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Education and Skills Committee 
Summary of focus group session with college principals 

 
1. Following evidence sessions with the Scottish Funding Council and the Minister for 

Further Education, Higher Education and Science on the impact of Covid-19 on 
further and higher education, the Committee agreed to hold two informal sessions 
with college and universities principals on Friday 29 May. During the session with 
college principals members of the Committee heard from: 

 
• Neil Cowie, Principal, North East Scotland College 
• Angela Cox, Principal, Borders College 
• Paul Little, Principal,  City of Glasgow College 
• Hugh Hall, Principal, Fife College 
• Lydia Rohmer, Principal, West Highland College and the Vice-Principal 

(Tertiary) of UHI 
• Carol Turnbull,  Vice-Chair of Colleges Scotland Board, Chair of the College 

Principals' Group and Principal and Chief Executive, Ayrshire College 
 

2. This summary gives a thematic overview of the discussion and the views of 
participants. 

  
Finance  

 
3. An initial estimate had predicted that colleges would face a funding shortfall of £25 

million in the current financial year. This had now been revised down to £12-13 
million largely as a result of colleges having been given the green light to access the 
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme and now being in the process of furloughing 
staff. The shortfall figure was an estimate and might change again during the year 
but colleges were now trying to assess the impact for the next financial year. An 
initial estimate for this had been in the region of £70 million. The expectation is now 
that this figure will increase but the work colleges were doing on their 2021-2022 
budgets would allow a more definitive figure to be produced by the end of June. 

 
4. The financial impact would be felt differently by different colleges. Colleges would 

face a loss of income from commercial activities and the level of this activity and its 
usual contribution to overall college budgets would vary between institutions. 
Businesses would not be coming to colleges for the same types of activity as they 
previously had e.g. courses they pay for. They would still want support with this, but 
through centrally funded core activities. There could also be lower levels of funding 
from Skills Development Scotland due to lower levels of apprenticeships. The 
Government should consider how to incentivise businesses to continue to offer 
apprenticeships.  

 
5. Although not to the same degree as the university sector, colleges receive some 

income from international activities. There could also be different impacts on 
international income streams in different regions depending on exposure to specific 
sectors, for example maritime, the oil and gas industry or hospitality. Other areas 
which might traditionally have had high levels of employment and therefore limited 
funding and places for employability skills development, could find the existing 
provision inadequate to meet future need. 
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6. Colleges are part of the public sector and in financial terms operate ‘hand to mouth’. 
Unlike universities, they can’t borrow money, can’t create surpluses, and have much 
less financial flexibility. Although they can make bids for support from their Arms 
Length Foundations this may incur negative publicity from Trade Unions. With 
colleges facing a significant funding shortfall, if this funding isn’t going to come from 
Government, the only option for colleges to balance their budgets would be to reduce 
costs e.g. staffing redundancies. Although colleges were currently furloughing staff, 
largely a result of campuses being closed, phased reopening would mean staff 
currently on furlough returning and, as a result, the proportion of staffing costs met 
through the furlough scheme reducing significantly.  

 
7. The financial challenges facing the college sector were not just about the loss of 

income streams but also increased costs. This included, for example, the cost to 
deliver learning to small classes, the cost of work to allow current students to finish 
the current year and costs involved in preparing for next year’s students.  This 
includes the costs of adapting the college estate to accommodate social distancing, 
largely fixed staffing costs and, potentially, new work on employability.  

 
8. The ability of colleges to adapt to current circumstances would depend on the ability 

to access additional money. For example, if colleges could access Flexible 
Workforce Development Fund money over the summer it would allow them to work 
with businesses to upskill and reskill their staff while on furlough. Colleges were 
having to make bids through arms-length bodies to buy items such as additional 
laptops and the sector was working with the most vulnerable and disadvantaged 
students in Scotland. 

 
Colleges and recovery  

 
9. The principals reported that the college sector had had positive engagement with 

Ministers and the SFC. During these meetings colleges reiterated their support for 
helping with a skills-led economic recovery post-Covid as well as playing their part 
in dealing with increased levels of unemployment. There would not be a reset to pre-
Covid conditions and the college sector was looking at how to maximise their 
resources to minimise economic scarring in Scotland both in the short and medium 
terms.  

