
EIS  

The EIS is pleased to submit its views to Parliament’s Education & Skills 
Committee before the appearance of the Minister for Further & Higher Education. 
The EIS is the only recognised trade union representing further education college 
lecturers in Scotland, with around 5,000 in membership. The EIS is also 
recognised in many Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in Scotland, particularly 
in the newer HEIs, with around 1,400 members – almost all being academics. 
The EIS has set up self-governing associations for its further education and 
higher education members in order for them to manage their distinct interests. 
 
College Sector 
 

i. College lecturers reacted in a rapid and agile manner to the Covid-19 lockdown, 
they digitalised their work for online delivery, supported individual students and 
dealt with revised assessment procedures – in what was described as a “period 
of crisis teaching.” Whilst not all students were able to access this work, this 
enabled the vast majority of college students to successfully complete their 
courses.  
 

ii. The college sector is currently preparing for students to return shortly and staff 
are making every effort to ensure that this will be safely and successfully done. 
 

iii. The success of the college sector in supporting students in recent months should 
not lull the Committee into thinking that there are no issues requiring attention in 
the college sector. This submission will seek to identify pertinent issues for the 
Committee to consider raising with the Minister. 
 
The Role of the College Sector 
 

iv. The EIS believes that further education colleges offer students of all backgrounds 
an opportunity to improve their skills, education and employment prospects and, 
therefore, colleges are a critical part in securing Scotland’s inclusive, social and 
economic recovery from the current pandemic. 
 

v. The EIS rejects the notion that colleges’ primary or sole function is to support 
businesses or employers. The EIS believes that a publicly funded further 
education sector is a public service that serves the public good, society as a 
whole rather than only the narrow needs of business.  The EIS would oppose 
any notion to refocus colleges’ role to simply support the economy or 
employment. 
 

vi. The EIS believes that the Scottish Government should avoid repeating the 
mistake made during the last recession – in which the Government tried to 
refocus the role of the FE sector to meet the needs of businesses by 
concentrating on delivering award bearing courses for young people which had 
the effect of reducing access to further education for part-time workers, women, 
older people (i.e. over the age of 25) and workers in employment. The last 



recession also saw significant funding cuts to the FE Sector despite its key role 
in mitigating the effects of the recession. 
 
Colleges in the Post-Covid World 
 

vii. As previously stated, the EIS believes that colleges’ role in educating and training 
people is central to mitigating the effects of the expected post-Covid-19 
recession. Colleges allow workers to upskill or gain skills in order to find work or 
new work. The skills learnt at colleges also build confident, adaptable and 
resilient individuals that not only contribute to the world of work but to wider 
society. Colleges prepare their students for life, not simply the current challenges 
facing Scotland. 
 

viii. The recently published Higgins Report stated: 
 
“Colleges have been instrumental in delivering workforce up-skilling, re-skilling 
and soft skills; and we heard that the college sector has already helped to support 
organisations across Scotland to rebuild their businesses and rebuild their 
confidence. But this will need to go further.” 
 
“Colleges are an agile, collaborative, and inclusive national asset to which the 
Scottish Government allocates significant resource. As in the aftermath of 2008, 
colleges will need to be at the heart of the recovery effort.” 
 

ix. The effect of the SQA results on the number of new college students for 2020-
21 is currently unknown. The EIS is keen to ensure that there is no unmanaged 
shift of young people to the university sector at a time where the courses provided 
by the college sector are important to meet learners and employers’ needs. 
 

x. The EIS rejects the notion that public resources are scarce. The reality is that the 
Scottish Government spending is at a record level – not least due to Barnett 
consequentials from the UK Government. The Scottish Government has 
opportunities to raise taxation for even greater investment during this recession. 
 

xi. The EIS does not believe that public funding is a zero sum game, and therefore 
does not believe that funding should be displaced to to follow Scottish 
Government priorities.  
 
