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EQUALITIES AND HUMAN RIGHTS COMMITTEE 
 

AGENDA 
 

12th Meeting, 2016 (Session 5) 
 

Thursday 15 December 2016 
 
The Committee will meet at 9.15 am in the Mary Fairfax Somerville Room (CR2). 
 
1. Decision on taking business in private: The Committee will decide whether 

its consideration of correspondence relating to the Commission on 
Parliamentary Reform, and review its work programme, should be taken in 
private at future meetings. 

 
2. Draft Budget Scrutiny 2017-18: The Committee will take evidence on the 

Scottish Government's Draft Budget 2017-18 from— 
 

Dr John Kemp, Interim Chief Executive, and Fiona Burns, Assistant 
Director Access and Outcome Agreement Manager, Scottish Funding 
Council; 
 

and then from— 
 

Angela Constance, Cabinet Secretary for Communities, Social Security 
and Equalities, Shirley-Anne Somerville, Minister for Further Education, 
Higher Education and Science, Lesley Irving, Head of Equality Policy, and 
Leia Fitzgerald, Policy Manager, Higher Education Division, Scottish 
Government. 
 

3. Draft Budget Scrutiny 2017-18 (in private): The Committee will consider the 
evidence received.  

 
 

Claire Menzies 
Clerk to the Equalities and Human Rights Committee 

Room T3.40 
Scottish Parliament 

Edinburgh 
Tel: 0131 348 5217 
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Public Note: The focus of the Committee’s draft budget scrutiny is to examine public 
policy in the area of disabled people and British Sign Language (BSL) users applying 
to, and attending, Scottish universities. The public part of this Committee meeting 
(Items 1 and 2) will have BSL interpretation provided for people in the public gallery 
of Committee Room 2.  
  
You may also watch the public part of the Committee meeting live online on the 
Parliament TV website [http://www.scottishparliament.tv/]  To watch the proceedings 
in English, please select the broadcast feed for Committee Room 2, to watch the 
proceedings in BSL please select the broadcast feed for the Debating Chamber. 
 
 
 
The papers for this meeting are as follows— 
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Equalities and Human Rights Committee’s examination of disabilities and 
universities: submission from the Scottish Funding Council 

1. We would like to thank the Scottish Parliament’s Equalities and Human Rights 
Committee [EHRiC] for inviting us to provide a written submission and to attend 
their committee as part of their pre-budget scrutiny on the Scottish 
Government’s draft budget for 2017/18.  

2. We welcome the focus of this discussion being on the policy of widening 
access to Scottish higher education institutions (HEIs) specifically looking at 
whether current widening access policy is working for disabled people and BSL 
users in Scotland.  We also welcome the  public call for evidence, seeking 
views from disabled people and BSL users, and look forward to the findings 
and recommendations that may come from that work.  

Overview 

3. The Scottish Funding Council’s (SFC) strategic plan for 2015-18 states that:  

 By 2025, we will have contributed to a more equal society because learning 
is accessible and diverse; attracting, and providing more equal 
opportunities for people of all ages, and from all communities and 
backgrounds in Scotland. 

 By working in partnership with others we will help create a more equal 
society by widening access to learning for communities that are under-
represented and by promoting equality and diversity. 

4. Our core funding to universities comes with an expectation that universities 
support these strategic commitments.  To assist them in doing this we also 
make available nearly £3m to recognise there may be some further costs 
incurred in meeting the additional needs of students with a disability.  In 
addition, the Students Award Agency for Scotland (SAAS) also provides 
support of around £7m for around 3,000 eligible students.  

Participation 

5. Consistent with our strategic ambition, we expect universities to provide 
inclusive learning environments, and ensure that students and staff with a 
disability are well represented in the sector.  Our data shows that in 2014-15, 
there were some 3,744 Scottish domiciled undergraduate entrants with a 
disability, while the corresponding number of Scottish domiciled postgraduate 
entrants was 1,280 entrants. Both cohorts represent around 10% of total 
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undergraduate and postgraduate entrants, and represent increased levels of 
participation compared with 2009-10 of 8.5% and 6.3% respectively.    

6. We acknowledge that – while increasing – the proportion of undergraduate and 
postgraduate with a declared disability is lower than that of the corresponding 
working age population, and our aim is to address that and increase the 
representation from this group.  Under-representation is likely to be the result of 
a number of factors such as lower attainment at schools for pupils with 
additional support needs, and institutional differences in the opportunities for 
students once enrolled to declare their disability.  Moreover, we note that the 
picture is not consistent across the sector, with small and specialist institutions 
such as the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland (RCS) and the Glasgow School of 
Art (GSA) showing proportionately higher intakes of undergraduates with 
disabilities.  This is often related to the subjects taught.    

