning/coronavirus-covid-19
http://www.nhsinform.scot/illnesses-and-conditions/infections-and-poisoning/coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.nhsinform.scot/campaigns/test-and-protect
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-public-health-checks-at-borders/pages/self-isolation/


 11 

• Students and providers should plan varied arrival times, with agreement on 

prevention measures agreed in advance of move in dates. 

• Students should plan travel in advance.  

Workplace guidance for staff 

Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance for colleges and Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance for 

universities provides guidance for staff . 

Both documents set out the importance of clear and effective communication with staff and 

students. Flexible working patterns and staggering of start times is encouraged for staff 

who are working on campus.  

An individual risk assessment guidance and tool has been developed to help staff and 

managers consider the specific risk of COVID-19 to individual members of staff.  

The guidance states protected characteristics, individual health circumstances and caring 

responsibilities should be taken into account when making decisions on staff returning to 

work.   

On face coverings, university and college guidance documents both state the following:  

“Should face coverings be required this will also be communicated to staff and 

students.” 

In its submission to the Committee, UCU Scotland stated support for a “robust and 

extensive testing regime” with “regular testing available". On face coverings, UCU state:  

“…while we expect the default to be for university staff to work from home where 

they are able, for those staff and students required to be on campus the Scottish 

Government to require the of use of face coverings when indoors on university 

campuses.  People with health exemptions would be excluded as per the Scottish 

Government’s current guidelines.” 

The NUS Scotland submission also supports regular testing and the wearing of face 

coverings on campus: 

“A safe return to campus means low-transmission rates, rigorous hygiene 

measures, comprehensive testing, face coverings, adequate protection for 

vulnerable students to learn safety, and outbreak planning.” 

The Universities Scotland submission to the Committee indicates more guidance on face 

coverings is expected: 

“At the time of writing, there were ongoing developments in relation to the use of 

face coverings by students on campus and testing of student population which are 

likely to overtake the details set out in this brief. The Scottish Government has 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-colleges/pages/overview/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-universities/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-universities/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-individual-risk-assessment-for-the-workplace/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-colleges/pages/workforce-planning-and-student-support/#fairandinclusive
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-universities/pages/public-health-measures/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-colleges/pages/public-health-measures/
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advised it will publish revised guidance for HE & FE on 1 September 2020. 

Universities will work with the revised guidance as needed.” 

Employment and redundancy concerns  

Analysis for UCU Scotland published in July found that between them, Scotland’s 
universities directly employ 36,850 people and support another 36,050 jobs across the 
country through supply chains and expenditure of staff and students.  

Despite universities making use of the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme, concerns 

about staff redundancies remain. UCU stated in its May submission to the Committee that 

staff on hourly wages and fixed term contracts were already facing redundancy. In its 

August submission to the Committee, UCU stated that: 

“[Some] institutions are moving ahead with job losses which are premature at best, 

and when it is too early to know the true economic impact of the Covid-19 crisis.  

Those universities looking to made staff redundant stand open to the accusation 

that they are using the current crisis as a smoke screen to sack staff.” 

The submission highlights a 19 August letter from the Minister for FE and HE to principals. 

This letter makes reference to the government’s Coronavirus (COVID-19): Fair Work 

Statement, highlighting: 

“…employers should look to maintain jobs, pay their workers, and work with them 

throughout the crisis; that employers should seek to minimise detriment to fixed 

term, hourly paid or irregular contract staff, temporary agency workers and self-

employed contractors; and that workers should have effective voice channels, 

including through trade unions, for maintaining constructive dialogue with 

employers.  

“In practical terms, this means compulsory redundancies only being implemented as 

a last resort. I do not doubt that the decision to consider compulsory redundancies 

is ever taken lightly. But I urge you only to use this option after all other cost-saving 

measures have been fully explored.” 

Student support 

As detailed in Theme 1, the government has provided £5 million emergency financial 

support for students facing hardship as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. However, in its 

submission to the Committee, NUS Scotland highlights the need to ensure more support is 

available if necessary:  

“We remain concerned that the impact of Covid-19 on students this year may be 

even greater than last. While action taken by the Scottish Government to date is 

welcome, we need a longer-term plan. Without one, students face a cost-of-learning 

crisis. In the short term, we would welcome increased discretionary funding to 

support further and higher education students facing financial hardship. In the 

longer term, we believe emergency improvements will need to be made to the 

https://www.ucu.org.uk/article/10924/Study-shows-Scotlands-universities-support-tens-of-thousands-of-jobs-and-generate-billions-for-the-country?list=1676
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200511UCU_Scotland.pdf
https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/11063/Scottish-government---fair-work-principles/pdf/Compulsory_Redundancies___Fair_Work_Principles-_Letter_from_Mr_Lochhead_.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-fair-work-statement/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-fair-work-statement/
https://www.gov.scot/news/extra-hardship-payments-for-students/
https://www.gov.scot/news/extra-hardship-payments-for-students/
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package of cost-of-living support that is available to Scotland’s learners, so that they 

are properly supported to complete their studies.” 

Funding for counsellors 

The 2018 Programme for Government committed to fund the appointment of 80 new 

counsellors over the next four years. The first allocation of funding was delivered at the 

end of 2019.  

For the year ahead, SFC college outcome agreement guidance for 2020-21 states funding 

allocations for the year ahead are unchanged: 

“Counsellor funding for AY 2020-21 for both colleges and universities will total £3.65 

million. Individual allocations and guidance for AY 2020-21 will be 10 announced in 

May. Additional ring-fenced funds will be transferred to SFC from the Scottish 

Government for this purpose.” 

However, limited numbers of qualified counsellors make recruitment a challenge. The 

COVID-19 pandemic may provide further challenges for institutions in terms of counsellor 

recruitment. Universities Scotland’s submission to the Committee states: 

“…the sector anticipates a major spike in demand for services in AY 2020-21. The 

impact of 5 months of various stages of lockdown, rising student hardship and 

adjustment to new models of learning are likely to be contributing factors.” 

Members may wish to explore:  

• What steps can be taken where a provider or student has not followed 

guidance on arrival, quarantine, Test and Protect or any of the other areas 

outlined in guidance? 

• What discussions have been had with the sector on whether or not learning 

and assessment will continue remotely in institutions impacted by further 

COVID-19 outbreaks.  

• Whether the recruitment of additional mental health counsellors is likely to be 

impacted by COVID-19 and whether figures on counsellor recruitment thus far 

are available.  

• What is the latest Scottish Government advice on face coverings for 

university and college students and staff and will this change to be brought 

into line with guidance for secondary schools.  

  

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications-statistics/announcements/2019/SFCAN172019.aspx
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications-statistics/announcements/2019/SFCAN172019.aspx
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/announcements_sfcan062020/College_OA_funding_allocations_AY2020-21.pdf
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THEME 3: LEARNING AND TEACHING  

Arrangements for 2021 SQA exam diet 

The SQA held two short consultations on planning for the 2021 exam diet: a technical 

consultation and a survey. These opened on 14 August and closed on 24 August. An exam 

timetable for 2021 is expected to be published week beginning 31 August.  

In evidence to the Committee on 12 August, Dr Gill Stewart, Director of Qualifications 

Development at SQA, said:  

“…we will carry out a rapid consultation on modifications to courses for the coming 

session. Part of that work will be to run focus groups with young people around the 

principles of what we are doing, so that we can take into account their views.” 

In its submission to the Committee, EIS raised concerns about plans for the year ahead 

and their impact on colleges: 

“The EIS believes that the SQA needs to be more flexible in the way it manages the 

2020-1 delivery of SQA qualifications in colleges, in particular the national 

qualifications of NCs, HNCs and HNDs. The 2020-21 session is going to be a 

shorter college teaching year and the SQA needs either to reduce assessment 

arrangements in unit specifications or reduce the content to be taught in unit 

specifications in order to address current challenges. 

“The EIS believes that the Minister for FE & HE needs to be proactive in dealing 

with SQA issues that will affect the college sector in order to forestall potential 

issues. Currently SQA do not seem to have prepared plans to deal with reduced 

length of session and application of Blended approach, full time courses start soon, 

this is a matter which has to be resolved immediately through discussion with 

representatives of practitioners.”  

Move toward blended/hybrid learning and assessment 

Since March 2020, colleges and universities have been delivering online teaching and 

learning. Giving evidence to the Committee on 20 May 2020, the Minister for Further 

Education, Higher Education and Science stated:  

“We are asking the institutions to report back to us on what they are doing to 

address the issue of connectivity…All our institutions are reaching out to their 

student populations and, in particular, many colleges are buying laptops and 

sourcing devices to make sure that students can get online.” 

As mentioned under Theme 1, a £5 million Digital Fund to help institutions provide digital 

devices such as laptops for students who need them. Allocations per institution will be paid 

to institutions in September.   

https://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/94837.html
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12653
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12653
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/news/2020/news-81562.aspx
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/announcements_sfcan122020/Additional_capital_funding_to_support_digital_provision_in_AY_2020-21.pdf
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In April, the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) Scotland issued a letter to the higher 

education sector, highlighting resources available to support institutions to develop online 

learning and mitigate the impact of COVID-19 on assessment and progression.  

QAA Scotland also launched a resource hub for Technology Enhanced Learning. This hub 

includes resources on getting teaching online, enhancing inclusion and accessibility, 

student participation and co-creation and policy development and strategy. There is also a 

section sharing resources on the alternatives to face-to-face assessments.  

When the new academic year begins in September, most universities and colleges plan to 

deliver blended – also sometimes called hybrid - learning. 

Writing to college and university principals in May, the Minister set out plans for a phased 

return to campuses. At the time, Colleges Scotland chief executive Shona Struthers said:  

“We will continue to be guided by the latest public health advice – as the 

overarching priority is the safety and wellbeing of students and staff in the sector – 

and it is initially likely there will be a blended approach with both onsite and digital 

learning.” 

In its submission to the Committee, Universities Scotland states: 

“Universities will be delivering teaching through a blended model of in-person and 

online delivery. Universities want to offer some on-campus experience for students 

where it is safe and practical to do so. This will be limited to small seminar groups, 

laboratory work, practical work and so on where it can work within the guidelines.” 

Each university will have their own model for delivery. QAA Scotland highlights the 

University of Edinburgh’s Teaching Continuity Preparation guidance; University of 

Glasgow’s Glasgow Anywhere; The Watt Works quick guide to digital education from 

Heriot Watt; Remote teaching from the University of the Highlands and Islands; and Hybrid 

Teaching: a resource centre for Edinburgh College of Art from Edinburgh College of Art, 

University of Edinburgh.  

There are also resources from institutions such as the Open University providing training 

on making online teaching more inclusive and engaging.  

 

In May, Universities Scotland issued a statement on fair assessment during the COVID-19 

pandemic, setting out how fairness would be applied and academic thresholds met. 

 

NUS Scotland has repeatedly called for the adoption of a “no-detriment” approach and 

reiterated this in its submission to the Committee: 

 

“With disruption set to continue, NUS Scotland believes all institutions should adopt 

a no-detriment approach to assessment, so no student is academically 

disadvantaged or penalised as a result of this pandemic.” 

Survey of college lecturers  

https://www.qaa.ac.uk/scotland/news-events/news/qaa-scotland-letter-to-the-sector
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/scotland/focus-on/technology-enhanced-learning
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/scotland/en/focus-on/technology-enhanced-learning/getting-your-teaching-online
https://news.gov.scot/news/colleges-and-universities-preparing-for-phased-return
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/scotland/en/focus-on/technology-enhanced-learning/getting-your-teaching-online
https://www.ed.ac.uk/information-services/learning-technology/more/teaching-continuity
https://lta.hw.ac.uk/digital-education
https://www.uhi.ac.uk/en/educational-development-unit/remote-teaching
https://digital.eca.ed.ac.uk/hybridteaching
https://digital.eca.ed.ac.uk/hybridteaching
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/the-online-educator
https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/FairAssessmentinScottishHEduringCOVID-19-v-1.0.pdf
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In June, the EIS Further Education Lecturers’ Association (EIS-FELA) carried out a survey 

of almost 2,000 lecturers across the country’s 26 FE colleges. The survey asked questions 

around delivery of online learning. Respondents identified four key requirements to build 

confidence for delivery in the 2020/21 academic session: 

• Clarity over how teaching will be delivered (89%) 

• Clarity around assessment and/or course structure (81%). 