The SQA in the college sector 
 

xii. The SQA is an agency of the Scottish Government, and the responsibility for its 
work lies with the Scottish Government. It has become clear to the EIS that the 
SQA does not have a full understanding of how their qualifications are assessed 
in colleges.  
 

xiii. The EIS believes that the SQA needs to be more flexible in the way it manages 
the 2020-1 delivery of SQA qualifications in colleges, in particular the national 
qualifications of NCs, HNCs and HNDs. The 2020-21 session is going to be a 
shorter college teaching year and the SQA needs either to reduce assessment 



arrangements in unit specifications or reduce the content to be taught in unit 
specifications in order to address current challenges. 

 
xiv. The EIS believes that the Minister for FE & HE needs to be proactive in dealing 

with SQA issues that will affect the college sector in order to forestall potential 
issues. Currently SQA do not seem to have prepared plans to deal with reduced 
length of session and application of Blended approach, full time courses start 
soon, this is a matter which has to be resolved immediately through discussion 
with representatives of practitioners. 
 
 
Other Issues Facing the College Sector 
 

xv. The EIS conducted a student survey1 that showed that whilst most students had 
online access, socio-economically disadvantaged students were less likely to 
have online digital access to learning and more likely to have caring 
responsibilities that frustrated participation in online learning. Colleges have long 
widened access to all parts of society, and has a higher proportion of students 
coming from SIMD 20 than the general population. This is a key function of 
colleges and it allows articulation for many to higher education and/or better life 
and employment prospects. 
 

xvi. It should be recognised by Government that the nature of the vocational courses 
delivered by colleges, the nature of many college students and the digital poverty 
experienced by many students make online delivery of most college courses 
impractical. Lecturing staff support the principle of face-to-face teaching in the 
college sector and this needs to be recognised in the way the colleges are funded 
and managed. In this respect, colleges are different to universities. 
 

xvii. Another key difference between the college and university sectors are that 
colleges in Scotland are not international facing and do not compete for the best 
students; most students are Scottish domiciled. Scottish college students do not 
generally leave home to attend college and they usually attend their closest 
college (or the closest college with the course they wish to attend). These 
patterns reflect the mission of colleges and means that they are not dependent 
on international students or international collaboration. Unlike universities, the 
college sector as a whole is unlikely to be significantly affected by changes in 
international student numbers or fewer international connections.  
 
 
University Sector 
 

xviii. The Scottish HE sector is world renowned and valued both domestically and 
internationally for provision of high quality education and world leading research. 
This enhances Scotland’s global reputation and helps put us on the map. 

 
xix. Universities play a key role in providing a highly skilled workforce and world class 

research that benefits both industry and the public good. While they are often 

                                                           
1 https://www.eis.org.uk/Content/images/corona/FE%20Survey.pdf  

https://www.eis.org.uk/Content/images/corona/FE%20Survey.pdf


recognised as key players in developing skills and opportunities for students, 
they also make great contributions to the knowledge economy and civil society. 

 
xx. Some Scottish institutions have been actively engaged in front line research to 

find a vaccine and treatments for Covid 19. The staff involved with this, have 
continued to work right through lockdown and have made significant 
contributions to understanding the science of this disease. 

 
xxi. When lockdown happened in March and Universities closed, Academic staff 

acted quickly to move as much teaching online as possible. As a result, most 
students were able to complete courses and graduate, where they had the 
access to technology to do so.  

 
xxii. Much effort was made to ensure the health and safety of international students 

and those stuck in halls, and to provide access to adequate technology to allow 
for the completion of studies while in lockdown. 

 
xxiii. Universities are preparing to re-open campuses at the end Sept/early October. 

