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Introduction  
 
Fair access has been a priority for NUS Scotland for a significant time now, and we 
were extremely pleased with the creation of the Commission on Widening Access, 
the publication of its final report, and most recently, the appointment of Sir Peter 
Scott as Scotland’s inaugural Fair Access Commissioner. CoWA’s report was a bold 
challenge for a fairer Scotland, where access to education is only ever determined 
by potential. It means that we have a clear set of recommendations to create a fairer 
education system, now we need to see those matched by an equally strong 
response. Part of that rests with having the necessary leadership, drive and vision to 
push government, universities and colleges to secure greater progress through bold 
action – and the appointment of Professor Scott is a significant step in that. 
 
As we look to the forthcoming one-year anniversary of publication of CoWA’s final 
report, we are extremely pleased to see Sir Peter take up post and look forward to 
engaging with him to ensure we implement those recommendations in full, and that 
the Blueprint for Fairness presented by CoWA becomes a reality. Below we consider 
what we believe are some of the most pressing recommendations from the 
Commission, and priorities for the Commissioner.   
 
Development of the Scottish Framework for Fair Access 
 
One of the key recommendations of CoWA, and for the Commissioner, is the 
development and publication of Scottish Framework for Fair Access. This, in the 
words of CoWA, should be a “…authoritative, evidence based framework [to] identify 
the most impactful forms of access activity at each stage of the learner journey”. This 
is an important recommendation – and one that many of us in the sector are looking 
to the development of as a matter of priority – to ensure that we are best able to 
evidence and implement the appropriate actions to deliver on the targets and 
activities proposed by CoWA. That should not be something that looks to revise or 
rewrite the recommendations, but ensures a clear framework for their achievement. 
As CoWA’s final report noted, there is a huge range of programmes and activities 
designed to improve fair access, but these can often be fragmented or cluttered, not 
just within institutions but also across them, and their wider regions – creating 
confusion for learners – and at times have little evaluation or clear and tangible 
outcomes. Given the sheer effort, and sums of money, involved in these 
programmes it is vital that we can evidence the outcomes they secure and build on 
god practice where it exists.  
 
As part of the development of this framework, while the focus will undoubtedly (and 
has to) be focussed externally, we also believe it should present an opportunity to 
clarify the internal arrangements for the Commissioner, and the structures and 
framework that exist to support their work. These include the budget (particularly 
for research, as recommended by CoWA) and resources provided to the post; the 
scope and remit they have to challenge stakeholders (including government and its 
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agencies) and drive forward progress; and, the interrelationships, with the sector and 
stakeholders, and accountabilities in place, which will guide and inform their work.  
 
The identification and scaling up of best practice 
 
As noted above, it is clear that there is a great deal of good work being undertaken 
by institutions. However, it is also clear that we must significantly expand widening 
access activity in Scotland, focusing that activity on those who would otherwise not 
enter university (rather than those who may otherwise go anyway), and we must 
align target groups across Scotland. In doing so, institutions should look at how they 
could focus existing activity to gain greater impact. The Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation has undertaken a great deal of work on this area  and found that 
aspirations are high and realistic among young people and that often it is structural 
and informational barriers that stand in the way of these aspirations being met. As 
such, we must move away from aspiration-raising work towards work to remove the 
barriers preventing those from disadvantaged backgrounds from fulfilling their 
aspirations. NUS Scotland believes that more should be done to ensure that 
government-funded, and institution-funded, outreach work is focused on tackling 
information barriers, working with parents, and on narrowing the attainment gap.  
 
Equally, bridging provision, such as summer schools and access courses, are 
proven ways to successfully widen access. However, we believe they need to be 
expanded in size and that equal provision needs to be put in place across Scotland, 
with a summer school/bridging support place, for every school leaver from a 
deprived background who has fallen short of their required grades. We should use 
the appointment of the Commissioner, and the ‘critical friend’ role they can bring to 
fair access, to ensure that these are delivered in more innovative ways. For example, 
if expansion is beyond the physical limitations of some universities then franchising 
this to alternative providers – such as the Open University, local colleges and 
schools – could not only expand this activity, it could reach a wider pool of potential 
students. 
 