• Time to prepare for blended learning was also essential (86%) 

• Access to technology for students (82%) 

Concerns were also raised around equality of access for learners and consistency of 

delivery and assessment strategies.  

It is important to note that the survey was carried out three months before the new 

academic session and some of these concerns may since have been addressed – for 

example, the Scottish Government has since announced funding for access to technology.  

 

Members may wish to explore:  

• The Minister stated at the 20 May 2020 session that colleges and universities 

were asked for information about connectivity for students and staff. Has this 

information been received and what did it show.  

• What feedback has there been from institutions, staff and students about the 

delivery of online learning and assessment and how will this be built on for 

the new academic year. What role will the government play in this.  

• What role will the government and other agencies play in ensuring quality of 

online assessment for the academic year ahead. 

• What role will the government and other agencies play in helping ensure 

lecturers and course leaders can share best practice on learning and 

assessment.  

Lynne Currie 
SPICe Research 

26 August 2020 

 

Note: Committee briefing papers are provided by SPICe for the use of Scottish 

Parliament committees and clerking staff.  They provide focused information or respond 

to specific questions or areas of interest to committees and are not intended to offer 

comprehensive coverage of a subject area. 

The Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh, EH99 1SP www.parliament.scot 

https://www.eis.org.uk/Advice-To-Members-In-Colleges-On-COVID-19/FELA-Member-Survey-July--2020
https://www.eis.org.uk/Advice-To-Members-In-Colleges-On-COVID-19/FELA-Member-Survey-July--2020
http://www.parliament.scot/
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ANNEXE 1 

LIST OF RELEVANT SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT PUBLICATIONS AND GUIDANCE  

Looking after yourself and others 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19) Phase 3: staying safe and protecting others 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): Scotland's route map - what you can and cannot do 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): help for people who need additional support 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): shielding advice and support 

Test and Protect: getting tested and self-isolating 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): Test and Protect 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): getting tested in Scotland 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): test, trace, isolate, support strategy 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19) Test and Protect: multi-sector guidance on collection of 

customer and visitor contact details – July 2020 

Businesses and employers 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): general guidance for safer workplaces 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance on individual risk assessment for the workplace 

Education and children 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): advice for international students 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance for laboratories and research facilities 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance for colleges 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance for universities 

Health, care and social work 

Health Protection Scotland continues to update its guidance for health protection teams 

and healthcare practitioners as the situation evolves, as well as providing guidance for 

non-healthcare settings including schools, places of detention, and separate guidance for 

social care settings. 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance for medical, nursing and midwifery students 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-phase-3-staying-safe-and-protecting-others/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-what-you-can-and-cannot-do/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-help-for-vulnerable-people/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/covid-shielding/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-test-and-protect/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-getting-tested/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-test-trace-isolate-support/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/test-protect-multi-sector-guidance-collection-customer-visitor-contact-details-july-2020/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/test-protect-multi-sector-guidance-collection-customer-visitor-contact-details-july-2020/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-general-guidance-for-safer-workplaces/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-individual-risk-assessment-for-the-workplace/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-advice-for-international-students-april-2020/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-laboratories-and-research-facilities/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-colleges/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-for-universities/
https://www.hps.scot.nhs.uk/a-to-z-of-topics/covid-19/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/student-support-guidance-scotland-during-covid-19-outbreak-medical-nursing-midwifery/
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Housing 

• Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance on college, university and purpose-built student 

accommodation 

 

 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-college-university-and-purpose-built-student-accommodation/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-college-university-and-purpose-built-student-accommodation/
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• Colleges Scotland 

• EIS 

• NUS Scotland 

• UCU 
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Colleges Scotland  

Submission to the Education and Skills Committee on the COVID-19 Impact on 

the College Sector 

Introduction 

 

The college sector has been crucial in driving Scotland’s social and economic recovery 

in previous recessions and is ready to play its full part in the education and skills-led 

recovery post-COVID-19. 

Colleges act as anchor points for local communities, supporting individuals of all ages 

and backgrounds to gain skills and qualifications, helping the most disadvantaged and 

furthest from the labour market, and powering regional economies by delivering the 

skilled workforce that businesses need. 

This dynamic sector – consisting of 26 colleges across 13 college regions – is the 

largest skills and training provider in Scotland.  Colleges invest in the futures of 

approximately 265,000 students and are significant employers within their respective 

regions, employing more than 11,000 staff. 

As an agile, collaborative, and inclusive national asset, colleges play a vital role in 

driving Scotland’s economic, social, and educational recovery by: 

• supporting the requirements of the changed economy that will emerge 

• improving employability of our citizens  

• supporting businesses, large and small, to rebuild and re-engage their workforce 

• supporting social cohesion, positive and resilient mental health and wellbeing of 
our communities 

• seeking an inclusive and green recovery 

• contributing to the Four Capitals: economic, social, human, and natural 

• supporting delivery of the National Performance Framework.  
 

Colleges Crucial Role in Economic Recovery 

Colleges have a critical role in Scotland’s recovery, supporting Scotland’s future, 

getting our citizens back to work, ensuring an absolute focus on both social and 

economic recovery, and contributing to the success of the changed economy of the 

Scotland of the future - in other words playing a vital role in helping us build back 

better.  Colleges are critical to the capacity to re-build. 

Collaborative Working 

We will work with partners across the tertiary ecosystem, with schools, local government, 

colleagues in Community and Learning Development (CLD), Voluntary Sector, Social 

Enterprises and national agencies to support hard-hit communities (both urban and rural), 

industry sectors and employers in a post-COVID revival.  However, the opportunity we have 

is to design and develop a collective leadership and systems approach that delivers not only 

a short-term recovery, but one that is engrained, to ensure that the structures and skills offer 

that is redefined from this point is one that will underpin Scotland’s economy in the years to 

come and to increase the nation’s productivity.   
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Ensuring Future Capacity 

One of the key elements for the college sector to be able to maximise its positive 

impact is to ensure it has the necessary resources and support to deliver the upskilling 

and retraining required.  Maximum flexibility is needed to help quickly address the local 

and regional skill shortages, unemployment, and to tailor support for industry and 

business.  Colleges have a key role in building and maximising the social capital of 

Scotland, one that contributes to inclusive economic growth and takes a learner-led 

approach. 

 

Commonality of Approach 

Recent reports such as the Cumberford-Little, Advisory Group on Economic Recovery, 

and Enterprise and Skills Sub-Group have outlined key themes around the need for 

an education and skills-led recovery (both social and economic) and to build resilience 

through reskilling quickly and recognising the different regional requirements.   
 

The reports have also highlighted: 

• the importance of place, ensuring enhanced regional planning and partnerships 

• the need for improved digital infrastructure 

• the role of strategic public investment through a collective and cohesive endeavour. 
 

Colleges now have a strength and economy of scale at a regional level and are well 

positioned to enable delivery of the shift to growth through a regional approach to 

economic development, and to ensure a successful new structure can be implemented 

that will deliver for people, places and the economy.  A focus on regional planning is 

essential going forward, proving the necessary local flexibility within a national 

framework. 

 

Colleges: Delivering for People 

Delivering Skills and Opportunities for All 

Colleges already play an important role in supporting learning for life, providing 

coherent, adaptive, flexible learning pathways through face-to-face, full-time, part-

time, distance and online methods to suit the needs of individuals, including those in 

both schools and employment-based settings.  Reaffirming the sector as a key 

contributor, colleges across Scotland have the flexibility and agility to quickly refocus 

their curriculum offer to deliver employability and digital skills, upskilling and reskilling 

opportunities for individuals facing unemployment or uncertainty in the job market, for 

individuals looking to return to the workforce, and for businesses seeking to retrain 

existing employees to meet changing business needs.   

• Through the Flexible Workforce Development Fund (FWDF), colleges supported 
upskilling and reskilling programmes for 823 employers in 2018  

• 146,240 enrolments in 2018-19 were by students aged 25 or over, representing 
44.5% of all enrolments. 
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Delivering for the Most Vulnerable in our Society 

The college sector has a long-established and successful track record of social 

inclusion and widening access to education, including those groups identified as likely 

to be the hardest hit through COVID-19 such as women, the disabled, those from 

some minority ethnic backgrounds and those socio-economically disadvantaged.  

Colleges ensure that those who wish to do so can progress onto higher levels of study, 

and work closely with other training and education providers, voluntary sector 

agencies, local authorities and other public agencies – together with universities – to 

provide pathways on to courses.  

• 32% of full-time students are from Scotland’s lowest socio-economic backgrounds  

• 41.8% of First Degree university entrants from the lowest socio-economic 
backgrounds arrived via the HNC / HND college route 

• 14% of students have a recorded disability 

• 9% of students are from black and minority ethnic backgrounds 

• 3,650 students in colleges declared themselves to be care experienced – 1.7% of 
the college population, against 1.4% of the Scottish population. 

 

Delivering for Young People 

Colleges play an essential role in providing opportunities for young people and are 

fundamental to tackling youth unemployment.  In partnership with local authorities and 

schools through the school curriculum, colleges offer clear vocational pathways for 

Senior Phase pupils, preparing them for employment and helping reduce national skills 

gaps.  The college sector has contributed significantly to the success of the Scottish 

Government’s Developing Young Workforce (DYW) ambitions which ensured that 

youth unemployment reached a historic low and it can build on this success to address 

the current risks.   

• Colleges deliver DYW programmes to 99.2.% of Scotland’s state secondary 
schools, supporting 6,406 Senior Phase pupils 

• Colleges support work-based learning for a further 27,027 senior phase pupils, 
bringing the total of Senior Phase pupils engaged in qualifications delivered in 
partnership to 33,433. 

 

Apprenticeships 

Colleges have the agility, flexibility, capacity, and expertise to continue the delivery 

training of apprenticeships in a challenging labour market.  Colleges adaptability has 

been a core characteristic through regionalisation, where scaled up institutions have 

been able to more flexibly deploy staff to shape new models of provision.  This allows 

the creation of opportunities to simulate relevant work-based experiences for learners 

and by developing new pathways to apprenticeships through, for example, school – 

college collaborations. Such pathways will provide opportunities for young people to 

learn new and appropriate skills in preparation for when more apprenticeship 

opportunities arise.  In addition to providing training, colleges work closely with both 

schools and employers in the delivery of Foundation Apprenticeships and to provide 

extensive wrap-around support to trainees. 
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• Colleges support the delivery of Foundation Apprenticeships for 1,532 Senior 
Phase pupils across 23 colleges and 12 industry sectors  

• Colleges support 10,650 Modern Apprenticeships. 
 

DYW 

The COVID-19 pandemic risks triggering the sharpest rise in unemployment since the 

Great Depression.  The economic recession we are about to enter will be like no other 

and the impact of this risks deepening inequalities, the creation of a pandemic 

generation and of a catastrophic impact on the prospects of an entire generation of 

young people, affected both by disrupted education and by poorer labour market 

prospects.  Its scale requires a major effort from all key players to have a Team 

Scotland approach and to work together, to co-create solutions, to support transitions 

for both young people and adult returners and to rebuild and reinvigorate our 

communities. 

There is an urgent need to protect the DYW agenda – for many young people, staying 

in education and training will be the right answer. The DYW agenda offers a national 

‘prospectus’ which already has both national and local visibility and which employs a 

strength-based approach. We should seek to maximise the value of this in terms of 

reducing some of our national skills gaps. The regional intelligence of colleges and 

other partners will support this ambition. 

Training Guarantee 

The work commissioned by Scottish Government through Sandy Begbie’s 

consideration of a Job Guarantee is important, especially for young people.  The 

college sector would like to see this initiative used to sustain learners into employment 

and therefore seeks to ensure that any scheme includes a guarantee not just for jobs, 

but also a guarantee around free access to learning.  This will assist the longer-term 

picture and help ensure delivery of an engrained recovery. 

