
1 

 
EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 

 
Karen Watt 
Chief Executive  
Scottish Funding Council 
 
By email 
 

T3.40 
The Scottish Parliament 

Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

Direct Tel: 0131 348 5222 
Fax: 0131 348 5600 

 es.committee@parliament.scot 
  
 11th June 2020 

 
Dear Ms Watt 
 
Can I begin by thanking you for giving evidence to the Education and Skills 
Committee on Friday 15th May. The Committee appreciates that there are a number 
of issues where you told the Committee you would need to provide further updates 
on an ongoing basis due to the fast-changing dynamic response required across the 
further and higher education sectors. The specific pieces of work the Scottish 
Funding Council detailed in evidence to the Committee, where further information 
would be available soon or over the Summer months, are listed below. 
 

• Estimates of the student application levels for the next academic year, 
including broken down by origin (international, EU 27, elsewhere in the UK, 
Scotland); 

• An estimate of the number of Scottish students that could be funded in the 
next academic year (see the exchanges below between SFC officials and 
Alex Neil MSP); 

• Estimates of the level of loss of employment for students (in evidence you 
suggested this would be available in June and you may wish to note that the 
Committee has also prioritised this issue in letters to the Scottish 
Government and the UK Government).   

• A study on the mental health of students and staff; 
• Details of the number of new and existing students seeking deferrals; 
• Details of the form and extent of additional teaching support required, for 

example to refresh or repeat elements of learning; 
• An assessment of the capacity to deliver online learning; 
• An update on work where SFC is present between unions and institutions on 

blended learning, specifically the expectation that online learning will be 
available for a proportion of students and in-person learning for others (and 
the resource implications); 
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• An update on the courses that do not lend themselves to online learning, 
including the focus on apprenticeships including the elements of the course 
where apprentices are based with employers; 

• An update on the extent to which certain courses which train workforces 
crucial to the country’s recovery from lockdown, such as early learning 
practitioners; and 

• A breakdown of the calculations and assumptions behind the estimates for 
the financial loss for colleges and universities in this academic year and also 
in the next academic year. 

 
I have also today written to the Minister for Further Education, Higher Education and 
Science, and also to the UK Government Secretary of State for Education on related 
matters. I enclose a copy of all of these letters for your reference. 
 
I do not expect the information requested in the above list to be provided in one 
response. Indeed, to inform its scrutiny, the Committee’s preference is to receive 
individual pieces of information in response to each of the bullet points above as 
soon as they are available. On that basis please feel free to issue numerous short 
responses. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 
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EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 

 
Richard Lochhead MSP 
Minister for Further Education, Higher 
Education and Science  
 
By email 
 

T3.40 
The Scottish Parliament 

Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

Direct Tel: 0131 348 5222 
Fax: 0131 348 5600 

 es.committee@parliament.scot 
  
 11th June 2020 

 
Dear Mr Lochhead 
 
Thank you for appearing before the Committee at its meeting on Wednesday 20 May 
to discuss the impact of the Covid-19 outbreak on colleges, universities, their 
students and their staff. I am writing on behalf of the Committee to highlight a 
number of issues arising from your session.  
 
I also attach for your reference letters that the Committee has today sent to the 
Scottish Funding Council and the UK Secretary of State for Education. Please note 
the Committee has added its support to your work seeking the extension of the 
eligibility of Universal Credit as a matter of urgency to include students in the middle 
of their course. The Committee has also sought an evidence session with the UK 
Minister for Universities including on: support for the sector in dealing with the impact 
of Covid-19 pandemic; the proposal to cap the number of English students attending 
Scottish universities; and the impact of Brexit on further and higher education. I am 
extremely disappointed that Michelle Donelan has informed the Committee that she 
is unavailable for the foreseeable future, certainly the next few months, to be 
scrutinised by this Committee. The Committee will of course continue to make 
representations to the UK Government and I hope the Scottish Government and this 
Committee can speak with one voice on many of these matters. 
 
Student hardship 
 
The Committee is very concerned about students who will not receive student 
hardship payments or other forms of support over the summer months. A large 
number of these students will be unable to find employment as a direct result of the 
Covid-19 outbreak meaning there is a risk of financial hardship for many of these 
individuals.  
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The Chief Executive of the SFC, Karen Watt, told the Committee in relation to further 
education students: 
 
There is a big concern about what will happen beyond June and July and how any 
discretionary funds can be used. We would normally expect students to have 
employment or to go into the benefits system if required.  

 
I will pause there, because the matter is under a lot of active consideration. We are working 
with the NUS, colleges and others. We are making a commitment that we will do everything 
that we can to help students who are in hardship and to respond positively to institutions where 
we find very large areas that require further attention. 
 
It is clear to the Committee that wider support packages for students will become 
necessary and the Committee appreciates that you, the SFC and SAAS are 
exploring ways to deliver support including during the Summer. A number of ways to 
seek to mitigate the impact of this situation on students were explored with you in 
evidence. This included the potential to extend SAAS bursaries that are based on 
household income. The Committee seeks specific reasons from you as to why this 
approach could not be pursued, given the required data is already held. The 
Committee appreciates further targeted support would also be required if this 
approach was adopted since, as you highlighted: “People who have qualified for one 
type of bursary in the past are not necessarily those who are hardest hit by the 
Covid-19 fallout.” 
 