We believe this upscaling of activity and identification of best practice should 
be a key priority for the Commissioner, and should underpin and inform the 
development and outcomes of the Framework for Fair Access.  
 
Ensuring success against targets   
 
While it’s positive that access rates for our poorest students are going up, that 
progress is marginal and not great enough if we’re to achieve our ambitions. The 
most recent figures show that university entrants from the 20% and 40% most 
deprived areas increased respectively to 14.1% (from 14% in 2014/15) and 30.8% 
(from 30% in 2014/15) – and this must be read against the targets set by CoWA.  
Those ambitious, but achievable, targets will require resources and places to ensure 
they are met, and to allow for the system to grow as part of that. UCAS statistics 
show that there persists a gap in the conversion rate of university applications to 
acceptances between the most deprived (63%) and least deprived (75%) and there 
is a real risk that without additional places that gap continues and targets are 
missed.  
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Some of the greatest progress we have seen in recent years has undoubtedly been 
as result of the introduction of additional funded places specifically for access and 
articulation. While fair access should be core to what universities are doing, those 
additional places have provided the necessary catalyst for greater action. However, 
as we are now in the final year of those additional places, we must look at how we 
carry them on in future, ensuring a place in education for all those with the potential 
to succeed.  
 
CoWA’s final report noted that “It is for the Scottish Government to determine the 
size of higher education sector required to deliver the skills necessary for economic 
growth” - through the development of the Framework we believe those 
considerations should also fall to the Commissioner, working closely together 
with SFC, government and stakeholders, to determine the necessary funding 
and places required to deliver on our ambitions and those targets.  
 
The role of colleges in fair access  
 
As the most recently available figures show, 29% of students studying in college are 
from the 20% most deprived backgrounds. For just those studying higher education 
in college the figure is 23%. As noted above, and in light of those figures, along with 
additional places for widening access, the Scottish Government also introduced 
additional places for articulation. Since 2013/14, the SFC has funded 4,310 such 
places, boosting the numbers of students articulating from college to university.  
 
However, it is not just through these additional places that articulation activity occurs, 
and it is a distinctive feature of Scottish higher education. Looking away from those 
funded places – which guarantee a student direct entry to university into the 
appropriate year, and as the Commission on Widening Access showed, it is 
incredibly disappointing that there continues to be huge disparities in work on 
articulation between our different types of university. Figures from the SFC show 
that:  
 

 Overall, our ancient universities account for only 6% of students from the most 
deprived backgrounds moving from college to university; 

 Making that figure even starker is the fact that, of those 113 students, 91 are 
made to start over again in first year (‘progression only’);  

 A further 10 are made to duplicate a year of study (‘advanced progression’, 
typically this is HND students who are made to repeat 2nd year);  

 Overall, across all institutions, 51% of articulating students are forced to repeat 
years of study – only 49% enter university from college at the year and level they 
should.  

 
Articulation is a success story of Scottish education and fair access, but far from the 
complete success it should be. Countless students (often from our most deprived 
backgrounds) are made to repeat years of study, taking on the extra debt, workload, 
and costs coming with that. That should be a matter of urgency to address as it 
comes at a huge cost – to the student and society as a whole. In light of pressures 
on budgets, it is a huge waste of resource, as SFC has to fund extra years of study 
and it takes up an extra university place that could otherwise have been accessed by 
someone else. Equally, as CoWA stated, there is “…no good reason why Scotland 
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should persist with an essentially stratified higher education system…we believe that 
all universities should be required to engage meaningfully with articulation.”  
 
We believe the Commissioner should have a key role in ensuring articulation 
routes continue to grow and that this growth occurs across all institutions and 
that all our universities are challenged to do more, ensuring no student sees 
penalties or disadvantages as a result of the route they take through higher 
education.   
 