IPPR Research 

Research published recently by IPPR Scotland shows Scotland could see over 

100,000 young people unemployed by the end of the year - more than 1 in 3 of the 

young workforce. The college sector will have a strong role to play in supporting the 

creation of the 100,000 new opportunities in Scotland over the coming weeks and 

months, as called for by IPPR, to head off threat posed to the young workforce by 

projected high levels of youth unemployment. 

Colleges: Delivering for Communities 

Colleges act as civic anchors which help bind communities together by providing local 

hubs for people to meet and access services, and offering campus amenities such as 

digital access, sports facilities, hair salons, beauty services, and restaurants that are 

affordable for the people within the local area.   
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Colleges have become very adept at responding successfully to stakeholder need and 

have been central – as lead partners –  to many essential and progressive regional 

initiatives. As key partners within Community Planning Partnerships, Regional 

Economic Partnerships, City and Regional Deals, the sector’s scale following 

regionalisation, as well as its experience and responsiveness places it in an excellent 

position to play a vital role in the successful delivery of initiatives, and support future 

economic recovery and reform. 

 

• Colleges have addressed digital poverty by delivering digital equipment and by 
enabling connectivity to students suffering hardship 

• With a predicted increase in the need for mental health counselling services, 
colleges are investing in new models of mental health provision, supporting 
prevention and early intervention 

• Colleges have been central to the Scottish Government commitment to expand 
childcare places, increasing enrolments on HNC Childcare programmes by 43.6% 
and supporting 2,569 students. 

 

Regional Strength 

It is likely that there will be an uneven impact on regions across Scotland, which risks 

deepening pre-existing regional inequalities.  Responding to this will require genuine 

cross-system collaboration to rebuild to the changed economy and society, and to 

create sustainable success for our communities.  Colleges, at the heart of communities 

and with a reach into many of the SMEs who are the bedrock of a community and the 

economy, as well as the larger industrial players, are ideally placed to bring the social 

recovery that will be vital to help Scotland at this time and into the future, to build back 

better and to engrain the benefits of the recovery. 

 

Colleges are part of a national sector but are also individual organisations which are 

best placed to respond proactively to the needs and direction of local communities 

within an overarching framework for the sector.  This is a valuable approach that 

should not be lost.  If there is to be a further focus on regionalisation, this may need a 

better alignment of boundaries and/or mechanisms established to coordinate larger 

regional responses in larger geographical areas. 

 

Colleges: Delivering for the Economy 

Economic Value 

In September 2017, Colleges Scotland commissioned the Fraser of Allander Institute 

to prepare a report on the contribution of college graduates to Scotland’s economy.  

This study showed that the Scottish economy (as measured by GDP) will be better off 

by over £20 billion over the long term, which corresponds to around an additional 

£55,000 boost to productivity for the Scottish economy for each college graduate. 

Delivering for a Green Economy 

Colleges are contributing to tackling the climate emergency, both in terms of their own 

estates and by delivering initiatives to address the climate emergency, for example: 
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• The carbon footprint of the college sector has reduced by 18% in the last two years 

• Development of cleaner transport initiatives 

• Training of the existing workforce, students and apprentices in renewable energy 
and energy transition 

• There were 1,685 enrolments in green economy courses in 2018-19  

• Tackling gender imbalance within the energy sector through initiatives such as 
Girls into Energy Programmes 

• Partnership working in relation to hydrogen-based infrastructures. 
 

Delivering for a Digital Economy 

The college sector is determined to develop and enhance the learning experience to 

ensure it encapsulates the full range of technology, such as artificial intelligence, 

augmented and virtual reality learning, with the best available equipment to maximise 

the potential of colleges to deliver work-based learning, contribute to increased 

economic productivity, inward investment and meet the changing needs of users.  A 

Digital Ambition and roadmap are being developed by the sector which will enable it 

to support the full range of learners accessing college-based learning platforms across 

Scotland.  It will also ensure that colleges can quickly respond to the changing needs 

of the labour market and deliver skills for the new economy 4.0.   

Delivering for Employers 

Colleges make a fundamental contribution to Scotland’s labour market, helping to 

meet employers’ needs and ensuring that students have the right skills and training to 

succeed in the workplace.  College education contributes to boosting the quality as 

well as quantity of employment options for graduating students, with 96% of all 

learning hours leading to a recognised qualification.  Colleges work closely with both 

SMEs and large employers in their local regions, shaping their curriculum offer to meet 

the skills needs of the local economy, and providing retraining and upskilling 

opportunities.  These are key areas where colleges will increasingly contribute going 

forward.  

The sector has a substantial role in responding to: 

• growing unemployment levels – expected to rise sharply once the UK 
Government’s Job Retention Scheme ends  

• supporting the Scottish Government’s PACE activity which will become vital in 
responding to redundancy and company closure.  

Developed in partnership with industry, colleges’ agility has shown a track record of 

allowing them to focus provision on speedy, short, sharp courses to enable those 

unemployed to quickly transition from declining sectors into jobs in growth areas, such 

as construction, digital, automation, health and social care, green economy, early 

years, artificial intelligence, and STEM. 

The college sector’s flexibility enables them to support: 

• 238,111 (72.4%) part-time enrolments in 2018-19 

• 49,386 students studying health and social care courses in 2018-19 (14.9% at 
higher education (HE)) 
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• 21,138 construction course enrolments in 2018-19 (11.9% at HE) 

• 23,868 digital skills enrolments in 2018-19 (16.9% at HE), and 98,516 STEM 
enrolments in 2018-19 (14.9% at HE) 

• 95,637 students while they are in employment. 

Colleges are also flexing their course offering to address skills shortages in high 

participation sectors such as logistics, transport, hospitality and childcare, as well as 

having the flexibility to input when and where other specific areas are identified as 

requiring a response.  

The sector is encouraging and supporting an innovative economy, working closely with 

Innovation Centres, providing business incubator space, ensuring access to resources 

to aid start-up ventures, and developing strategic partnerships with businesses and 

universities to drive global investment opportunities into manufacturing, technology 

and innovation hubs, which will drive growth in the Scottish economy for decades to 

come. 

Financial Impact of COVID-19 

The college sector was facing significant financial challenges before COVID-19 – as 
highlighted by Audit Scotland’s report, Scotland’s Colleges 2019 – which have been 
exacerbated by the consequences of the pandemic. The sector’s cumulative adjusted 
deficit for 2019-20 is forecast to be £8.4 million. For 2020-21, the forecast deficit is 
£27.5 million, which means a combined COVID-19 forecast deficit of £35.9 million. 
 
Colleges Scotland and sector representatives have been working closely with the 
Scottish Government and its agencies throughout the pandemic and – at the time of 
writing this, at the end of August 2020 – has secured an additional £3 million 
investment for FWDF which has been announced and reduces the adjusted 
operational deficit to £32.9 million.   
 
During the pandemic there have been other investments into the sector which we have 
welcomed: £2 million for FE student support and a commensurate share of a £2.2m 
for HE student support brought forward; £3.33 million for digital capital; £6.5 million for 
capital; and we have been informed that £7.5 million shall be made available from the 
Job Retention Scheme. 
 
That additional investment is welcome, however, with a £32.9 million operational 
deficit, further investment into the sector is urgently required for colleges to maximise 
their positive impact in driving Scotland’s social and economic recovery.   
There are concerns regarding cashflow across the sector and over 60% of colleges 
are reporting deficits for the year ending 31 July 2020, leading to a material reduction 
in the level of cash held by colleges.  In some colleges, this may lead to insufficient 
cashflow to meet their financial commitments, including staff costs and external 
contractual requirements.   
 
The Scottish Funding Council has offered a welcome assurance on cash flows and 
some aspects of financial consideration, though there are additional queries which 
remain outstanding and we are working together to take these forward.    
 

https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/scotlands-colleges-2019
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We are seeking similar assurances from the Scottish Government and SDS to provide 

similar arrangements with apprenticeship milestones to support cashflow 

management to enable current business continuity and sustain the apprenticeship and 

employability training infrastructure. 

Increase flexibility 

The impact of COVID-19 has accentuated the need for colleges to be given more 

flexibility in the delivery of their courses, which would allow them to move away from 

the traditional on-campus delivery model where this does not meet the needs of the 

learners or employers.  This will also support ongoing ambitions in terms of learning 

for life with seamless entry and exit of education at stages that meet learner needs, 

as well as clear progression pathways to HE, and tax incentives for employers could 

create stronger links through colleges.  

To support this, there is a need to focus on the digital capacity of the sector, 

households and Scotland to not only continue to deliver teaching and skills 

development during the pandemic period, but to also introduce the flexibility of 

provision needed.  

Colleges are keen to see stronger collaboration and integration of curriculum with 

schools and universities and undertake regional strategic planning across the 

education sector to meet local, regional, and national needs. 

The contribution colleges make to innovation and knowledge exchange should be 

recognised, supported by specific funding to create an innovative, creative, and 

dynamic environment for learning, skills, and training. 

The recently published Cumberford-Little report identified the need to enhance the use 

of college certified qualifications, and more use of ‘micro-credentials’ to support a new 

college purpose. This need is greater than ever in supporting the recovery. A degree 

of inflexibility and lack of currency within the existing post-16 accredited qualifications 

portfolio, particularly within the Higher National suite of awards, has not provided the 

flexibility that the college sector seeks. This process of qualifications development and 

subsequent commissioning needs reviewed to be more closely linked to sector need. 

The sector’s requests are: 

• Prioritise greater flexibility within delivery and funding models to better support 
colleges to increase the economic, social, natural and human capital (as referenced 
by the Advisory Group on Economic Recovery report, published 2020) of the regions 
they serve, through maximising regional opportunities and minimising and addressing 
regional challenges.  This would by necessity need to include a parity of funding 
across the tertiary ecosystem 

• Explore a more joined up approach to funding instead of the current multiple funding 
pots 

• Focus more on measuring outputs of social and economic impacts, and less on a 
single volume target 

• Funding to organisations by bodies such as Skills Development Scotland should also 
be urgently reviewed in terms of value for money and focussed investment of public 
funds. 
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Colleges must be allowed to retain their focus on social inclusion, enhancing 

opportunities in disadvantaged communities which will be hit hard by the downturn.  

Campus-based delivery will be essential to meet the needs of many learners, including 

those from disadvantaged communities, those with disabilities and other vulnerable 

groups. 

Colleges must be sufficiently resourced to enable them to invest in staff development 

to assist in developing and enhancing skills to deliver effective learning online 

(including provision for vulnerable groups in regard to improving quality of life) and 

more efficient business infrastructure.  This should include a more flexible workforce 

beyond the current structure so helping to accelerate the aspirations of ‘the work force 

of the future’. 

Opportunities in the current environment  

Opportunities include: 

• The creation of a more responsive and digitally skilled workforce 

• A wider range of online/blended provision 

• A wider range of ways in which learners can engage with the college 

• A review of services and systems to make them user-centred, efficient, more 
effective, and less bureaucratic 

• Enhanced learning platforms 

• Opportunities to work closer with other colleges, universities and WorldSkills 

• Enhance more strategic partnerships 

• Raise the profile of the college sector and its ability to respond 

• Opportunities to drive much needed streamlining of qualifications and awarding 
bodies processes 

The sector’s requests are: 

• Seeking a national framework which provides greater flexibility in the delivery of 
courses and which allows for a focus on regional planning and partnership to deliver 
stronger collaboration and integration of curriculum 

• A system that strengthens and supports the college sector’s focus on social inclusion. 

• A focus on digital capacity of colleges to support the flexibility of learning required. 

• The Job Guarantee scheme to include access to free training as well as to employment, 
to help sustain learners into employment 

• A new Apprenticeship Pathway Programme as a valuable way of developing skills in 
key sectors for people who are not yet in employment 

• An expanded FWDF should assist employers of all sizes, including SMEs and 
microbusinesses, in upskilling and reskilling their staff 
Additional support should be targeted at Transitional Training, to help unemployed 

people enhance their skills while seeking new employment 

• Reduce competition between schools/colleges/universities by removing duplication to 
increase efficiency and allow more effective use of current resources across the 
whole system, including avoiding duplication at SCQF level 7 

• Create equity for learners by taking a national approach to articulation, for example, 
exploring a standard ‘2+2’ model for appropriate subjects. 
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• Capitalising on the opportunities that COVID-19 has brought to the connectedness 
of everyone as a community to drive positive change, with agility and removing 
barriers to change 

• Increased regional engagement with potential learners especially those facing 
unemployment. 