 
10.  Businesses would need time to recover after restrictions were lifted and colleges 

were already seeing redundancies in their local areas. They could sometimes meet 
the demand this created with short courses but couldn’t go beyond allocated core 
funding. For next year, if there is going to be a skills-based recovery, colleges 
anticipated high demand in areas most affected economically by Covid-19. Colleges 
needed flexibility in funding from the Government to deal with this.  

 
11. Policy makers needed to understand that colleges were civic and economic anchors, 

hard wired into SMEs, Chambers of Commerce and other local infrastructure. 
Colleges had been at the heart of meeting the challenges from several previous 
crises.  In redundancy situations, PACE (Partnership Action for Continuing 
Employment) turns to the college network to support reskilling.  

 
12. The scale of the current challenge meant that colleges needed to think about how 

they could effectively direct support to SMEs and the most vulnerable to economic 

https://collegesscotland.ac.uk/briefings-and-publications/briefings/536-colleges-scotland-briefing-arms-length-foundations-in-the-college-sector-11-december-2015/file
https://collegesscotland.ac.uk/briefings-and-publications/briefings/536-colleges-scotland-briefing-arms-length-foundations-in-the-college-sector-11-december-2015/file
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difficulties, e.g. lone parents, women, ethnic minorities, low earners, disabled people, 
care experienced students and apprentices and young people who evidence showed 
were already some of hardest hit in the current crisis. The left behind would get 
further left behind.  

 
Learner experience 

 
13. Colleges had moved agilely as a result of Covid-19 to remote emergency teaching. 

The college sector response had allowed teaching and certification to continue and 
colleges were currently in the process of finalising results. Colleges were now looking 
at different ways of teaching and assessing for next year’s students including a 
blended learning model. 

 
14. Colleges were supporting students who were sometimes in difficult situations. 

Financially, the last SAAS payment would be made this month. Over the next 4 
weeks, people would see real cases of hardship as students transitioning between 
courses would run out of bursary/hardship/SAAS money and they wouldn’t be able 
to access Universal Credit for 8-12 weeks. There are also students who have 
previously been able to access college hardship funds, but now can’t as they move 
between institutions. The Government had provided £5 million hardship funding to 
support students but an extra £10 million would be required to help students facing 
acute poverty. Worrying about not being able to pay essential household bills or even 
going on-line for an hour was having a negative impact on students’ mental health.  

 
15. The extent to which institutions were seeing students deferring study varied. The 

principals reported that a recent survey showed the biggest decline in applications 
for the next academic year were from full time FE students. This would likely impact 
mostly on vocational training areas and students representative of some of the 
hardest to reach and most disadvantaged groups in society. It was important to get 
the message out about the importance of learning for individuals, but this was more 
difficult without knowing what employment opportunities are going to exist and what 
skills requirements are going to be needed.  

 
Adaptability 

 
16. Colleges had shown they were agile, collaborative and able to respond to changing 

needs in the past. The particular challenge of coronavirus (and the potential impact 
of Brexit) was that it was not a crisis affecting a couple of sectors but the whole 
economy. If there was high unemployment and no apprentice progression post-
Covid, colleges would have to think about different ways of working. Colleges have 
large fixed staffing costs and would require additional funds to invest in new ways of 
delivering learning both in response to the new requirements of social distancing and 
the urgent up-skilling and re-skilling needs of businesses and the economy.  

 
17. Colleges were having to think about how to meet the needs of current students who 

couldn’t finish their studies as planned, new learners who won’t be able to start 
courses as planned, as well as how to respond to demand from employers.  

 
18. Work on Digital Ambition 2030 had already started, but a lot of work suddenly had to 

be delivered overnight, which required additional IT capacity and the skills to use the 
technology. This continues to be an upskilling challenge, but also places demands 
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on the whole infrastructure of the college sector. There continues to be a significant 
need for resource, both in terms of equipment and in terms of time for staff to be 
trained to deliver courses digitally and provide a high-quality learning experience.  

 
19. Some colleges were in different starting positions across the sector. UHI colleges, 

for example already had lots of provision delivered to schools,  through employers, 
as well as provision delivered digitally.  

