
 
 

 
 

Pre-Budget 2017/18 Scrutiny: NUS Scotland submission  
 

The role and function of SFC 

We welcome this opportunity to provide evidence on SFC as part of the Committee’s pre-budget scrutiny. 

The role of the SFC is undoubtedly an important one, responsible for disbursing over £1.5bn every year to 

universities and colleges across a breadth of activity. It is an extremely important feature of the Council’s 

operations that it is a joint council in Scotland – where university and college, further education and higher 

education, are the responsibility of one organisation. In Scotland, we have a distinctive tertiary sector, not 

least when we consider the amount of higher education activity delivered in college. It is for this reason – 

and the necessity to build that close working between universities and college more in the years to come, 

particularly in response to the widening access and developing the young workforce agendas – that it is 

entirely right that we have a joint council, and it has delivered a large number of successes as a result.   

 

The SFC is invested with significant statutory powers, and in using those powers has immense 

opportunities to drive our national ambitions. In using those powers, we should ensure and enhance the 

independence of SFC, so it does not merely implement guidance from government, and is more than just a 

vehicle through which funding is delivered, instead playing a leading role in driving progress in our 

universities and colleges to do all they can to deliver greater public benefit for the public funding they 

receive. In keeping with that, below, as we look ahead to the draft budget, we have outlined some of the 

areas where we believe SFC has already had great impact, but believe can still be made greater, as it 

exercises its functions and ensures the highest quality outcomes in return for the funding it disburses.  

 

Ensuring the right provision of opportunities in our colleges 

Scotland’s colleges play a vital role in providing an opportunity for students from all backgrounds to access 

further and higher education, and for people to return to education to retrain or upskill. For many of these 

students—due to their circumstances, responsibilities, and other factors—studying full time will simply not 

be an option. As such, while we recognise the focus on full-time courses to boost youth employment, it’s 

clear that such a strategy runs the risk of excluding those who need a place most. This focus has been 

emphasised in consecutive letters of guidance; however, we believe SFC could, through the provision it 

funds, better ensure the appropriate mix of full-time and part-time places, so the very real worries, and 

evidence, of those students missing out are lessened.  

 

As the recent Audit Scotland report noted, there has been a 48% decrease in part-time student headcount 

in Scotland. As the SFC’s Baseline Report for Academic Year 2014-15 notes, this isn’t always the best 

measure of activity, as one student can be enrolled on multiple courses. As such, the below figures, 

accessed through the Scottish Funding Council’s infact database show the numbers of college students 

studying part-time, but measured as full-time equivalents to offer better comparability, across a number 

of demographics. They show, since 2011, when the regionalisation process started, through to the most 

recently available year that adult learners, women, and disabled students are those most likely to lose out 

as a result of a focus on full-time, longer courses.  

 

 



 
 

 
 

Age - Year  2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 % Change 

under 16 3380 2592 2420 2571 -24 

16-17 6167 7433 6834 7407 20 

18-19 6284 7218 7065 7217 15 

20-24 7177 7859 8269 8157 14 

25 & over 21323 20730 20464 17667 -17 

 

Disability - Year 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14* 2014-15 % Change 

No known disability 33278 33814 0 37466 13 

Known disability 6045 6119 0 5553 -8 

*Data for 2013/14 was undefined  

Gender - Year 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 % Change 

Male 23054 24725 24607 23909 4 

Female 21276 21107 20445 19094 -10 

 

As noted in its final funding letter to colleges, earlier this year in May, SFC and the Scottish Government 

undertook work to investigate demographic changes in college regions, and the appropriate number of 

full-time places to meet these. Ultimately, it was decided (by government) to maintain FTE targets; 

however, we believe more could be done to look in more detail at ways to maintain that target, but 

focusing on boosting the number of part-time places available. Previous efforts have been made, through 

the SFC’s budget, to provide additional resource for disabled and women students and we believe this 

should be made a priority again, ensuring that funding is used to maintain provision for a diverse range of 

learners and we do not risk undermining national ambitions on equalities and access.  