Threats in the current environment  

The threats are primarily funding related to ensure that colleges have the capacity to 

meet demand and have the necessary flexibility and funding to build the capabilities 

to meet the evolving (and as yet unpredictable) needs of the recovery to the new 

economy. Prior to the pandemic, colleges were already facing significant financial 

challenges and were actively considering how to plan effectively for the future in a 

climate of annual funding allocations. Consideration should be given to multi-year 

funding and guidance.  

Other threats include: 

• Managing the ongoing pandemic has the potential to limit the ability of the sector 
to focus on longer term projects 

• Financial instability due to reduced income/funding 

• Digital Poverty – connectivity, hardware, environment 
• Digital capability of staff. 

Potential enhanced collaboration across the tertiary education system 

Standardising the articulation routes by moving to a ‘2+2’ or a ‘2+1’ model of delivery 

of an honours or ordinary degree, respectively.  This would ensure that all institutions 

give the same recognition for the same qualification when the learner is applying to 

the same or similar course at the same SCQF level.  These would assist in shortening 

the learner journey, without reducing its benefits for learners, thus helping to produce 

a workforce of greater productivity and skill, allowing more people from all 

backgrounds to participate in the labour market more quickly and bringing greater 

economic benefit.  The work started by the National Articulation Forum should be 

continued. 

 

The sector’s requests are: 

• A response in keeping with the scale of the economic challenge and which supports 
the requirement of a major effort from all key players and to have a Team Scotland 
approach and to work together, to co-create solutions 

• Provide a framework and finance model to allow colleges across Scotland to have the 
flexibility and agility to quickly refocus their curriculum offer to deliver employability and 
digital skills, upskilling and reskilling opportunities for individuals to support the social 
and economic recovery 

• Ensure opportunities to allow streamlining of qualifications and awarding bodies 
processes 

• Support in delivery of the identified digital priorities around access, development of 
course content, and staff capabilities. 
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Colleges and universities must establish closer strategic alignment to ensure the 

provision and pathways are student focused and not institution focused, with a more 

holistic regional approach to planning taken to ensure pathways are clear, well 

planned and seamless for learners, and to avoid duplication around SCQF level 7 

through joint planning for demand led regional provision (e.g. through the Regional 

Improvement Collaboratives).  

Maximising colleges’ impact on recovery  

Scottish Government and its enterprise, skills and education-focused agencies can 

support colleges to maximise their positive impact on the post-COVID-19 social and 

economic recovery. 

Public resources should be directed to public institutions and not toward private 

training organisations who factor profit margins into their activity.  A review of all 

resources available to meet the needs of each region should be undertaken and 

allocated based on impact for individuals and the community rather than on 

established bureaucratic and outdated funding models. 

We believe that innovation and productivity will be improved through a more strategic 

and dynamic control environment for the college sector, that supports the required 

flexibilities sought, reduces bureaucracy, and brings rationalisation.   

A focus on regional economic clusters of employers would help develop regional 

specialisms for the economy. Matching support for business start-up, skills 

development and FE/HE provision could foster the sense of regional economic 

specialisms. 

The current SFC/Education Scotland model for Evaluative Reports and Enhancement 

Plan has created a system whereby targets are reviewed with the aim of 

complementing SFC monitoring and reflecting on the quality indicators in ‘How Good 

is Our College’.  Whilst the system has created collaboration between colleges, SFC 

and Education Scotland, it has led to a system that does not best drive enhancement.   

SFC’s funding and accountability frameworks require a review to ensure they promote 

agile and collaborative action, to ensure that equality and wide access to educational 

opportunity are promoted as key elements of the recovery for younger people and 

adults. 

For colleges to be able to respond agilely to developing challenges, there needs to be 

increased flexibility in the model within which the sector operates and more support 

for emerging best practice. The Outcome Agreement process, for example, whilst 

The sector’s requests are: 

• A system that has full recognition of previously gained qualifications when the learner 
is applying to the same or similar course at the same SCQF level and build on the work 
of the recently published report from the National Articulation Forum. 

• A rationalisation of the existing cluttered examinations and assessment landscape. 
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successful in aligning college strategic priorities with Scottish Government policy, 

has in recent times restricted the ambition of colleges to respond to local need. 

Freedom for colleges to generate and use surpluses would create a more creative and 

agile sector, which would allow colleges to exercise effective stewardship and manage 

resources to best effect. 

The production of an SFC capital investment plan which sets out a medium/longer 

term investment plan for colleges’ physical and digital infrastructure needs would also 

be vital.  

Support in a changed environment 

The Scottish Government and its agencies should recognise the wealth of experience 

within the college sector and allow the flexibility for individual institutions to respond 

and be proactive in response to the particular needs of their local communities, 

employers, and students.  

Agencies, such as SFC, Skills Development Scotland, Scottish Qualifications 

Authority, and Scottish Enterprise should work together better and look at a more 

holistic, joined-up approach to ensure systems are designed around the user, to be 

more flexible, agile and effective. 

The existing funding models for universities and colleges should be reviewed. The 

significantly lower resources provided to colleges compared to universities is unfair 

and unjustified and inevitably impacts on the relative student experience. With 

continued downward pressure on SFC’s resources, a fundamental overhaul of the 

funding landscape is required as a matter of urgency.    

Scottish Government ministers have made it clear they view the college sector as 

being at the heart of the social and economic recovery, however, there has as yet 

been scant forthcoming financial assistance to support this activity, in comparison to 

the £75 million investment received by the university sector to support research 

activity.  

The Scottish Government and SFC should work together to create clearer and more 

flexible planned funding for institutions, moving away from year-to-year funding to 

better support the longer term planning needed, which will address low educational 

attainment, low productivity and poor economic wellbeing. 

Introduce a smaller set of ROA targets that are more realistic and impact focused. This 

includes reviewing Education Scotland’s role in the ROA process and what 

impact/value they bring to the enhancement of the learner experience. 

The current models of funding with DYW in schools, colleges and universities do not 

allow for the most cost-effective route.  There is a need to streamline routes from 

schools to further and higher education which make it attractive for students and 

employers.  There is often little incentive for employers to collaborate in the 

development of skills and current models of education, meaning it takes longer for 

students to enter their labour market.  If companies were given tax incentives to work 

with schools, college and universities on industry ready students, and, in addition, if 
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the delivery of qualifications were compressed and funding models adjusted, this 

would give opportunity to create routes through the current school DYW, college and 

university that would achieve a more effective throughput of students to the workplace. 

The impact of COVID-19 has highlighted the importance of outdoor learning in 

supporting sustainability and promoting the health and wellbeing of people of all ages.  

Additional support from the SFC would allow colleges to focus efforts on building on 

existing outdoor learning opportunities. 

Colleges Scotland 

August 2020 

 

 

  

The sector’s requests are: 

• Review SFC’s funding and accountability frameworks to ensure promotion of agile and 
collaborative action, to ensure that equality and wide access to educational opportunity 
are promoted as key elements of the recovery 

• The existing funding model for colleges should be reviewed, ensuring the provision of 
equity of resources across the tertiary education landscape  

• Delivery of a more strategic and dynamic control environment for the college sector, 
that supports the required flexibilities sought, reduces bureaucracy, and brings 
rationalisation   

• Work towards a system that provides freedom for colleges to generate and use 
surpluses 

• The production of an SFC capital investment plan which sets out a medium/longer term 
investment plan for colleges’ physical and digital infrastructure 

• Investing in improved guidance services for learners of all ages to help them identify 
relevant opportunities and the benefits of participating in education 

• Continue to work with the sector to significantly rationalise credit guidance rules to 
support increased innovation and productivity. 
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EIS  

The EIS is pleased to submit its views to Parliament’s Education & Skills 
Committee before the appearance of the Minister for Further & Higher Education. 
The EIS is the only recognised trade union representing further education college 
lecturers in Scotland, with around 5,000 in membership. The EIS is also 
recognised in many Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in Scotland, particularly 
in the newer HEIs, with around 1,400 members – almost all being academics. 
The EIS has set up self-governing associations for its further education and 
higher education members in order for them to manage their distinct interests. 
 
College Sector 
 

i. College lecturers reacted in a rapid and agile manner to the Covid-19 lockdown, 
they digitalised their work for online delivery, supported individual students and 
dealt with revised assessment procedures – in what was described as a “period 
of crisis teaching.” Whilst not all students were able to access this work, this 
enabled the vast majority of college students to successfully complete their 
courses.  
 

ii. The college sector is currently preparing for students to return shortly and staff 
are making every effort to ensure that this will be safely and successfully done. 
 

iii. The success of the college sector in supporting students in recent months should 
not lull the Committee into thinking that there are no issues requiring attention in 
the college sector. This submission will seek to identify pertinent issues for the 
Committee to consider raising with the Minister. 
 
The Role of the College Sector 
 

iv. The EIS believes that further education colleges offer students of all backgrounds 
an opportunity to improve their skills, education and employment prospects and, 
therefore, colleges are a critical part in securing Scotland’s inclusive, social and 
economic recovery from the current pandemic. 
 

v. The EIS rejects the notion that colleges’ primary or sole function is to support 
businesses or employers. The EIS believes that a publicly funded further 
education sector is a public service that serves the public good, society as a 
whole rather than only the narrow needs of business.  The EIS would oppose 
any notion to refocus colleges’ role to simply support the economy or 
employment. 
 

vi. The EIS believes that the Scottish Government should avoid repeating the 
mistake made during the last recession – in which the Government tried to 
refocus the role of the FE sector to meet the needs of businesses by 
concentrating on delivering award bearing courses for young people which had 
the effect of reducing access to further education for part-time workers, women, 
older people (i.e. over the age of 25) and workers in employment. The last 
recession also saw significant funding cuts to the FE Sector despite its key role 
in mitigating the effects of the recession. 
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Colleges in the Post-Covid World 
 

vii. As previously stated, the EIS believes that colleges’ role in educating and training 
people is central to mitigating the effects of the expected post-Covid-19 
recession. Colleges allow workers to upskill or gain skills in order to find work or 
new work. The skills learnt at colleges also build confident, adaptable and 
resilient individuals that not only contribute to the world of work but to wider 
society. Colleges prepare their students for life, not simply the current challenges 
facing Scotland. 
 

viii. The recently published Higgins Report stated: 
 
“Colleges have been instrumental in delivering workforce up-skilling, re-skilling 
and soft skills; and we heard that the college sector has already helped to support 
organisations across Scotland to rebuild their businesses and rebuild their 
confidence. But this will need to go further.” 
 
“Colleges are an agile, collaborative, and inclusive national asset to which the 
Scottish Government allocates significant resource. As in the aftermath of 2008, 
colleges will need to be at the heart of the recovery effort.” 
 

ix. The effect of the SQA results on the number of new college students for 2020-
21 is currently unknown. The EIS is keen to ensure that there is no unmanaged 
shift of young people to the university sector at a time where the courses provided 
by the college sector are important to meet learners and employers’ needs. 
 

x. The EIS rejects the notion that public resources are scarce. The reality is that the 
Scottish Government spending is at a record level – not least due to Barnett 
consequentials from the UK Government. The Scottish Government has 
opportunities to raise taxation for even greater investment during this recession. 
 

xi. The EIS does not believe that public funding is a zero sum game, and therefore 
does not believe that funding should be displaced to to follow Scottish 
Government priorities.  
 
The SQA in the college sector 
 

xii. The SQA is an agency of the Scottish Government, and the responsibility for its 
work lies with the Scottish Government. It has become clear to the EIS that the 
SQA does not have a full understanding of how their qualifications are assessed 
in colleges.  
 

xiii. The EIS believes that the SQA needs to be more flexible in the way it manages 
the 2020-1 delivery of SQA qualifications in colleges, in particular the national 
qualifications of NCs, HNCs and HNDs. The 2020-21 session is going to be a 
shorter college teaching year and the SQA needs either to reduce assessment 
arrangements in unit specifications or reduce the content to be taught in unit 
specifications in order to address current challenges. 