 
20. The current circumstances were unprecedented. There would need to be national 

ambition and a unified multi-agency approach to deliver the kind of structural and 
system change set out in the Cumberford-Little Report.  If the aim was to build 
resilience in the college sector and the wider economy, it would require a fully 
functioning collaborative, collective tertiary system and the fast-tracking of the 
implementation of the Cumberford-Little report.  

 
21. The current way of working was no longer affordable. The tertiary sector is run at a 

silo perspective which leads to duplication. An efficient model needed to start from 
the student/employer perspective and to remove this duplication from the system. 
The current organisational clutter was not affordable for Scotland. It would need 
sustained and collective political leadership to make this change. Colleges in 
Scotland were reformed and federated very quickly due to such collective political 
leadership.  

 
22. Some colleges had already been exploring new partnership working opportunities, 

for example, looking at curriculum planning, development and accreditation 
approaches with university partners. One of the challenges was a lack of flexibility 
from awarding bodies. There needed to be greater flexibility and speed for colleges 
and local partners to develop skills-related qualifications required by regional 
employers, including micro-credentials that could be awarded as part of up-skilling 
and re-skilling.  

 
23. As well as the challenges on the supply side, demand could also be an issue. All 

colleges could describe seamless pathways but sometimes the demand for that type 
of programme wasn’t there. It was important that advice and guidance from schools 
was accurate, but there could also be an issue with the image and desirability of 
different industries.  

 
Colleges and communities 

 
24. It was important for key stakeholders, especially Skills Development Scotland, to 

formally recognise that colleges are more than just a ‘training provider’ but public 
sector peers. They add value to their local communities and are expected to resolve 
a whole range of issues for a very diverse learner cohort. Colleges have a long-
established and successful track record of social inclusion and have consistently 
been able to reach and re-engage, in learning and training, the most vulnerable and 
disadvantaged groups in Scotland. The evolution of the relationship with SDS needs 
to recognise the significant ‘added value’ and breadth of provision that colleges 
provide to many learners. 

 

https://view.pagetiger.com/inlhij/1
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Leadership and partnership 

 
25. The relationship between regional and community planning partners, enterprise 

agencies, SFC and Skills Development Scotland was essential to understand the 
situation in individual regions and predict what might happen in the future. The 
effectiveness of these relationships varies across the country. In some regions there 
could be difficulties connecting with the right people. Colleges could respond to 
immediate need with short, sharp courses but more strategic delivery would require 
planning and effective partnership learning was key to this.  

 
26. It was important that regional partners come together to “join the dots” from school 

to college to university though to employment. At present things were simply not 
joined up enough. There needed to be far greater partnership working and system 
leadership as well as a change to the funding system that would lead to all 
educational partners providing a seamless, coherent and progressive journey for 
learners, leading them ultimately to jobs required by regional economies.  

 
27. There were different starting points within the sector when it came to the systems 

leadership approach of a single tertiary system advocated by Cumberford-Little 
Report. One participant gave an example of working in partnership to provide a 
seamless programme for learners from workplace through to degree and post-
graduate level. They were able to use a collaborative approach to deliver for 
learners, communities and businesses in a responsive way, for example, directing 
learners from school to new degree opportunities that met the needs of local 
employers.  

 
28. Political leaders needed to promote a shared national ambition for 21st century 

colleges and have greater confidence in the college sector by presenting college as 
a positive destination for learners. Political discussion had been overly focused on 
universities and colleges were potentially facing competition from universities for 
students, for example those who might otherwise have considered a HND route.  

 
Conclusion  
 

29. Participants identified the key points as: 
 

• The important role of colleges to support the most vulnerable, communities 
and a skills-led recovery out of the current crisis. 

• Cumulative financial challenges facing the sector. 
• Maintaining quality of teaching and learning in a blended model in the short 

term. Developing a college offer that meets the needs of learners and the up-
skilling and re-skilling local economies. 

• The need for much greater flexibility from SFC and Government to enable 
colleges to do the right thing for regions and students 

• Increased flexibility in the Flexible Workforce Development Fund so it could be 
used to support more businesses, especially SMEs 

• Taking the opportunities available to fast track the system change 
recommendations in the Cumberford-Little Report including the creations of a 
collective tertiary approach 


