
 

 

Brief for the Education and Skills Committee meeting on 
Wednesday 25 January 2017: Widening access 

   
Universities Scotland 
welcome the 
appointment of 
Professor Peter Scott as 
Commissioner for Fair 
Access 

 On 16 December, the Scottish Government announced its appointment of 
Professor Peter Scott as its first ever Commissioner for Fair Access. 
 
Universities Scotland welcomed the appointment, with our Convener 
Professor Andrea Nolan saying:  
 
“Professor Scott is a highly respected educationalist and his work on the 
widening participation strategic committee in HEFCE will stand him in 
good stead. As Commissioner we fully expect Professor Scott to challenge 
us as universities; it will also be important that he offers challenges to the 
Scottish Government and other stakeholders with a role in widening 
access…Professor Scott’s role as Commissioner is vital in marshalling 
schools, colleges and universities and others to address the challenge to 
close the attainment gap and promote wider access to higher education.” 
 

Progress on widening 
access and retention in 
Scotland 

 Applications, admissions and retention rates for students from the most 
deprived neighbourhoods have all increased over the past five years. 
 
The application rates for Scottish 18 year olds have increased over the 
past decade for all five quintiles of the Scottish Index of Multiple 
Deprivation.  The application rate for Scottish 18 year olds from the most 
disadvantaged areas (SIMD20) increased from 9.9 per cent in 2006 to 16.3 
per cent in 2016, so Scottish 18 year olds from the most disadvantaged 
areas were 65 per cent more likely to apply in 2016 than they were ten 
years earlier.1 
 
In terms of the proportion of Scotland-domiciled undergraduate entrants 
from SIMD20 areas reported in Outcome Agreements, this has increased 
from 12.8 per cent in 2011/12 to 14.1 per cent in 2014/15.2 
 
Overall, retention rates in Scotland are high, and have been on a gradually 
increasing trend in recent years.  Between 2009/10 and 2014/15 overall 
retention increased from 89.7 per cent to 91.3 per cent. 
 
Retention rate for SIMD20 increased over the same period and the gap 
has closed between retention of SIMD20 group and average rate whilst 
retention rate for all students increases.3 
 

                                                           
1 UCAS: UK application rates by the January Deadline 
http://ucas.com/file/51326/download?token=pdUADwqq (p28) 
2 SFC Learning for All: Measures of Success Tenth update 
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Statistical_publications_SFCST062016_LearningforAll/SFCST062016_Learning
_for_All.pdf (p4) 
3 SFC Leaning for All: Measures of Success Tenth update 

http://ucas.com/file/51326/download?token=pdUADwqq
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Statistical_publications_SFCST062016_LearningforAll/SFCST062016_Learning_for_All.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Statistical_publications_SFCST062016_LearningforAll/SFCST062016_Learning_for_All.pdf


Since the Commission 
on Widening Access 
published its report, 
Universities Scotland 
has developed an 
action plan 
 

 Since the publication of A blueprint for fairness: the final report of the 
Commission on Widening Access in March 2016, Universities Scotland has 
been working closely with the leaders of Scotland’s 19 higher education 
institutions, and a range of other key stakeholders, to develop a plan of 
action for how the sector will address the recommendations from A 
blueprint for fairness that are aimed at universities. 
 
We developed our response to the recommendations in Futures Not 
Backgrounds in July 2016 and identified three work streams which will 
form the structure of our work: 
 

• Admissions 
• Articulation 
• Bridging programmes 

 
The Admissions work stream will be led by Professor Sally Mapstone, 
Principal of University of St Andrews. Susan Stewart, Director of the 
Open University in Scotland will head the Articulation work stream. 
Bridging programmes will be overseen by Professor Petra Wend, 
Principal of Queen Margaret University Edinburgh. 
 
It is the intention that the work streams will develop advice for the 
Commissioner for Fair Access. This will be done on an ongoing basis so 
that Professor Scott is kept well informed of our work. 
 

Action plan 
on…Admissions 
 

 We will: 
1. Produce a terms of reference for the review of contextual 
admissions that will inform elements of best practice  
2. Ensure universities review their own admissions policies and 
practices. 
3. Publish a clear collective statement of commitment by Scottish 
universities to use contextual admissions in a way that ensures fair and 
consistent consideration of applicants’ characteristics of disadvantage. 
 
Why we are doing this 
Scottish universities are keen to review their admissions policies and 
alter their contextual admissions for several reasons: 
a. We recognise there is a core of best practice across the sector 
when it comes to recognising the academic potential of students from 
deprived backgrounds.  This will be achieved whilst respecting university 
autonomy in relation to their admissions decisions. 
b. To make it easier for applicants, teachers, parents and advisors 
to understand contextual admissions, which will provide confidence in 
the application system. 
c. We wish to see more applicants from deprived backgrounds with 
academic potential admitted;  
 
This group will include part-time and mature students as part of its 
remit. 
 
 

Action plan 
on…Articulation 

 We will: 

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00496619.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00496619.pdf
http://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/10537-%E2%80%A2-Futures-Not-Backgrounds-web.pdf
http://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/10537-%E2%80%A2-Futures-Not-Backgrounds-web.pdf


1. Undertake analytical work to establish demand for 
articulation/the extent to which that demand is from ‘widening access’ 
students. 
2. Produce advice to members on articulation that will: 
• Identify different/new articulation pathways (in terms of 
qualifications) 
• Identify ways of supporting articulation 
• Identify barriers to articulation for institutions 
• Understand the implications of increased articulation for 
widening access to university for learners from disadvantaged 
backgrounds 
3. Allow universities to consider their own articulation strategies 
and increase routes. 
 
Objectives 
 
To increase opportunities for students from widening access 
backgrounds to enter university via college and/or via routes other than 
straight from school.  Again, the group will consider mature and part-
time learners in its thinking. 
 

Action plan 
on…Bridging 
programmes 

 We will: 
1. Provide an overview of current Bridging Programmes. 
2. Clearly define what we mean by ‘bridging programme’ 
3. Define what we mean by a ‘national’ programme, e.g. one central 
programme run in one place; one central programme run regionally; a 
network of local programmes with national recognition. 
4. Explore how, for example, the Scottish Wider Access Programme 
and the Lothians Equal Access Programme for Schools achieved wide 
recognition within the sector. 
5. Principals to discuss and agree the approach. 
 
Objective 
To develop, with regard for the diversity of potential university applicants, 
a national network of bridging programme(s) which combines local 
delivery with national recognition. 
 

Timescales  These current work streams were established in December 2016, with 
the first meetings of each stream taking place in February 2017. 
 
The current timescale is that by Autumn 2018 the majority of the work 
outlined above will be complete, with new admissions policy for 2020 
entry going live.  
 

Questions for the new 
Commissioner 

 Universities Scotland has identified a number of questions it may wish to 
ask Professor Scott in his appearance at the Committee on the 25 
January: 
 

• What were the terms of reference you were given by the 
Scottish Government? 

• How will your office function in regards to secretariat duties and 
budget? 

• The Commission on Widening Access was clear that a joined-up 
view of the challenges of closing the attainment gap and 



widening access to university from the early years onwards of 
the education system is required. How do you see that being 
achieved? 

• The Commission on Widening Access only examined full-time 
and young students, what are your plans to look at part-time 
and mature students? 

• What is your assessment of the current widening access 
situation? What strengths and challenges have you identified so 
far? 
 

 

ENDS 
 
For further information please contact: Duncan McKay, Senior Public Affairs Officer 
T: 0131 2250714 M: 07445 747222 duncan@universities-scotland.ac.uk  
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