 



Agenda item 4  ES/S5/20/19/3
  

17 
 

xiv. The EIS believes that the Minister for FE & HE needs to be proactive in dealing 
with SQA issues that will affect the college sector in order to forestall potential 
issues. Currently SQA do not seem to have prepared plans to deal with reduced 
length of session and application of Blended approach, full time courses start 
soon, this is a matter which has to be resolved immediately through discussion 
with representatives of practitioners. 
 
 
Other Issues Facing the College Sector 
 

xv. The EIS conducted a student survey1 that showed that whilst most students had 
online access, socio-economically disadvantaged students were less likely to 
have online digital access to learning and more likely to have caring 
responsibilities that frustrated participation in online learning. Colleges have long 
widened access to all parts of society, and has a higher proportion of students 
coming from SIMD 20 than the general population. This is a key function of 
colleges and it allows articulation for many to higher education and/or better life 
and employment prospects. 
 

xvi. It should be recognised by Government that the nature of the vocational courses 
delivered by colleges, the nature of many college students and the digital poverty 
experienced by many students make online delivery of most college courses 
impractical. Lecturing staff support the principle of face-to-face teaching in the 
college sector and this needs to be recognised in the way the colleges are funded 
and managed. In this respect, colleges are different to universities. 
 

xvii. Another key difference between the college and university sectors are that 
colleges in Scotland are not international facing and do not compete for the best 
students; most students are Scottish domiciled. Scottish college students do not 
generally leave home to attend college and they usually attend their closest 
college (or the closest college with the course they wish to attend). These 
patterns reflect the mission of colleges and means that they are not dependent 
on international students or international collaboration. Unlike universities, the 
college sector as a whole is unlikely to be significantly affected by changes in 
international student numbers or fewer international connections.  
 
 
University Sector 
 

xviii. The Scottish HE sector is world renowned and valued both domestically and 
internationally for provision of high quality education and world leading research. 
This enhances Scotland’s global reputation and helps put us on the map. 

 
xix. Universities play a key role in providing a highly skilled workforce and world class 

research that benefits both industry and the public good. While they are often 
recognised as key players in developing skills and opportunities for students, 
they also make great contributions to the knowledge economy and civil society. 

 

                                                           
1 https://www.eis.org.uk/Content/images/corona/FE%20Survey.pdf  

https://www.eis.org.uk/Content/images/corona/FE%20Survey.pdf
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xx. Some Scottish institutions have been actively engaged in front line research to 
find a vaccine and treatments for Covid 19. The staff involved with this, have 
continued to work right through lockdown and have made significant 
contributions to understanding the science of this disease. 

 
xxi. When lockdown happened in March and Universities closed, Academic staff 

acted quickly to move as much teaching online as possible. As a result, most 
students were able to complete courses and graduate, where they had the 
access to technology to do so.  

 
xxii. Much effort was made to ensure the health and safety of international students 

and those stuck in halls, and to provide access to adequate technology to allow 
for the completion of studies while in lockdown. 

 
xxiii. Universities are preparing to re-open campuses at the end Sept/early October. 

The unions have been engaging with this process in order to ensure that proper 
measures for safety are taken for both staff and students. EIS welcomed the 
opportunity to engage in writing groups which formed some of the guidance 
enabling this safe return. 

 
xxiv. Some courses may start later than usual and some HEIs will offer a January 

intake in order to maximise student recruitment. Though some institutions 
already had a January intake, this was a less common approach before the 
pandemic. 

 
xxv. EIS believes the University sector will be key in continuing to provide skilled 

workers and research and development needed to help Scotland’s economy 
recover from the impact of Covid 19. 

 
xxvi. For those affected by the economic downturn, additional opportunities to 

enhance their skills in professional fields can be provided by the HE sector, 
particularly at masters and PHD level. This will increase the availability of highest 
level of skilled staff which may in turn increase the appeal of Scotland to 
businesses and employers. 

 
xxvii. Universities are not only educational institutions. They provide well paying, 

skilled jobs in cities around Scotland and are large employers within their local 
communities. Proposed cuts to University staffing, which are cropping up widely 
across the sector, will damage the local economies of cities in which they are 
based as well as providing less teaching and research. It is wrong to assume that 
cutting staff is the same as achieving efficiency. Cutting staff means less is able 
to be done and less useful output can be achieved, both in terms of student 
experience and vital research. 

 
xxviii. The HE sector in Scotland is facing a massive funding shortfall, initially estimated 

to be around £400,000,000 as a result of the pandemic in the 20/21 academic 
year. This is largely caused by an over reliance on recruiting lucrative 
international students and the marketisation of the sector. Other losses have 
included accommodation, summer schools, conferencing and events revenues 
which would normally have been accrued during the summer break. 
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xxix. This shortfall will last over a number of years due to the 4-year cycle of the degree 

programme in Scotland. EIS believes additional public funding will be essential 
during this period to ensure Universities can continue to operate and provide the 
level of student experience and research that they currently provide and 
contribute fully to the recovery of the Scottish economy. Without increased public 
funding, cuts will continue to be made to the detriment of our education, 
knowledge, and the wider economy. 

 
xxx. Covid 19 has led to fewer international students being recruited and fewer 

deposits being paid. It is expected that up to half the usual number of 
international students will be on campus at the start of term this year. 

 
xxxi. In addition to the shortfall in international student fees, research funding has also 

been hit as grant proposals couldn’t be written or processed as normal during 
the lockdown and as large corporate income streams tighten their belts in 
anticipation of a serious recession in the coming financial year. 

 

xxxii. A limited amount of research targeted funding has been made available by the 
government, but this has disproportionately gone to the big, less vulnerable-92 
organisations who traditionally are research intensive and have greater financial 
reserves. Post 92 and teaching intensive universities have seen little benefit from 
these limited funds. Though all financial support is welcomed, the amounts which 
have been made available so far are very far from adequate given the huge 
shortfalls in the sector caused by the pandemic. 

 

xxxiii. It is worth noting that pathways for FE learners to progress to HE, eg articulation 
agreements to enable widening access, have grown in the sector in recent years 
but is disproportionately carried out by the post 92 HEIs. The EIS believes that 
the Scottish Government needs to make greater efforts to ensure that all Scottish 
Universities have a direct obligation to enrol students from more deprived areas. 

 

 
 
SFC Review of Coherent Provision and Sustainability in Further & Higher 
Education 
  

xxxiv. The EIS recognises the need to review the work of the college and university 
sectors in light of the challenges facing society and government. However, the 
EIS is keen to ensure that the current review is not used simply to identify cuts 
and savings in the tertiary sector. The EIS welcomes the fact that the review is a 
multi-stage review taking place over an extended period of time, as this may 
avoid a knee jerk rection responding prematurely to events as they are beginning 
to unfold.  
  

xxxv. The EIS was concerned to read that the Scottish Government remit to the SFC 
in carrying out its review highlighted the ‘Cumberford Little Report’ as a point of 
reference. This report has not been discussed or adopted by the college sector, 
not has it been adopted as policy by the Scottish Government. The Cumberford-
Little Report was written before the Covid-19 lockdown and before the scale and 
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nature of the looming recession was understood. The Report’s2 statement that 
“engagement with employers is the core focus of this report” shows the 
narrowness of the Report and its failure to understand that a college’s mission is 
also to support students and communities. 
 

xxxvi. The Cumberford–Little Report also recommended that colleges should pull out 
of the public sector and focus their work on serving businesses – both local and 
international - whilst looking to compete with the HE sector by delivering two year 
degrees in a single tertiary sector. The privatisation and deregulation route, 
concentrating on commercialisation and globalisation, was flawed even before 
the covid-19 pandemic and its putative effect on international students. 
Successive negative press articles, relating to senior management remuneration 
for example, suggest that accountability needs to be strengthened rather than 
relaxed. 
 

xxxvii. Universities and Colleges perform a bigger role than simply skilling workers and 
contributing to the economy. They are an integral part of their communities and 
civil society. The SFC should consider these wider impacts and not simply judge 
the viability of areas of learning by the financial returns. To do so skews the 
balance of teaching and research and defunds critical areas of learning, 
especially in the humanities and arts. Education for educations sake is also a 
valuable contribution to the fabric of Scottish society 
 
Strategic planning in the FE/HE sectors. 
 

xxxviii. The Minister has convened nine meetings of the Ministerial Leadership Group 
(MLG) with stakeholders (including trade unions) from both further and higher 
education sectors. These meetings have been useful and have given access to 
civil servants to working on specific workstreams. 
 

xxxix. The Minister has also met with trade unions collectively, and on an individual 
basis. The EIS welcomes this access and the two-way discussions that have 
taken place.  The Scottish Government has included the EIS (and other trade 
unions) in the drafting of Scottish Government guidance on reopening college 
(and university sector). 
 

xl. Whilst the MLG meetings are useful, it does not coordinate various aspects of 
Scottish Government work in college and higher education sectors, nor does it 
coordinate the work of the stakeholders themselves. In other words, out with 
MLG, the colleges and universities go about responding to the Covid-19 
challenges in their own way using their own Employers’ Associations as they see 
fit. This contrasts with the schools’ sector where the CERG group coordinates 
much activity.  
 

xli. The lack of a college or University sector CERG type group, despite the fact that 
it is part of the public sector is particularly striking. The lack of a CERG type group 

                                                           
2 “Notwithstanding the priority Government and partners ascribe to individuals and communities, engagement 
with employers is the core focus of this report”.” 
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means that every separate Scottish Government consultation on aspects of the 
Covid-19 recovery is done on ad hoc basis.   
 

xlii. The college sector leadership’s unwillingness to directly engage collectively with 
stakeholders out with the MLG shows the key role that Ministers have in the 
sector. Colleges Scotland was unwilling to meaningfully engage with the EIS at 
the NJNC to push for a sector approach to the lockdown. Colleges Scotland also 
refused to meet with the SQA and EIS to discuss assessment concerns. The EIS 
believes that the FE sector’s leadership should be more inclusive and 
collaborative, and that Ministers need to encourage this. 
 

xliii. There is engagement at local levels but only occasional meetings between 
unions and Universities Scotland. Therefore. there is little co-ordination of 
engagement with the unions at the Scottish level by HE employers and no 
Scottish level machinery exists to progress this. Scottish HE employers have 
recently refused to set up a sub group of the national bargaining unit, JNCHES, 
in Scotland, sighting no appetite for this in institutions, and so national 
agreements and joint statements covering HE have had to be made on a UK 
level only as part of a UK level JNCHES  roundtable process. Ministers need to 
encourage Universities Scotland and the Scottish employers to engage with the 
unions to come to collective agreements and joint positions wherever possible, 
on issues affecting the Scottish sector so that we can respond nimbly and 
appropriately to the coming economic challenges brought about by the 
pandemic.  
 
August 25th, 2020 
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NUS Scotland 

INTRODUCTION  
 
NUS Scotland welcomes the opportunity to submit a briefing to the Education and 
Skills committee and recognises the unique challenges facing the education sector 
as a result of the current global pandemic. NUS Scotland is a federation of over 60 
students' associations in Scotland with member associations stretching from the 
borders to the highlands. We work to promote, defend and extend the rights of 
students and apprentices in Scotland. 
 
COST OF LIVING SUPPORT 
 
In our recent survey (conducted in March/April) NUS Scotland found that 68 per cent 
of students in Scotland were concerned about their ability to manage financially3. 
Almost half of those surveyed indicated that the income of someone who supported 
them financially had been impacted. Over 60 per cent of students of those 
responding to our Covid-19 survey worked alongside their studies. 
 
We remain concerned that the impact of Covid-19 on students this year may be even 
greater than last. While action taken by the Scottish Government to date is welcome, 
we need a longer-term plan. Without one, students face a cost-of-learning crisis. In 
the short term, we would welcome increased discretionary funding to support 
further and higher education students facing financial hardship. In the longer 
term, we believe emergency improvements will need to be made to the 
package of cost-of-living support that is available to Scotland’s learners, so 
that they are properly supported to complete their studies.  
 
SUSTAINABLE PUBLIC INVESMENT  
 
Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic or the impacts of Brexit, colleges and universities 
alike faced significant financial challenges. Due to their increased reliance on the 
marketised international students’ fee regime, and the trend of real-terms declining 
public investment, universities now potentially face substantial financial losses in 
light of Covid-19. In 2020-21 it is estimated that Scottish Universities face an 
operating deficit of between £384 million and £651 million4. Meanwhile, it is 
estimated that colleges could lose £70 million in income next year5.  
 