 

Outcome agreements and fair access  

Outcome agreements – whereby institutions are required to better evidence their public benefit in return 

for the public funding they receive – have undoubtedly been a big step forward in ensuring the funding 

SFC provides delivers better and fairer outcomes However, as the SFC’s own evidence submission, and 

their recent Learning for All publication, show, while it’s encouraging to see access rates for our poorest 

students going up, it’s still marginal and not fast enough if we’re to truly achieve our ambitions on fair 

access. University entrants from the 20% and 40% most deprived areas increased respectively to 14.1% 

(from 14% in 2014/15) and 30.8% (from 30% in 2014/15) As such, we believe SFC could greater utilise 

their existing powers and functions to ensure they work with institutions to deliver faster and stronger 

progress, not least in a context of the target set by the Commission on Widening Access.  

 

Moreover, with an ambitious target of ensuring fair representation in our universities by 2030 – which, 

under the recommendations of CoWA, SFC will have a key role to play in helping to meet – this will require 

the resources and places to ensure it is met and continue increasing the number of available places. 

However, UCAS statistics show that there persists a large gap in the conversion rate of applications to 

acceptances between the most deprived (63%) and least deprived (75%).  

 



 
 

 
 

Some of the greatest progress we have seen in recent years on fair access has undoubtedly been as result 

of the SFC’s delivery of additional funded places specifically for widening access and (as discussed below) 

articulation. While fair access should be absolutely core to what universities are doing, those additional 

places have provided the necessary catalyst for greater action, with 2,638 additional places being 

delivered for fair access since 2013/14. However, as we are in the final year of those additional places, we 

must look at how we carry them on in future, ensuring a place in education for all those with the potential 

to succeed. Equally, it must be noted that those places have only been achievable through a 

transfer of funds from SFC to SAAS, to cover the tuition fee grant and living cost bursary for those 

students, putting added pressure on the remaining resource budget.  

 

The role of colleges in fair access  

As the most recently available figures show, 29% of students studying in college are from the 20% 

most deprived backgrounds. For just those studying higher education in college the figure is 23%. As 

noted above, and in light of those figures, along with additional places for widening access, the SFC also 

introduced additional places for articulation. Since 2013/14, the SFC has funded 4,310 such places, 

boosting the numbers of students articulating from college to university.  

 

That said, it is not just through these additional places that articulation activity occurs, and it is a 

distinctive feature of Scottish higher education. However, looking away from those funded places – which 

guarantee a student direct entry to university into the appropriate year – and as the Commission on 

Widening Access showed, it is incredibly disappointing that there continues to be huge disparities in work 

on articulation between our different types of university. Figures from the SFC show that:  

 

• Overall, our ancient universities account for only 6% of students from the most deprived backgrounds 

moving from college to university; 

• Making that figure even starker is the fact that, of those 113 students, 91 are made to start over again 

in first year (‘progression only’);  

• A further 10 are made to duplicate a year of study (‘advanced progression’, typically this is HND 

students who are made to repeat 2nd year);  

• Overall, across all institutions, 51% of articulating students are forced to repeat years of study – only 

49% enter university from college at the year and level they should.  

 

Articulation is a success story of Scottish education and fair access, but far from the complete success it 

should be. Instead, countless students (often from our most deprived backgrounds) are made to unfairly 

repeat years of study, taking on the extra debt, workload, and opportunity costs that comes with that 

duplication. That should be a matter of urgency to address, as it comes at a huge cost – to the student 

and also society as a whole. In light of continued pressures on SFC, university and college budgets, that is 

a huge waste of resource, as SFC essentially has to fund extra years of study and it takes up an extra 

university place that could otherwise have been accessed by someone else. We believe that must be 

addressed as a priority.  

  

  



 
 

 
 

Ensuring genuine outcomes  

Much of the focus on fair access concerns the numbers of students getting into education; however, often 

we then do not make the same considerations for making sure that universities and colleges do more to 

keep them there. Retention, and ensuring students are supported to continue their studies and achieve a 

qualification at the end of a high quality learning experience, is just as important as access. 

 

As noted previously, outcome agreements have begun to ensure SFC can monitor, and push for progress, 

on the outcomes our universities and colleges deliver. However, as HESA statistics show, Scotland persists 

with higher levels of student drop out than the rest of the UK. This is a concern that is compounded as we 

continue to improve fair access. SFC Learning for All statistics show, for Scottish domiciled students, there 

is a worrying retention gap between students from the most deprived backgrounds and all others, of 4 

percentage points. This is a narrowing gap, but one we believe there must be concerted and 

urgent action to tackle more.  