The unions have been engaging with this process in order to ensure that proper 
measures for safety are taken for both staff and students. EIS welcomed the 
opportunity to engage in writing groups which formed some of the guidance 
enabling this safe return. 

 
xxiv. Some courses may start later than usual and some HEIs will offer a January 

intake in order to maximise student recruitment. Though some institutions 
already had a January intake, this was a less common approach before the 
pandemic. 

 
xxv. EIS believes the University sector will be key in continuing to provide skilled 

workers and research and development needed to help Scotland’s economy 
recover from the impact of Covid 19. 

 
xxvi. For those affected by the economic downturn, additional opportunities to 

enhance their skills in professional fields can be provided by the HE sector, 
particularly at masters and PHD level. This will increase the availability of highest 
level of skilled staff which may in turn increase the appeal of Scotland to 
businesses and employers. 

 
xxvii. Universities are not only educational institutions. They provide well paying, 

skilled jobs in cities around Scotland and are large employers within their local 
communities. Proposed cuts to University staffing, which are cropping up widely 
across the sector, will damage the local economies of cities in which they are 
based as well as providing less teaching and research. It is wrong to assume that 
cutting staff is the same as achieving efficiency. Cutting staff means less is able 
to be done and less useful output can be achieved, both in terms of student 
experience and vital research. 

 
xxviii. The HE sector in Scotland is facing a massive funding shortfall, initially estimated 

to be around £400,000,000 as a result of the pandemic in the 20/21 academic 
year. This is largely caused by an over reliance on recruiting lucrative 



international students and the marketisation of the sector. Other losses have 
included accommodation, summer schools, conferencing and events revenues 
which would normally have been accrued during the summer break. 

 
xxix. This shortfall will last over a number of years due to the 4-year cycle of the degree 

programme in Scotland. EIS believes additional public funding will be essential 
during this period to ensure Universities can continue to operate and provide the 
level of student experience and research that they currently provide and 
contribute fully to the recovery of the Scottish economy. Without increased public 
funding, cuts will continue to be made to the detriment of our education, 
knowledge, and the wider economy. 

 
xxx. Covid 19 has led to fewer international students being recruited and fewer 

deposits being paid. It is expected that up to half the usual number of 
international students will be on campus at the start of term this year. 

 
xxxi. In addition to the shortfall in international student fees, research funding has also 

been hit as grant proposals couldn’t be written or processed as normal during 
the lockdown and as large corporate income streams tighten their belts in 
anticipation of a serious recession in the coming financial year. 

 

xxxii. A limited amount of research targeted funding has been made available by the 
government, but this has disproportionately gone to the big, less vulnerable-92 
organisations who traditionally are research intensive and have greater financial 
reserves. Post 92 and teaching intensive universities have seen little benefit from 
these limited funds. Though all financial support is welcomed, the amounts which 
have been made available so far are very far from adequate given the huge 
shortfalls in the sector caused by the pandemic. 

 

xxxiii. It is worth noting that pathways for FE learners to progress to HE, eg articulation 
agreements to enable widening access, have grown in the sector in recent years 
but is disproportionately carried out by the post 92 HEIs. The EIS believes that 
the Scottish Government needs to make greater efforts to ensure that all Scottish 
Universities have a direct obligation to enrol students from more deprived areas. 

 

 
 
SFC Review of Coherent Provision and Sustainability in Further & Higher 
Education 
  

xxxiv. The EIS recognises the need to review the work of the college and university 
sectors in light of the challenges facing society and government. However, the 
EIS is keen to ensure that the current review is not used simply to identify cuts 
and savings in the tertiary sector. The EIS welcomes the fact that the review is a 
multi-stage review taking place over an extended period of time, as this may 
avoid a knee jerk rection responding prematurely to events as they are beginning 
to unfold.  
  

xxxv. The EIS was concerned to read that the Scottish Government remit to the SFC 
in carrying out its review highlighted the ‘Cumberford Little Report’ as a point of 



reference. This report has not been discussed or adopted by the college sector, 
not has it been adopted as policy by the Scottish Government. The Cumberford-
Little Report was written before the Covid-19 lockdown and before the scale and 
nature of the looming recession was understood. The Report’s2 statement that 
“engagement with employers is the core focus of this report” shows the 
narrowness of the Report and its failure to understand that a college’s mission is 
also to support students and communities. 
 