NUS Scotland recognises the clear need to protect teaching and the quality of 
courses in our institutions and calls for protections to be placed on retention of staff 
who teach and support students every day. Given the scale of the challenge 
facing our colleges and universities, we believe that the Scottish and UK 
governments must provide substantial public investment to support those 
institutions facing financial hardship. In the long-term, the Scottish 
Government must ensure adequate public investment for our institutions so 
that they are safeguarded from economic shocks. We welcome the Scottish 
Government has ruled out the introduction of tuition fees for Scottish 

                                                           
3 “Covid-19 and Students Survey Scotland”, NUS Scotland, 14 May 2020 
4 “Covid-19 Further and Higher Education Sustainability Plan”, Scottish Government, 9 July 2020 
5 “Scottish Colleges Lose 35 per cent of Income”, TES, 15 May 2020 

https://www.nusconnect.org.uk/resources/covid-19-and-students-survey-report-scotland
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-further-higher-education-sustainability-plan/
https://www.tes.com/news/scottish-colleges-lose-35-income-owing-covid-19
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undergraduate students in light of the current financial circumstances facing 
the sector. 
 
ENSURING STUDENT SAFETY  
 
NUS Scotland have welcomed the collaborative approach with the Scottish 
Government and its agencies throughout the pandemic and particularly as colleges 
and universities look to re-open. An over-riding priority for NUS Scotland, and 
students’ associations across Scotland, is safety for our students and staff. A safe 
return to campus means low-transmission rates, rigorous hygiene measures, 
comprehensive testing, face coverings, adequate protection for vulnerable 
students to learn safety, and outbreak planning. We also need to see clear 
communication to students, from the Scottish Government, public health 
agencies, and our institutions. 
 
FAIR ASSESSMENT 
 
We welcome the statement from the Minister for Further Education, Higher 
Education and Science committing to fair assessment.  
 
NUS Scotland has consistently called for a “no detriment” approach to assessment. 
QAA define a “no detriment” policy as seeking to “mitigate against the impact of a set 
of circumstances, by ensuring that an individual is not unfairly disadvantaged by a 
requirement to change rules or regulations, in session.6” Some – although not all – 
institutions have committed to a “no detriment” approach. 
 
With disruption set to continue, NUS Scotland believes all institutions should 
adopt a no-detriment approach to assessment, so no student is academically 
disadvantaged or penalised as a result of this pandemic. 
 
STRENGTHENING STUDENTS’ ASSOCIATIONS  
 
Day-to-day students’ associations play a crucial role in representing and supporting 
students, driving national policy at the local level on their campuses, ensuring the 
quality of standards at their colleges and university, and much more. That role is all 
the more important as we address the challenges presented by Covid-19. 
 
It is crucial that the Scottish Government and our institutions continue to 
recognise the key role they play in delivering a strong student experience and 
student voice at institutions across Scotland and ensure that they are properly 
resourced. Going forward, NUS Scotland strongly believes institutions have a 
duty to involve students’ associations in any conversations on responding to 
Covid-19. 
 
 
 
 
WELCOMING OUR INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS  

                                                           
6 “No Detriment Policies an Overview”, QAA, 28 April 2020 

https://www.qaa.ac.uk/docs/qaa/guidance/no-detriment-policies-an-overview.pdf
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NUS Scotland has long called for an end to the exorbitant fees faced by international 
students. International students’ pay eye high costs for their courses and 
accommodation, on top of visa costs, and charges for healthcare. While we 
recognise the Scottish Government’s recent announcement that EU students will be 
charged tuition fees is ultimately a result of Brexit, it is disappointing that yet more 
students will be paying for their education.  
 
Viewing international students as a ‘lucrative’ income stream for our institutions is 
shameful. We reject this mindset and the marketisation of the education system. 
International students are part of the fabric of our communities and positively 
contribute immeasurably to our society. We believe that governments, 
institutions, and society must ensure that Scotland is welcoming and inviting 
place to study and live.  
 
HORIZON 2020 AND ERASMUS+ 
 
While Covid-19 is rightly the priority of the sector at this time, we cannot lose sight of 
the impact of Brexit on students. Horizon 2020 and Erasmus+ programmes have 
boosted the education sector’s ability to collaborate with EU partners for research 
projects, attracting global talent to the UK and giving our students invaluable 
experiences internationally. The funding platforms that the EU provides allow for all 
institutions to access the funding that they need and students to study abroad at low 
cost. NUS Scotland notes the importance of international programmes such as 
Erasmus+ and Horizon 2020 and the recognises the benefits this brings to 
Scottish students and institutions- with Brexit fast approaching a suitable 
alternative or continued participation in these programmes must be found.  
 
SUPPORTING APPRENTINCES  
 
Apprentices in Scotland make up a large group of further education students. We 
have long called for greater support to be offered to these apprentices and while 
there is scope for the government to ensure that apprentices are fairly paid through 
their procurement rules there are also many other barriers that face apprentices such 
as the cost of tools and equipment falling heavily on the apprentice themselves 
rather than institutions and employers. NUS Scotland strongly believes that 
apprenticeships should be fully resourced, and these costs met by the 
business hosting them.  
 
NUS Scotland also recognises the importance of student support from access to 
careers services, sport and wellbeing, mental health support, etc. We believe that 
this support should include apprentices and be available to all students 
regardless of age and mode of study.  
 
In addition, a recent report by the National Society of Apprentices found challenges 
with apprentices not receiving off the job training in colleges. Apprentices regularly 
raise the difficulty of getting time off to learn from their employers7. We believe 

                                                           
7 "Covid-19, Lockdown and Recovery Apprentice Report", National Society of Apprentices, July 2020 

https://nusdigital.s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/document/documents/57686/34116028bf4810984550976e7e27c6db/National_Society_of_Apprentices_Covid19_Report.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=ASIA4ZNQXZBZIWLRRP6B&Expires=1598458294&Signature=M7fjISENhPY3ISZbQWq4dANbvWg%3D&x-amz-security-token=IQoJb3JpZ2luX2VjEOz%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2FwEaCWV1LXdlc3QtMSJIMEYCIQCLJDMyI0IaowdtEzskemaG6a5Y%2Fg9WhdaXYCC6%2BrkLgQIhAOyH5qSi2r2yuhpA%2F5imbm6J37rlf3NDX6fF7Jz%2FOCKPKr0DCNT%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2FwEQABoMODc5MjI4MzQwMzM4Igx43UthkrM8C1RGR%2BcqkQO%2FuAtHdTo2L8AWwACy5jlCUS72uG%2BLXT98yKEPMm1goeRaCXUjFNcqwgLR5vlNTS2sXVk%2BtmIDdsvIW81XMH7477x57%2FDqUW2V1nJumZzFZ8zF7UEGGMvnmwFiD9GUqm221HexTjrND%2F4ilqgwsPLFEtF3lyWCJXSQWqneMqV4O48lMMjMKs8soSEVGQrKSkURGjBQnVYnSy%2FD42livq4uxI2cfSAFI2eWffcLgqh8O3TGhN1rqUw72d920AJSjk9XQ4VQwUfmhcJJwlCmnaKmpMwPjESmbdqAfEvn2Jwf9ukbYXmJ2%2FrV525%2B2rZp3W6vdl2gCiHDi1kJsLINAqs2CJyQxcpoCxEhgpgDLo7SssekICgrxkJjrYPgAexb92d7VXVeVWvWlXA4Urt88RCGHMfH3s3hCmXATHktOpQld%2F5CKnPpYXk5pxUkUUxCb4mOZ41xWNDNw0XZd9%2BT2h%2Fs878VapUBTwJnJc7ASRRNuHOoFzvl8dhTLo%2FO9cSmr34OcgrrxT%2Be5XU4NpyAdbvUwTCii5n6BTrqATe7jEX4pX3PVPcl7wJlv80%2BieyApGa3Sx%2BVucQoLiijDuKlAAyO4O4OzaZXxr8NTRX9d0M%2FnuFQZBwBAGFLgM2jhpkJMFAd4hSgrDCD9oGcsf%2FZVaNj4BNHyjv4RkCvuzsXZpjFFcm5Urx%2BYhuXHcCPna6qqF06VISaU%2FyFXjchH944s82H1a9P7I%2FngKO5792u7MtelPXIHP1CK4fieDfLw74Dp3Ukg218QKquHGJO1boxaXHf%2Fq2NqZlFw%2BOo5t1ET8ZSgEyeoUGog%2BWykUwkVmewbrchfccpYwF7jJkky4zDl7K04y2tug%3D%3D


Agenda item 4  ES/S5/20/19/3
  

25 
 

returning to day or block release would ensure that apprentices get a quality 
education in colleges, delivering both real work and a real education.  
 
 
WIDENING ACCESS IN SCOTLAND’S INSTITUTIONS  
 
Excellent progress has been made in widening access to our universities– 15.9 per 
cent of Scottish-domiciled entrants to full-time first degrees in academic year 
2018/19 were from the 20 per cent most disadvantaged areas. These figures are 
subject to change based on this year’s SQA results and the ongoing admissions 
processes at Scotland’s universities. We welcome that Scottish universities have 
committed to not allow progress on widening access to be derailed by Covid-198. We 
hope to see institutions and the Scottish Government alike support students 
from poorer backgrounds to succeed in their studies.  
 
THE LEARNER JOURNEY  
 
The learner journey must remain a focus when thinking about the different routes 
into education. Making opportunities for progression and movement within 
institutions, and the attainment and success of students a priority. Schools, colleges 
and universities should work in partnership, fostering links to support the whole 
student learning experience. Some students enter further and higher education 
through vocational training, apprenticeships and work-based learning opportunities 
and so recognising that each student learning journey will be unique to them is 
important. NUS Scotland believes that measures must remain in place to 
ensure the quality of experiences for those who enter and exit at different 
points and stages.  
 
QUALITY OF THE STUDENT LEARNING EXPEREINCE  
 
While universities and colleges use different frameworks, along with the associated 
processes to monitor, to assure and to enhance the learning experience, it is crucial 
that the place of student voice is protected.  
The Quality Enhancement Framework for Universities offers an opportunity for self-
reflection and partnership working which NUS believes we must continue to 
maintain, whilst also achieving progression within areas that are known challenges to 
the sector (such as attainment gaps and gender imbalances).  
 
When it comes to reporting and data gathering we need to ensure that the right 
data is reviewed to ensure progression and institutional performance. NUS 
Scotland welcomes the focus on enhancing the quality of the student 
experience and equalities in the institutions Key Performance Indicators.  
 
SUPPORTING A GREEN RECOVERY  
 
The climate emergency remains one of the most significant long-term challenges 
facing the education sector and society in general. With an opportunity to build a 

                                                           
8 “Covid-19 Will Not Derail Progress on Widening Access”, Universities Scotland, 6 April 2020 

https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/covid-19-will-not-derail-progress-on-widening-access/
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fairer, greener, more equal society the education system can, and must, play a 
pivotal role in helping transition society towards a net-zero future.  
 
NUS Scotland continues to call for net zero emissions in higher education by 
2030, ensuring that the sustainable development goals are embedded into 
education (including the curricula), research, leadership, operations, 
administration, engagement and knowledge exchange. Given the nature of this 
emergency NUS Scotland believes that institutions should be reporting 
annually on progress of sustainability and climate change strategy.  
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UCU 

UCU submission to the Education and Skills Committee ahead of session with 

Richard Lochhead MSP, Minister for Further Education, Higher Education and 

Science 

The University and College Union (UCU) is the largest trade union in the post-16 

education sector in the UK, representing over 120,000 academic and related 

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

Scotland. 

 

SFC review – consultation, breadth of the sector and job losses 

 

UCU is pleased to make this submission to the education and skills committee 

ahead of the appearance of the minister for further education, higher education and 

science.  UCU provided a submission to the committee prior to the minister’s last 

appearance, focusing on the likely impact of the Covid-19 on the sector and in 

particular the impact on student numbers and university finances.   