 

Similarly, in colleges, as the SFC’s evidence submission, and its most recent college performance 

indicators, show, just 71.3% of college HE students and 64% of college FE students successfully 

completed their course – far surpassing the equivalent figures in higher education.  There is clearly 

much more to do to ensure that colleges and universities take their responsibilities on access seriously – 

from entry through to exit. Particularly, as with the figures highlighted previously on articulation and 

duplication, that is a significant waste of resource, as well as the loss of that student’s potential.  

 

Further education student support  

While SAAS (the Student Awards Agency Scotland) maintains responsibility for delivering higher education 

student support – including for student studying HE courses in colleges – SFC maintains responsibility for 

disbursing further education support to colleges, which is then delivered locally. That local delivery, at a 

college level, is extremely important in FE student support, and SFC works incredibly closely with colleges 

to try and deliver the fairest possible support to students. FE students will, more often than HE students, 

have had little personal or family experience of tertiary education and quite often have complex 

circumstances – not least the interaction between FE student support and benefits – which means it is vital 

that they are able to have a point of contact they can discuss their support with in person, rather than 

dealing with a centralised system.  

 

However,  despite that positive, there are a large number of injustices within the FE student support 

system, which, while SFC have done work to mitigate, require wholesale change and reform. Most 

pressingly, they ae injustices that must be read against the very high withdrawal and unsuccessful 

completion figures in FE, referenced above. Ultimately, many of these injustices are issues of policy, but 

ones that require significant resource, not least introducing an entitlement to bursary support. As such, we 

would also look to Scottish Government – through the draft budget and forthcoming review of student 

support – to ensure that necessary investment happens and that SFC and colleges are able to better 

deliver the fairest possible support to students.  

 



 
 

 
 

As the current FE student support budget is cash limited, once it is gone, it’s gone. This means it 

doesn’t reflect actual demand for support from students. On top of this, FE bursaries are discretionary. 

While students in higher education are guaranteed support if they apply, FE students do not have the 

same certainty – even if they meet all the eligibility criteria.  

 

Every year we see, through the ‘in-year redistribution’ – whereby colleges are able to request additional 

support funds from the SFC to attempt to cover any perceived shortfall – the same story unfold of colleges 

having to request additional money for underfunded and overstretched student support budgets, and the 

SFC is unable to respond with the full amount requested. The below shows the outcome of the 

IYR over the previous parliamentary term: 

 

Year Requested Allocated Unmet  

2011/12 £5,468,834 £2,717,264 £2,751,570 

2012/13 £8,196,595 £5,375,691 £2,820,904 

2013/14 £11,547,664 £7,487,315 £4,060,349 

2014/15 £7,000,000 £3,488,713 £3,511,287 

2015/16 4,256,412 1,830,000 2,426,412 

Average £7,293,901 £4,179,797 £3,114,104 

 

Further reinforcing this, a freedom of information request from NUS Scotland last year asked Scotland’s 

colleges how much of their FE student support budget had been spent since the start of the academic year 

in September. The figures showed that less than half-way through the academic year: 

 

• 67% of colleges had already committed 100% or more of their FE bursary budget 

• The vast majority of colleges have made up the shortfall by using core college funds.  

• 43% of colleges have topped up their bursary budget by using money from their discretionary budget, 

which exists to provide immediate financial help for students in need.  

• 29% have had to close applications or limit awards for hardship funds, as these have also been used 

to top up the bursary budget.  

• One college stopped funding students early, before their course had ended. 

 

It is clear, if we consider these results, and the high level of withdrawal in further education, that the 

discretionary budget for FE student support will have a serious impact on FE student success and, 

ultimately, SFC’s ability to ensure high quality outcomes for students in FE. It must be a priority for the 

draft budget to ensure that unmet demand is met in full, as we look to longer term reform and the 

introduction of a full entitlement. Short-term, this would remain a discretionary budget, therefore any 

unused funds would be returned to SFC and recycled within the system. 

 

For more information, contact: 

Philip Whyte, Policy and Public Affairs Manager 

Philip.whyte@nus-scotland.org.uk  
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