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Dear Mr Shevlin, 

Thank you for the invitation to give evidence on the Auditor General for Scotland’s report 
entitled Scotland’s colleges 2017 at the Public Audit and Post-legislative Scrutiny (PAPLS) 
Committee on 14 September and to submit a written response beforehand. 

I welcome the Auditor General’s report and the opportunity to provide the PAPLS Committee 
with evidence on behalf of the Scottish Government.  

Our colleges provide a modern, responsive and valued part of our education and training 
system.  They perform a key role in delivering educational opportunities that support 
individuals into the workplace and on to higher learning.  We are seeing more effective 
learning pathways for our college students.  In 2015-16 almost 12,000 more students in both 
further and higher education at college successfully completed full-time courses leading to 
recognised qualifications than in 2008-09 (a 25.7 per cent increase).  Furthermore, the 
number of full-time HE students studying for recognised qualifications at colleges has grown 
by 23.6 per cent over this same period with 2015-16 also seeing record numbers of full-time 
HE students successfully completing recognised qualifications (over 24,000).  

Scotland’s colleges 2017 highlights that the sector is financially stable overall, that colleges 
continue to exceed their targets for student learning opportunities and that student 
attainment improved in 2015-16.  It also identifies that over 90 per cent of full-time and over 
93 per cent of part-time students are satisfied with their college experience; and that at least 
83 per cent of college students who achieve a qualification go on to a positive destination, 
such as further study, training or employment (an increase of one percentage point over the 
year).  

The Scottish Government accepts the recommendations of the report and will take them 
forward, working closely with the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) and with colleges.   
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The report’s recommendations are directed at both the Scottish Government and the SFC 
and I hope the separate responses provided by both organisations provide the information 
you require.  I have outlined below the Scottish Government’s response to the relevant 
recommendations: 
 
The SG and the SFC should:  
 

 model how changes in demography and school leaver destinations affect the 
ability of colleges to meet the national learning activity target 

 
The Scottish Government and the SFC are actively investigating how changes in 
demography and school leaver destinations are impacting on the college sector and will 
influence plans for future provision.  The number of 16-19 year olds is projected to decrease 
in the next few years at the same time as the pathways open to them broaden.  Statistics 
show that increasing numbers of young people are enrolling at university direct from school 
at the same time as the numbers of Modern Apprenticeships are growing and youth 
unemployment is dropping to historically low levels.  We acknowledge these trends and in 
assessing future opportunities and challenges, the SFC has taken steps to reflect them in 
work it has been progressing on refining its demographic model to understand changing 
demand in the college sector.    
 

 complete the national estate condition survey and use this as a basis to prioritise 
future capital investment 

 
The SFC has coordinated a national estate condition survey report and is currently 
undertaking final quality assurance with colleges prior to publication.  The results of this 
survey report will provide an informed basis for the prioritisation of future capital investment 
in the college estate, including new build, refurbishment, upgrading and maintenance.  
Future capital investment requirements in the college estate will of course be subject to 
scrutiny under the Spending Review process.  
 

 work with colleges to assess demand for college courses across Scotland, in 
accordance with our recommendation last year, in order to plan future education 
provision. 

 
The SFC’s demographic model considers some of the wider implications of demographic 
change as outlined in response to the earlier recommendation.  The Scottish Government 
has commenced a project to evaluate the cost and benefits of a common application process 
for colleges which will report in the Autumn.  This project will inform discussions on how best 
to assess demand for college courses across Scotland and to plan for future education 
provision. 
 
Colleges Scotland and SFC are also taking forward work which will mean that, from 
academic year 2017/18, individual application data will be collected from all colleges.  This 
will help provide a basis for understanding national demand when combined with additional 
data on how many offers were made and how many accepted. 
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I will be happy to answer questions on these matters when I attend Committee on 14 
September. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 

 
 
 
PAUL JOHNSTON 
 