 

Since that ministerial evidence session there has been the announcement of the 

Scottish Funding Council’s review into the coherent provision and sustainability of 

further and higher education.  UCU welcomes the review but is clear that neither the 

SFC’s review nor ministers should make decisions with potentially long-term, 

fundamental impacts on the higher education sector in response to a single, albeit 

hugely significant, pandemic.  Similarly, any changes emanating from the review 

need to be subject to proper consultation and review both by the sector, and 

interested parties including parliament and this committee.  It is also the case that 

any changes to the structure and status of many higher education institutions will 

require consultation with the Privy Council and possible primary legislation.  Thus far 

the only consultation has been a short three week consultation over the summer 

holiday period.  Clearly this is not sufficient to allow for any significant changes to be 

proposed.  

 

The submissions made to the review are not yet publically available   UCU is happy 

to share our submission9 with the committee, and briefly highlight a number of areas 

in the submission. 

 

First, to emphasise that there are no easy savings to be had by cutting the number of 

institutions or courses, or the breadth and depth of higher education provision 

offered in our sector in Scotland.  We argue that evidence of large scale savings 

from merging institutions is very weak, and this is backed up by experience in other 

                                                           
9 https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/11056/UCU-Submission-to-SFC-Review-10-

Aug/doc/UCU_SFC_Sub_10_Aug.docx 

 

https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/11056/UCU-Submission-to-SFC-Review-10-Aug/doc/UCU_SFC_Sub_10_Aug.docx
https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/11056/UCU-Submission-to-SFC-Review-10-Aug/doc/UCU_SFC_Sub_10_Aug.docx
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sectors too. In addition, we believe that there are great benefits from the variety of 

institutions providing a breadth of provision and catering for the diverse student 

populations often representative of the communities in which institutions sit.  As we 

state in our submission to the review, ‘…each of our universities provides a unique 

education and has a distinct offer to students and the wider community.   This is 

demonstrably true for the small specialist institutions but equally so with our larger 

ancient universities that have served their communities for centuries.  Taking 

Glasgow as an example, from the Conservatoire, to the Glasgow School of Art, 

Glasgow Caledonian University, Strathclyde and Glasgow universities, they all have 

distinct histories, offers and student makeup.  Students are not a homogenous 

population, rather a diverse collection of people.  The degree programmes available 

across institutions are designed to meet the changing student, economy and society 

needs…’ 

 

The need to maintain the breadth of the sector in Scotland is linked also to ensuring 

that the sector has the capacity to be able to meet future demand for higher 

education.  We know that during a recession the demand for entry to higher 

education increases, and this will, for the current year at least, be added to by the 

record number of higher and A-level qualifications at university entry level.  

Combined with the requirement to be ready to play a key role in upskilling workers 

who lose their jobs in this recession, the sectors in Scotland should be looking to 

expand rather than cut back.  Counterintuitively we are, however, already seeing 

proposed job losses through voluntary severance schemes at Edinburgh, Napier and 

Heriot Watt universities.  These institutions are moving ahead with job losses which 

are premature at best, and when it is too early to know the true economic impact of 

the Covid-19 crisis.  Those universities looking to made staff redundant stand open 

to the accusation that they are using the current crisis as a smoke screen to sack 

staff.  The minister for further education, higher education and science recognised 

the pressure in his letter to university principals of 19 August calling on them, at this 

time when universities are reviewing staffing and resourcing in light of the 

pandemic’s impact on university finances, to follow the Scottish government’s 

guidance on fair work and to only see compulsory redundancies as a very last resort 

once other savings had been exhausted.  A copy of the letter is available here10. 

UCU welcome the minister’s efforts in sending the letter and will report back to him, 

and the committee if it is helpful, with regard to how far employers accede to his 

request over the coming months. 

 

The UCU submission does provide suggestions as to where savings in the sector 

can be made.  These include reducing the needless bureaucracy in the processes 

such as the Research Excellence Framework, and the Teaching Excellence 

                                                           
10 https://www.ucu.org.uk/?mediaid=11063 

 

https://www.ucu.org.uk/?mediaid=11063
https://www.ucu.org.uk/?mediaid=11063
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Framework.  We additionally raise concerns at university expenditure on overseas 

campuses, and excessive pay of those at the top, arguing that one of the 

outstanding recommendations of the 2012 von Prondzynski review of higher 

education governance, on bringing senior pay in line with all staff, should be 

explored more seriously. 

 

Returning to campuses 

 

With the start of the new academic year upon us, ensuring safe returns to campus is 

now an overriding priority for our union.  While staff have been working incredibly 

hard since lockdown, and going well beyond their normal working duties to make 

blended and online learning work for their students, there has been much focus on 

the arrangements for the new academic term.   With students and staff travelling to 

Scottish university campuses from across Scotland, the UK and, indeed, the world, 

we are incredibly concerned that any on campus provision is limited, safe, and 

ensures that our universities do not become Covid hotspots.   It is absolutely vital 

that a cautious approach is taken, which has safe and healthy campuses strategies 

as the priority, with remote and online learning as the default position for the 

immediate future, and protects those students and staff most vulnerable to Covid-19 

(including older people, BME people, pregnant students/staff, and the disabled).  

Evidence so far is that not all Scottish institutions are taking this approach and we 

fear this risks the danger of us a seeing significant outbreak in a university. 

 

UCU published five tests11 for returning to work on campus in June.  These are for a 

sustained reduction in numbers of Covid-19 cases and infection rates; coherent 

planning for social distancing; comprehensive testing and contact tracing; university-

wide strategies for safe returns and continuing health, safety and wellbeing; and 

protection for the vulnerable.  We conducted polling12 among university applicants 

earlier in the summer which showed huge support for UCU’s five tests, with support 

for our positions ranging from between 69% to 76%. 

 

Mary Senior, UCU’s Scotland official, wrote to the cabinet secretary for education, 

John Swinney MSP13, on 25 August outlining additional work done by UCU health 

and safety reps which has led to the union’s ask14 that, while we expect the default to 

be for university staff to work from home where they are able, for those staff and 

students required to be on campus the Scottish Government to require the of use of 

                                                           
11 https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/10937/UCU-Scotland-five-campus-return-
tests/pdf/ucus_covid19_hetests.pdf 
12 https://www.ucu.org.uk/article/10929/Students-support-caution-as-universities-plan-return-for-new-
academic-year 
13 https://www.ucu.org.uk/media/11065/UCUS-safe-return-to-campus-Swinney-letter-Aug-
20/pdf/ucus_swinney_25aug20.pdf 
14 https://www.ucu.org.uk/article/10956/UCU-Scotland-calls-for-face-coverings-to-be-mandatory-indoors-on-
university-campuses 
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face coverings when indoors on university campuses.  People with health 

exemptions would be excluded as per the Scottish Government’s current guidelines.   

Universities shouldn’t see government guidelines are the maximum of what they 

should implement, rather the minimum.  Decisions should be driven by health and 

safety concerns and not cost. 

 

The union has also called for a robust and extensive testing regime to be in place to 

support safe returns to universities.  This means provision of tests for international or 

recently travelled staff and students, access to walk in testing centres, and regular 

testing available for staff and students.   

 

UCU supports the two metre social distancing rule on university campuses, and is 

clear that this need to be maintained along with additional hygiene and cleaning 

regimes, and cognisance of volumes of space and clear rules on ventilation.  The 

two-metre rule is necessary to maintaining confidence for those who are unable to 

work from home that universities are safe given the unique nature of higher 

education institutions in drawing students and staff from across the UK and 

internationally and in their unique relations with the cities, towns and communities 

they exist in.   

 

Our union believes passionately in an education-led recovery, and in the power of 

education to transform lives.  However, it is critical that higher education is delivered 

as safely as possible.   So for the immediate future we are clear that this means 

providing as much learning, research and student support via remote and online 

means to protect students, staff and the wider community and where this is not 

possible, full protection should be provided and face coverings worn inside on 

campuses. 
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Universities Scotland  

Update on the impact of COVID-19 on universities for the Education and Skills 

Committee- August 2020 

Key messages 

• This update supersedes the brief shared with the Education & Skills Committee 

on Wednesday 19 August. As mentioned then, work to put learners first 

following use of the teacher-awarded grades was necessarily a fast-moving 

issue, involving many partners. 

 

• Teacher awarded grades and entry to university. Universities have been 

acting in students’ interests and placing students where they meet the 

conditions of their offer, working from teacher-awarded grades. This process 

continues. Additional numbers still aren’t known for definite. We welcome the 

Scottish Government’s commitment to fund additional places for the duration of 

the degree. Universities received operational guidance from the Funding 

Council on 26 August. We welcome the Minister’s intent to do the right thing by 

learners who received teacher-awarded grades in S5, an increased number of 

whom might now be in a stronger position to apply to university. 
 

• The impact on international student enrolment is still not known. There 

have been some indications of increased student confidence over the summer 

but there won’t be reliable data on this until October/November 2020.  

 

• We must revisit the Scottish Government’s Further and Higher Education 

Sustainability Plan mid-year as the biggest financial impact will hit 

universities in 2020/21.  This plan specifically committed that ‘further support 

and actions will be necessary once the full impact is apparent so that colleges 

and universities can come through this unprecedented crisis and be key players 

in the nation’s recovery’. Amongst all the financial pressures facing the sector, 

as a result of the pandemic, the potential loss of international student numbers 

remains the single biggest pressure in 2020/21. We would be looking to the 

Scottish Government to re-engage with us on funding discussions if, as 

predicted, there has been a significant reduction in international student 

enrolments. The Sustainability Plan indicated that would be the Scottish 

Governments’ intention. 

 

Doing the right thing by learners – entry to university and teacher-awarded 

grades 

• Universities have been acting in students’ interests and reconsidering offer 

holders who met the conditions of their offer with teacher awarded grades. 

  

• As of 27 August, 33,590 Scottish domiciled students had been placed in a 

Scottish university. This is 5,350 more than on SQA results day (4 August) and 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-further-higher-education-sustainability-plan/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-further-higher-education-sustainability-plan/
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a 5-percentage point increase on the same point in the cycle in 2019. The 

increase can’t all be explained by the decision to revert to teacher-awarded 

grades. In any normal year, the number of Scots placed continues to grow after 

SQA results day as Scots make use of UCAS Clearing. 1,460 Scot-dom 

students have been placed via Clearing as of 27 August.15 
 

• Even before the decision to work with teacher-awarded grades, UCAS data 

shows universities were acting in students’ best interests.  64.7% of Scots-dom 

students were holding their first choice (firm offer) as of 18 August. This is up 

three percentage points from the same time last year. 
 

• Additional places. UCAS is expected to publish data relating to Scot-dom 

student, in light of the SQA decision, on Friday 28 August. This should give us 

the strongest indication yet of additional numbers needed. From our close work 

with institutions we believe that additional places will be needed but it has been 

frustrating, though unavoidable, not to have a sector level data set to inform 

decision-making in the short time frame available.  
 

• Funding. We welcome the Scottish Government’s commitment to fund any 

additional places needed for Scots (and EU students) starting in 2020 and for 

every year of their undergraduate degree. The Funding Council published 

guidance to universities on the funding approach to the additional places on 26 

August. This clarified that the Scottish Government has removed the cap on 

numbers in the controlled subjects of medicine, nursing and midwifery. 
 

• It was helpful to have the Minister’s explicit recognition that this also has 

implications for demand for university, and university funding, for 2021 entry as 

a result of Higher grades awarded to S5 pupils, now starting S6 and now 

possibly intending to apply to university with a better set of Higher results. 

Universities will need early clarity from Scottish Government on the number of 

places available in 2021/22 in the controlled subjects. This is pressing, as 

UCAS’s admissions cycle opens on 8 September with the first deadline for entry 

in 2021 closing on 15 October for those applying to medicine. 
 

• Impact of A-level reversal. The reversal of policy in England in regard to A-

levels has implications for demand and eligibility in Scotland too. This will see 

entrant numbers rise considerably above planned numbers in some institutions. 

There’s a specific funding issue here too. Whilst rUK students pay fees at the 

level of £9,250 there is a Government subsidy for “high cost subjects” which 

cost significantly more than the fee level to teach. This is particularly significant 

for Medicine, where the changes to A-level grades mean that increased 

numbers of UK students have now met the standards for admission to Scottish 

medical schools. 

