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January 2021 Lockdown 
 
The latest lockdown which began in late December 2020 and which was extended 
until mid-February on Tuesday 19 January 2021 has meant that colleges have had 
to move back to a restricted blended model of remote and online learning, in line with 
the Scottish Government’s Tier 4 COVID-19 regulations and public health guidance.  
Whilst necessary to safeguard the health and safety of students and staff, this has 
an impact on a number of areas for the sector.  These include: 
 
Deferrals 
Whilst the college sector continues to provide learning on a responsive basis, in 
order to ensure that the sector can manage the completion of courses for students, 
there is a need for clear planning and guidance to oversee this.  For context, we 
know that 7,500 students from last year’s cohort (2019/20), have yet to fully 
complete their qualifications due to the fact that college facilities have been restricted 
because of COVID-19 regulations.  This has disproportionately impacted upon those 
students studying practical subjects such as STEM, hair & beauty etc.  We are 
seeking assurances from the Scottish Government that a range of measures for 
students are put in place, including discussions around whether SAAS funding will 
be available to those students who will be required to defer due to COVID-19 
restrictions. 
 
Apprentices 
Similarly, the new lockdown exacerbates what has already been a difficult and 
demanding year, for the delivery of apprenticeships in colleges.  Socially distanced 
delivery of these courses has created a backlog with less students being able to 
participate in onsite learning, whilst requiring staff to be flexible and creative in 
implementing coursework to maintain student engagement amid unprecedented 
circumstances.  There are concerns that without appropriate planning to mitigate the 
impacts of lockdown in the form of lost teaching and practical experience, that this 
could create a blockage in the future skills pipeline that we know will be crucial in 
supporting Scotland’s economic recovery. The sector is in discussions with a wide 
range of stakeholders including Scottish Government on resolving these issues. 
 
Qualifications and Assessments 
Over the last few months Colleges Scotland, as part of the National Qualifications 
Group, has worked together with key stakeholders to develop a number of necessary 
changes to the assessment, and quality assurance procedures for Higher National, 
and vocational qualifications in 2020-21. 
  
SQA and Colleges Scotland continue to work productively, and positive discussions 
are ongoing to confirm an agreed assessment contingency approach for 2020-21, 
that takes into account the different operating environment in which colleges and 
other centres are currently working and maintains the integrity of certification.   
 



It is felt that a nationwide, formal approach, should be agreed now so that the college 
sector can begin to implement realistic and deliverable plans to ensure maximum 
student success this year.  Students, as well as teaching and support staff, are 
seeking clear guidance and reassurance about what the rest of the year will look like, 
and for this to happen an approach with the SQA needs to be agreed, to support 
levels of student retention, attainment, and wellbeing. Discussions with SQA are 
ongoing at pace. 
 
In addition to such an approach, in order to support student articulation from college 
into university, action needs to be taken to ensure that student pathways, in line with 
the ambitions of the National Articulation Forum, are protected. This will also ensure 
that students from the most deprived communities are not left behind and have equal 
life chances.  
 
Funding  
As part of the ongoing discussions around the Scottish Government’s Draft Budget, 
Colleges Scotland met with the Minister for Further Education, Higher Education and 
Science, on Wednesday 13 January 2021.  From this discussion, the Minister asked 
for a detailed analysis to quantify the impact of the financial challenges incurred 
through the latest lockdown.  Colleges Scotland is working with the sector to gather 
this information and we would be happy to share with the committee once the data 
has been collated. 
 
Mental Health and Wellbeing 
 
COVID-19 has created acute and growing mental health and wellbeing challenges 
for the college sector both in urban and rural contexts. The disruption to colleges has 
not only seriously impacted face-to-face teaching and learning – especially the 
acquisition of practical skills – but also compromised partnership working with 
schools for senior phase students, decimated (apprenticeship) work placement, and 
limited access to libraries and student association facilities.  
 
This inability to access support has been felt most keenly in the severely restricted 
access to trusted face to face student support staff who provide an invaluable range 
of 1:1 specialist advice and guidance. Adding to that, staff who have pivoted to 
remote emergency teaching and to support students themselves are now also 
presenting with increased personal mental wellbeing challenges, fatigue, and 
professional confidence issues as prolonged disruption to working patterns are 
taking their toll.  
 
Based on prior feedback from both student support staff and from various student 
surveys, there is evidence of challenges across the sector with regard to mental 
health and wellbeing, and the January 2021 lockdown has heightened these 
concerns.  Therefore, at the invitation of Richard Lochhead MSP, Minister for Further 
Education, Higher Education and Science, and in line with the Draft Budget 2021/22 
submission by Colleges Scotland, the sector submitted a request to the Scottish 
Government for an additional £5m to allow colleges to provide further much needed 
mental health and wellbeing support to students and staff. 
 



Overall, the pandemic has been a very difficult time for students and staff and has 
served to compound those pre-existing challenges around poverty in those 
communities and areas of significant multiple deprivation served by the college 
sector across Scotland, in the form of reduced household incomes, rising 
unemployment rates and increased household bills.  
 
Draft Scottish Budget 
 
In addition to the Colleges Scotland Draft Budget submission which the committee 
has already been issued with, the sector requires additional funding to mitigate the 
impacts of the latest lockdown. This is being finalised and will be shared with the 
Committee in due course. 
 
Online Learning 
 
Colleges are continuing to deliver fully supported online and remote learning and 
teaching, and are making good progress in this area, however, feedback suggests 
that there is still some unmet demand around digital equipment and also connectivity 
issues in some areas which require to be addressed.  
 
As a sector, Scotland’s colleges moved with unprecedented speed from a primarily 
face to 
face pedagogy to online delivery during the lockdown of the nation, and have 
upgraded their digital 
capacity to counter the impact of digital poverty and the digital divide, through the 
provision of 
laptops, tablets and internet access tools. This activity has been vital in providing fair 
and equitable 
access to connectivity so all learners can continue their progression online. 
 
However, to continue this activity, and fully support students through online learning, 
actions and resource around the following areas are required:  
 

• Allow digital inclusion for all through provision of equipment and free data access 

• Resource for the increased licensing costs associated with the equipment 
provided 

• Resource and time for staff to undertake course development 

• Appropriate spaces for learners to have a safe and conducive environment in 
which to learn 

• Additional support for student development to ensure they are able to embrace 
digital learning 

• A digital infrastructure that includes the most rural areas of Scotland 
 

Colleges will continue to support students of all ages and backgrounds to gain skills 
and qualifications, helping the most disadvantaged and furthest from the labour 
market, and powering regional economies by delivering the skilled workforce that 
businesses need. In order to do so, digital poverty – in terms of both devices and 
connections – is an ongoing issue which must be addressed at the earliest 
opportunity.  
 