You also highlighted that: “I will be getting reports on the take-up at the moment 
across institutions—before the end of the week, I hope, but if not it will be early next 
week. That will give us a much better picture of the demand. We are not into the 
summer holidays yet, but we are approaching them and few weeks into them that will 
pinpoint the extent to which people are facing hardship because of the lack of part-
time jobs and other sources of income that they would benefit from in normal times.” 
 
In order to continue to scrutinise this issue, the Committee would appreciate sight of 
the reports that you mention as they are produced, so the Committee can monitor 
the extent of this issue throughout the Summer months. The Committee would also 
appreciate an update on your work looking at whether further tranches of hardship 
funds can be brought forward to support students as they go into the Summer 
months. 
 
Funding model - universities 
 
The Committee is trying to establish how universities can establish some form or 
stability in the coming months and years. The Committee raised with you the £97 
million Scottish Government funding to subsidise EU student places for this 
academic year. It is assumed that there will be a significant reduction in EU students 
at Scottish universities in the next academic year. The Committee seeks assurances 
from you that the current level of funding for EU student places will remain with 
universities as opposed to being clawed back in this academic year. The Scottish 
Government’s position on this funding for future academic years is also required as a 
matter of urgency as universities are required to make funding allocations in the 
coming weeks. 
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In relation to the funding of student places, you stated that “Overall, there is 95.7 per 
cent recovery of costs for universities in Scotland, which is the same as in the rest of 
the UK.” 
 
The Committee would appreciate a breakdown of how this percentage is arrived at 
for universities in Scotland, and also the source of the 95.7% figure for the rest of the 
UK. It seems noteworthy that the same percentage is arrived at for both geographic 
areas when they operate using distinct funding models and so the Committee would 
be interested in the detail. 
 
The Committee is aware that the likely significant fall in the number of international 
students will have a notable impact on the levels of funding available for universities, 
particularly the ancient universities. Fees paid by these international students cross-
subsidised the cost of places for Scottish students. In addition, there is likely to be a 
decrease in the number of students from elsewhere in the UK, which the 2019 Audit 
Scotland report on the Finances of Scottish Universities estimated as being worth in 
the region of £170m to higher education institutions. The consultancy income and 
venue hire income highlighted in the same report will also be much reduced. 
 
The Committee intends to monitor the extent of the funding shortfall in the coming 
months, as the fall in the number of international students, including EU students, 
and the fall in the number of students from elsewhere in the UK becomes apparent. 
The Committee is seeking details from SFC of the extent of the drops as soon as the 
figures are available. 
 
Future business models 
 
If funding from international students and students from elsewhere in the UK is not 
available to cross-subsidise Scottish students (and to cross-subsidise EU students 
should the Scottish Government decide EU students will not have to pay fees in 
2021-2) then the current funding model looks very exposed. Indeed Karen Watt told 
the Committee that this was the case pre-Covid-19:  
 
In early February, we produced information on the financial sustainability of colleges 
and universities in Scotland. We were clear that there was an increasing reliance on 
international fee income and that that “represents a key risk as markets become ever 
more competitive and global events can occur over which institutions have no 
control.” 
 
Karen Watt also told the Committee, in relation to colleges and universities: It will be 
for each institution to deal with this, but we are unlikely to get through the crisis 
without some form of either reshaping businesses or of looking again at our funding 
models. We need to ask what institutions can do at their own hand and what we can 
do sectorwise.  
 
You and Karen Watt both suggested in evidence that there could need to be a 
fundamental shift in the business model for higher education and also for further 
education, for example discussing shared services and a hub and spoke model. 
 

https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/nr_190919_finances_universities.pdf
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/nr_190919_finances_universities.pdf
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Karen Watt stated: On income streams, I genuinely want to make the point that, if we 
look in the round at how we deal with an extremely complex and difficult set of 
issues, it is important to remember that, particularly in Scotland, we have lots of 
opportunities to consider how universities and colleges can work better together and 
to consider regional models of collaboration. We have yet to push into the area of 
shared services. We could have hub-and-spoke models and there are various 
federated options and so on. 
 
You stated:  I think that there is an exciting opportunity for our colleges and 
universities to become regional powerhouses in Scotland’s regional economies. We 
are taking more of a regional view. A city such as Glasgow has colleges and several 
universities, and it is clear that they should work very closely together. They are 
doing so, and we might look at how to formalise that approach more in future. As I 
said earlier, we should collaborate our way through this crisis—universities with one 
another, colleges with one another, and colleges and universities with one another—
and that would mean that the needs of the regional economy would be met.  
 