                                                           
15 UCAS Daily Clearing Analysis, Interactive Data Dashboard 

https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/statistical-releases-daily-clearing-analysis-2020
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• Long-term funding implications. It was important to do the right thing by 

learners. Universities fully support that. Yet, the consequence of creating 

additional funded places in higher education is to further exacerbate the funding 

problem in higher education as every Scottish and EU-domiciled student is 

under-funded by £700 in real terms relative to 2014/15 levels. Even with the 

cross-subsidy from international student fees, under normal circumstances, the 

situation is unsustainable. If we do see a fall in international student numbers, 

as expected, the financial impact on the sector will make a very difficult situation 

worse. 

 

• Access. The placed applicant data shows a positive story on widening access 

into university. As of 27 August, the data was showing a 4-percentage point 

increase on SIMD20 placed applicants compared to the same point in 2019 and 

a 7-percentage point increase in the number of SIMD20-40 placed applicants. 

This represents an increase of 590 additional SIMD 0-40 students placed for 

entry in 2020/21. 
 

International demand for study in Scotland 

• It is still too early to provide a reliable indication of international student numbers 

for 2020/21. This will only come from enrolment numbers gathered in the SFC’s 

Early Statistical Return. This is not usually published until December of every 

year but we’re in discussion with SFC and HE planners to see if how much 

earlier this can be brought forward without compromising the reliability of the 

data.   

 

• In the meantime, UCAS data on placed applicants looks encouraging (up 10% 

as of 25 August) but this needs to be heavily caveated. Only circa 60% of 

international undergraduate students apply via UCAS and it does not capture 

postgraduates, who represent the majority of international students. This year, 

data on international placed applicants is no guarantee of the ability of 

international students’ intent to enrol or ability to travel to get here. 
 

• Other indicators are mixed. Institutions report a very mixed picture on fee 

deposits paid (with deposits significantly up and down on last year at different 

institutions). We note that UKVI data suggests that the number of student visas 

granted in China for study in the UK is around 2,000 relative to 50,000 at the 

same point in 2019. Hopefully, at least some of this shortfall can be explained 

by a backlog in processing. Students from China represented 31.2% of 

Scotland’s international students (at all levels of study) in 2018/19.16 
 

• The potential loss of international student fees for AY 2020/21 was the single 

biggest factor influencing the serious financial situation facing universities as a 

result of the pandemic, as identified by the SFC’s briefing note on the financial 

                                                           
16 HESA Students 2018/19 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/covid-19/SFC_briefing_note_-_COVID-19_Further_and_Higher_Education_Financial_Impacts.pdf
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impact from May. As a sector, this remains a major concern. The Scottish 

Government’s Sustainability Plan was clear that it recognised that “further 

support and actions will be necessary once the full impact is apparent”. 
 

• We would very much welcome it if the Education Committee could return to this 

issue later in the calendar year (early November would be optimal in regards to 

data availability). If numbers are significantly down it will be important that the 

Scottish Government and Scottish Parliament engage with this mid-year in 

order to protect the financial sustainability of the sector. 

 

Financial support for higher education 

• The financial threat facing universities as a result of the pandemic remains very 

serious. Institutions did get budgets for AY 2020/21 approved by their governing 

bodies, but university leaders and governing bodies remain highly concerned 

about the financial challenges facing institutions. AY 2020/21 was always going 

to be significantly more challenging for universities than 2019/20 and we expect 

that to be the case. 

 

Support from the Scottish Government 

• Universities welcome the financial support they have received from the Scottish 

Government thus far. In particular, the announcement of £75 million of funding 

for research in May was very welcome. The Scottish Government’s decision on 

the future fee status of EU undergraduate students was announced with 

political regret, but we welcome the Scottish Government’s commitment that 

the resource currently supporting EU students will stay in the sector. Given 

major continued pressures and the subsequent need to create additional 

funded places in universities, we ask for certainty from Scottish Government 

that all of the resource will stay in the university sector for all years of the 

transitional period (which is a four-five-year period). 

 

• We have also welcomed smaller pots of resource (<£5m) for capital and for 

university students facing digital poverty. 
 

• Confirmation that additional places for Scottish-domiciled students who met 

offer conditions would be funded is welcome and it is the right thing to do. 

However, as the price paid to teach each Scottish domiciled students falls far 

short of the full economic cost of teaching, and as there was significant pressure 

on this grant before the pandemic17, the additional places actually increase the 

financial pressure on universities. The COVID emergency means there is far 

less opportunity available to institutions to address the shortfall through income-

                                                           
17 Between 2014/15 and 2019/20 there was a 9.6% cut in teaching funding per student. Universities Scotland 
(2019) The Future of Scotland’s Universities p53 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-further-higher-education-sustainability-plan/pages/2/
https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/US-Budget-request-doc-webready-single-UPDATED.pdf
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generating activities such as international student fee income, events, 

conferences and accommodation. 

Support from the UK Government 

• The UK Government has made a number of packages of support available to 

UK universities, some of which include HEIs in Scotland. Of these, the package 

to protect research jobs, announced on 27 June, is the most significant. We 

particularly welcome the premise of the support package, which effectively 

seeks to provide a partial Government underwrite of losses of international 

student fee income (though this is capped at no more than the value of  

research income from non-public sources such as medical charities). In doing 

so, the UK Government has recognised that international student fee income is 

essential to cross-subsidise university research and make it financially viable. 

The package looks to ensure that vital research is not put in jeopardy.  

• Operationally, there are a couple of aspects that mean it is not likely to offer the 

same benefits to universities in Scotland as in England.  

o First, the package has been deliberately designed so that the funding is 

only available to underpin research. In Scotland, international student 

fees cross-subsidise research and teaching, but the funding available 

through this package cannot be used to support teaching.  

o Secondly, the package is a mix of loan and grant in a 75:25 ratio. We 

have explored with the UK Government and Scotland Office whether 

institutions are able to access the grant element only and have been told 

no. The extent of borrowing in the Scottish HE sector means that 

institutions may not be able to access the loan element without 

breaching covenants on existing loans. At a sector level, the HE sector 

in England has been less reliant on borrowing (at least going into the 

pandemic) than in Scotland and this package does not take this into 

account. 

• If there could be movement on these operational elements of the package, 

Scotland’s universities would welcome this and many institutions would seek to 

make use of the support package. 

 

• The Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme was useful to higher education and 

most institutions did furlough some eligible staff which reduced pressure on 

2019/20 budgets. As the scheme is winding-up, it will have very limited to no 

beneficial impact on 2020/21 budgets. 
 

• We welcome the UK Government’s draft R&D Roadmap, as published on 1 

July. Within this, the UK Government’s intention to work with other funders to 

fund a greater proportion of the full economic cost (FEC) of research is very 

welcome. This has been a long-standing issue, adversely affecting research 

across the UK. We’d want to make the point that even as plans for this develop, 

it will be vital that the UK progresses toward FEC whilst retaining the dual-

support model for funding research. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-to-protect-uk-research-jobs-with-major-support-package
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-research-and-development-roadmap
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• In regard to the UK Government Restructuring Plan, as announced mid-July, 

no university in Scotland intends to make use of this. We believe this was a 

missed opportunity to create a package that incentivised institutional 

transformation, to secure sustainability but also in ways that would address 

wider economic and societal needs more broadly, and was available to 

institutions at a stage(s) before the financial need becomes critical. 

 

A safe restart to the academic year 

• Universities have made student and staff safety and public health the top 

priority in their restart plans. We have been working intensively with Scottish 

Government and public health experts in the preparations and implementation 

of the guidance. Institutions are going beyond a compliance-based approach, 

taking a range of additional precautions to protect the safety and wellbeing of 

their students, staff and, as a result, the wider community.  

 

• At the time of writing, there were ongoing developments in relation to the use 

of face coverings by students on campus and testing of student population 

which are likely to overtake the details set out in this brief. The Scottish 

Government has advised it will publish revised guidance for HE & FE on 1 

September 2020. Universities will work with the revised guidance as needed. 
 

• Universities will be delivering teaching through a blended model of in-person 

and online delivery. Universities want to offer some on-campus experience for 

students where it is safe and practical to do so. This will be limited to small 

seminar groups, laboratory work, practical work and so on where it can work 

within the guidelines.  
 

• Universities have made a number of adaptations to their campus to support a 

COVID-safe return. Examples include: enhanced cleaning and hygiene 

protocols; significant reconfiguration of spaces and routes through buildings; 

significant decrease in building and room occupancy to comply with 2m 

distancing; a range of on-campus measures to support the Test and Protect 

scheme, signage and hygiene stations for staff/students; ticketing and time-slot 

allocations to avoid queues and clusters of students, use of face coverings to 

comply with the guidance and in areas where 2m distance cannot be adhered 

to. For some institutions, this will also mean an expectation that students wear 

face coverings when learning in small in-person groups.  
 

• Some institutions have co-developed COVID-19 pledges with their students 

and (in some cases) staff to reinforce the personal responsibility everyone must 

take for themselves and each other in this pandemic and as a way to reinforce 

the institutional culture around safety. 
 

• The arrival of EU and international students is being managed very carefully. 

Students arriving from countries not exempt from the quarantine list will be 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/higher-education-restructuring-regime
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supported by their institution to do two weeks quarantine, based on the public 

health advice that thus is the most effective route to keep themselves and 

others safe. 
 

• Students and staff unions have been partners in the development of the safe 

return plans. Student unions have shared ownership of this work and have a 

very responsible approach to the safety of their community. As a community, 

students have shown they care about each other and about Scotland from the 

very outset of this pandemic – by skipping graduation and going straight to the 

frontline of the NHS to support the workforce, the making of PPE, other 

volunteering opportunities and by staying home.   

 

Funding Council’s Review of Sustainable and Coherent Provision 

• Our submission to the first phase of this review can be found here. We have 

engaged positively and constructively with this review. We see it as an 

opportunity for the Funding Council to strategically support universities to play 

a strong role in Scotland’s recovery and adapt to the medium and long-term 

changes as a result of the pandemic, and the recession it has triggered, to 

ensure that universities can support the workforce, SMEs, Scotland’s economy. 

 

• We’d like to draw the Committee’s attention to two aspects of our submission: 
 

1. The range of adaptations universities have made to respond to the changed 

circumstances and need as a result of the pandemic and post-pandemic 

context.   

2. The set of principles we suggest for how to ensure prioritisation of 

resources on page 14 of our submission to the Funding Council. 

 

• We do not see the Review as the time to introduce further shocks to the sector 

at a time of major financial pressure and continued uncertainty. The future 

trajectory of the pandemic is still unknown and the sector faces shocks as a 

result of the UK’s exit from the EU, with much still be resolved for higher 

education in the negotiations.  

 

Supporting student mental health 

• From the outset of the pandemic, institutions were alert to the risk it posed to 

exacerbating mental ill-health within the student community. Support services 

moved online and the early months saw a shift to broader support for wellbeing 

and self-care as well as low level anxiety. 

 

• The network of HE student wellbeing professionals is strong and they have 

been sharing best practice, in delivering services under much-changed 

circumstances, from the beginning.  

https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/US-response-to-SFC-call-for-evidence-v1.0.pdf
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• So far, there have been some positives, with a broader range of the student 

population (including commuter students and students with mobility issues) 

able to make better use of online services. Additionally, many institutions have 

reported better levels of continuous engagement with online services and lower 

drop-off rates. 

 

• However, the sector anticipates a major spike in demand for services in AY 

2020/21. The impact of 5 months of various stages of lockdown, rising student 

hardship and adjustment to new models of learning are likely to be contributing 

factors.  
 

• Universities Scotland has commissioned a significant research project into 

student mental health which is to be delivered by the Mental Health Foundation 

and is funded by the Robertson Trust. The Thriving Scottish Learners study 

aims to lead to recommendations on prevention, early intervention and support 

of learners’ mental health and wellbeing. The project will capture the impact of 

the pandemic on student mental health and we have connected to NUS 

Scotland’s recent student mental health survey so we have a pre-pandemic 

baseline with which to gauge the extent of the pandemic’s impact on student 

mental health.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/new-research-will-help-scottish-students-thrive/
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