7. Our priority since the introduction of outcome agreements in 2012-13 has been 
to address Scottish domiciled undergraduate under-representation particularly 
by socio-economic group, and specifically in relation to the representation in 
intake in our university system from the 20% and 40% most deprived 
communities.  Data in relation to these groups shows that although under-
represented overall, the proportion of students from those communities who 
declare a disability mirror that of the Scottish domiciled undergraduate entrants 
group. 

8. The highest proportion of declared disabilities for Scottish domiciled 
undergraduate entrants relate to a learning disability such as dyslexia, which 
accounts for almost half of all declarations.  Another clear trend is the increase 
in the declaration of mental health related disabilities which now account for 
15% of all declarations.  This finding also aligns with a review of how colleges 
are meeting the additional needs of their students, and with feedback from the 
Scottish Widening Access Programme which supports students aged 21 and 
over. 

Measuring progress and outcomes 

9. We assess the performance of our universities in relation to equalities through: 

 our outcome agreement process 

 retention rates 

 graduate destinations 

Outcome agreements 

10. The Outcome Agreement process is our main means of monitoring progress 
and outcomes.  Introduced in 2012-13, it is now about to enter its second full 
three-year cycle in which we shall ask institutions to commit to outcomes for the 
period 2017-20.  Our Outcome Agreement guidance provides the overarching 
framework, and sets out the minimum standards we expect.  Our most recent 
guidance for AY2017-20 asks for the intake (number and proportion) and 
retention of Scottish domiciled undergraduate entrants, disaggregated by 
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protected characteristic group.  In addition, we now ask all universities to 
undertake and provide an Equality and Human Rights Impact Assessment of 
their outcome agreements to encourage stronger links between their equality 
work and their strategic commitments.   

11. The 2017-20 Outcome Agreement Guidance also sets an expectation in 
relation to the British Sign Language (BSL) (Scotland) Act 2015.  The act 
requires Ministers to publish a national plan within two years of the Act 
becoming law, and requires ‘authority’ plans (whose definition includes colleges 
and universities) a year from that point.  We will support that planning process, 
and a key priority will be parity of outcome for BSL users.  The current number 
of undergraduate students who declare they are deaf or have a hearing 
impairment is low at 78 entrants in 2014-15.  

Retention rates 

12. We also draw on our datasets to evaluate the institutions’ progress, with 
retention an important indicator. It tells us how many students progress into 
year 2 of their degree.  Retention rates are high in Scotland for the Scottish 
domiciled undergraduate entrants (90.5% in 2014-15), and have increased 
since 2009-10 (88.7%).  There is a similarly positive trend among students who 
have declared a disability, with retention up from 86.7% to 89.3% over the 
same period, and the gap between those with a disclosed disability and all 
students only around 1%; clearly, the fact that this gap has been reducing since 
2009-10 means improvements in retention have been more significant for 
students who have disclosed a disability.  However, as with our ambitions on 
participation from those with a disclosed disability, we want further to reduce 
that gap such that there is no difference in outcomes.  As with intake, small 
specialist institutions have high retention rates for students with a disclosed 
disability (though while proportionately high, the numbers of students are 
small).  As with all retention rates there is a variance by institution.   

Positive graduate destinations 

13. Finally we use graduate destination information to tell us how well institutions 
are working with their students to secure a positive outcome.  Positive 
destinations are high in Scotland, ranging, by institution in 2014-15, from 92.3% 
to 97.3%. For students with declared disabilities the range is 84.1% to 95.9%; 
and there is a 3.6% gap in positive destinations among those who declare a 
disability at 91.7% compared to the overall figure of 95.3%.  This gap is also 
evident in the college system as evidenced by the recently published college 
leaver destination survey.  We shall work with institutions and other partners to 
understand and address this gap. 

Next steps 

14. A central priority over the next few years will be the implementation of the 
Blueprint for Fairness, the final report of the Commission on Widening Access. 
We are particularly aware of the report’s reference to the need to consider the 
additional barriers faced by people with protected characteristics and access to 
part-time higher education.  We therefore look forward to working with the new 
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Access Commissioner in relation to this work and, more widely, the 
implementation of all the report’s recommendations. We are also committed to 
continual improvement of our Outcome Agreement process, including helping 
institutions continually to improve the commitments they make; and we are 
specifically aware of the priority of improving the consistency between outcome 
agreements.  We look forward to the findings of the EHRC’s call for evidence to 
help us consider and shape this work. 
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