xxxvi. The Cumberford–Little Report also recommended that colleges should pull out 
of the public sector and focus their work on serving businesses – both local and 
international - whilst looking to compete with the HE sector by delivering two year 
degrees in a single tertiary sector. The privatisation and deregulation route, 
concentrating on commercialisation and globalisation, was flawed even before 
the covid-19 pandemic and its putative effect on international students. 
Successive negative press articles, relating to senior management remuneration 
for example, suggest that accountability needs to be strengthened rather than 
relaxed. 
 

xxxvii. Universities and Colleges perform a bigger role than simply skilling workers and 
contributing to the economy. They are an integral part of their communities and 
civil society. The SFC should consider these wider impacts and not simply judge 
the viability of areas of learning by the financial returns. To do so skews the 
balance of teaching and research and defunds critical areas of learning, 
especially in the humanities and arts. Education for educations sake is also a 
valuable contribution to the fabric of Scottish society 
 
Strategic planning in the FE/HE sectors. 
 

xxxviii. The Minister has convened nine meetings of the Ministerial Leadership Group 
(MLG) with stakeholders (including trade unions) from both further and higher 
education sectors. These meetings have been useful and have given access to 
civil servants to working on specific workstreams. 
 

xxxix. The Minister has also met with trade unions collectively, and on an individual 
basis. The EIS welcomes this access and the two-way discussions that have 
taken place.  The Scottish Government has included the EIS (and other trade 
unions) in the drafting of Scottish Government guidance on reopening college 
(and university sector). 
 

xl. Whilst the MLG meetings are useful, it does not coordinate various aspects of 
Scottish Government work in college and higher education sectors, nor does it 
coordinate the work of the stakeholders themselves. In other words, out with 
MLG, the colleges and universities go about responding to the Covid-19 
challenges in their own way using their own Employers’ Associations as they see 
fit. This contrasts with the schools’ sector where the CERG group coordinates 
much activity.  
 

                                                           
2 “Notwithstanding the priority Government and partners ascribe to individuals and communities, engagement 
with employers is the core focus of this report”.” 



xli. The lack of a college or University sector CERG type group, despite the fact that 
it is part of the public sector is particularly striking. The lack of a CERG type group 
means that every separate Scottish Government consultation on aspects of the 
Covid-19 recovery is done on ad hoc basis.   
 

xlii. The college sector leadership’s unwillingness to directly engage collectively with 
stakeholders out with the MLG shows the key role that Ministers have in the 
sector. Colleges Scotland was unwilling to meaningfully engage with the EIS at 
the NJNC to push for a sector approach to the lockdown. Colleges Scotland also 
refused to meet with the SQA and EIS to discuss assessment concerns. The EIS 
believes that the FE sector’s leadership should be more inclusive and 
collaborative, and that Ministers need to encourage this. 
 

xliii. There is engagement at local levels but only occasional meetings between 
unions and Universities Scotland. Therefore. there is little co-ordination of 
engagement with the unions at the Scottish level by HE employers and no 
Scottish level machinery exists to progress this. Scottish HE employers have 
recently refused to set up a sub group of the national bargaining unit, JNCHES, 
in Scotland, sighting no appetite for this in institutions, and so national 
agreements and joint statements covering HE have had to be made on a UK 
level only as part of a UK level JNCHES  roundtable process. Ministers need to 
encourage Universities Scotland and the Scottish employers to engage with the 
unions to come to collective agreements and joint positions wherever possible, 
on issues affecting the Scottish sector so that we can respond nimbly and 
appropriately to the coming economic challenges brought about by the 
pandemic.  
 
August 25th, 2020 
 

 