I think that Karen Watt was alluding to such an approach. In a hub-and-spoke model, 
one institution may take the lead for an area, with other institutions working with 
them. We have a good opportunity to make the most of our intellectual capital, based 
on regions, which I hope would open up more opportunities for learners and industry 
and workplace learning, so that the needs of the economy would be met by at least 
one of the institutions. Such a regional approach offers a lot for the future of the 
Scottish economy. 
 
I note your letter dated 9 June on the review you have commissioned the SFC to 
undertake on coherent provision and financial sustainability. With such fundamental 
shifts doubtless being considered in the review, it is vital that key stakeholders are 
involved in the change process, including designing potential new models for ways of 
working. I attach links to notes in Annexe 1 from the Committee’s discussions with 
college and university principals where one of the key points was the need for 
universities and colleges, their staff and young people to be consulted in the next 
steps for both sectors. The Committee requests further detail of how and when 
stakeholders will be involved in this process. The Committee also requests that it is 
fully involved at an early stage. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 
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Annexe 1 

The Committee held two focus groups with Principals from Universities and 
Colleges and heard evidence on the impact of Covid-19 on the Further and Higher 
Education sector. 
 

• Read the notes from the focus group meeting with College Principals. 29 May 2020 
(110KB pdf) 

• Read the notes from the focus group meeting with University Principals. 29 May 2020 
(110KB pd   

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/Summary_of_Education_and_Skills_session_with_college_principals_29_May.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/Summary_of_Education_and_Skills_session_with_college_principals_29_May.pdf
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_university_principals_29_May.pdf
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EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 

 
Gavin Williamson MP 
Secretary of State for Education 
 
By email 
 

T3.40 
The Scottish Parliament 

Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

Direct Tel: 0131 348 5222 
Fax: 0131 348 5600 

 es.committee@parliament.scot 
  
 11th June 2020 

Dear Mr Williamson 
 
The Scottish Parliament Education and Skills Committee has been taking evidence 
on the impact of Covid-19 on further education and higher education institutions, 
staff and students in Scotland. The Committee agreed, following formal evidence 
and focus groups, to send you links to the written submissions, Official Reports and 
focus group notes which are in Annexe A to inform the UK Government of the 
specifics of the challenges faced in Scotland at present. I also plan to highlight this to 
the House of Commons Education Committee. 
 
One specific issue the Committee wishes to raise with you is the number of students 
who will be unable to find employment over the Summer months, and the resulting 
financial hardship. This applies to students in the middle of their course who are not 
currently eligible for Universal Credit. The Committee considers that all these 
individuals should be eligible for Universal Credit or other forms of social security 
benefits or income support. The Committee agreed that I should raise this with you 
as a matter of urgency. I understand that the Minister for Further Education, Higher 
Education and Science has also written to Thérèse Coffey, the Secretary of State for 
Work and Pensions to ask her to consider the same policy proposal.  
 
The period when existing financial supports are available for these students is 
coming to an end very soon. The period of time between seeking Universal Credit 
and receiving it, if an applicant is successful, can be multiple weeks. The Committee 
therefore considers it vital that the UK Government explores and implements this 
policy proposal as soon as possible. The Committee is actively pursuing other 
options with the SFC and the Minister to ensure all devolved options are also 
explored.  
 
The Committee has also sought an evidence session with the UK Minister for 
Universities including on the proposal to cap the number of English students attending 
Scottish universities, and the impact of Brexit on further and higher education. I am 
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extremely disappointed that Michelle Donelan has informed the Committee that she is 
unavailable for the foreseeable future, certainly the next few months, to be scrutinised 
by this Committee. This is a crucial period for further and higher education in Scotland, 
including staff and students, and to be unable to scrutinise the UK Government on 
reserved policy areas with a huge impact on the sustainability of the sectors and on 
the wellbeing of staff and students is unacceptable. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
CLARE ADAMSON MSP 
CONVENER 
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Annexe A 

Submissions 
 
The Committee received the following submissions from the following the Scottish 
Government, organisations and trade unions 

• Scottish Government 
• Scottish Funding Council 
• Colleges Scotland 
• EIS 
• Universities Scotland 
• UCU Scotland 
• NUS Scotland 

 
Official Reports 
 

• Official Report 15th May 2020 
• Official Report 20th May 2020 

 
Focus Group Notes  
 
The Committee held two focus groups with Principals from Universities and 
Colleges and heard evidence on the impact of Covid-19 on the Further and Higher 
Education sector. 

• Read the notes from the focus group meeting with College Principals. 29 May 2020 
(110KB pdf) 

• Read the notes from the focus group meeting with University Principals. 29 May 2020 
(110KB pd 

 
 
 
 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200517Scottish_Government_submissions_for_meeting_on_20th_May.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200504Scottish_Funding_Council.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200512Colleges_Scotland.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200513EIS.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200512Universities_Scotland.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200511UCU_Scotland.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20200513NUS_Scotland.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12643&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12653&mode=pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/Summary_of_Education_and_Skills_session_with_college_principals_29_May.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/Summary_of_Education_and_Skills_session_with_college_principals_29_May.pdf
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_university_principals_29_May.pdf
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