Reassessing the definition of fair access 
 
Within the issues identified above – the role of colleges, and ensuring the necessary 
investment in, and availability of, university places – there is also a need to reassess 
what we mean by fair access. When CoWA’s final report was published, it was 
disappointing, if not surprising, that so much attention was paid (at times negatively) 
to one recommendation – introducing a minimum access threshold, potentially below 
existing entry requirements. As the Commission’s report noted, increasing entry 
requirements haven’t necessarily been a response to increasing ‘standards’, but 
simply as a way to manage increasing demand for those places – as noted above, 
the gap between applications and acceptances has been growing, as more students 
aspire to university, but the available supply of places fails to match this. However, 
that entry requirement inflation fails to take account of the context of a pupils 
achievements.   
 
NUS Scotland’s report into fair access in 2012, Unlocking Scotland’s Potential, 
looked at a range of evidence available then, and CoWA saw plenty more now, 
showing what a pupil from a disadvantaged background achieves at school is far 
from the best predictor of their future attainment at university. The evidence shows 
how students from more deprived backgrounds or ‘lower performing’ schools, even 
when offered lower entry requirements, can outperform entrants with higher grades 
from ‘better’ schools. In this way, fair access can bring the most talented students 
into our universities and boost the attainment of our graduates. That should mean, in 
return for those achievements by students from lower performing schools or 
communities, ensuring a minimum threshold. Moreover, while CoWA’s 
recommendation was bold, innovative ways to get the admissions system to 
recognise potential have existed for years – across all institution types – with no drop 
in quality or standards or outcomes. 
 
As such, we believe that the system must be invested in, and more places made 
available, because that allows for both fair access to grow while also investing in 
higher level skills and knowledge that we need, as a country. But we shouldn’t view 
that growth through a narrow prism of ‘displacement’, or even treat the risk of 
displacement as a new concept – as the figures show, every single year thousands 
of potential students miss out on a university place. As such, fair access should not 
simply look at how we boost the numbers of students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds into university – those who are most likely to be ‘displaced’ under the 
status quo – but why parity of esteem between further and higher education, and 
vocational routes, remains so elusive that those routes remain seen as lesser 
options. In the words of CoWA, it is about breaking down ‘entrenched privilege’ 
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within the system, and boosting that parity of esteem – a key role for the 
Commissioner, working with partners across the sector.   
 
Ensuring genuine outcomes  
 
Often the focus of fair access is the numbers of students getting into education; 
however, retention, and ensuring students are supported to continue their studies 
and achieve a qualification at the end of a high quality learning experience, is just as 
important as access. As HESA statistics show, Scotland persists with higher levels of 
student drop out than the rest of the UK. Moreover, for Scottish domiciled students, 
there is a worrying retention gap between students from the most deprived 
backgrounds and all others, of 4 percentage points. While this is a narrowing gap, it 
requires concerted and urgent action to tackle more.  
 
Similarly, in colleges, as the most recent SFC college performance indicators, show, 
just 71.3% of college HE students and 64% of college FE students successfully 
complete their course – far below the equivalent figures in university. This puts fair 
access at a further risk, given the role of colleges identified previously. 
 
There is clearly much more to do to ensure that colleges and universities take their 
responsibilities on access seriously, from entry through to exit, and retention must 
be an equal priority to access for the Commissioner and their work.  
 
Student support 
 
As previous NUS Scotland submissions have detailed, there are a number of 
injustices within student support and, if we were starting from scratch, we would not 
aspire to the system we have now. As such, we were extremely pleased when the 
Scottish Government announced their intention to establish an independent review 
of student support, which is now underway.  
 
CoWA highlighted that there was strong evidence collected during their work that 
raised concerns around the impact of student support on access and retention, as 
well as student choices. Given detailed recommendations on student support fell 
outwith their remit, they recommended the Commissioner “…should commission 
research within three months of appointment, to assess how student finance impacts 
on the participation of disadvantaged learners in higher education.”  
 
We do not believe the establishment of the review should preclude this 
recommendation and research – indeed, it would serve as an helpful basis for the 
review’s ongoing work and could take place in tandem with (or even as part of) the 
review. Moreover, we believe there is potential for the co-option of the Commissioner 
onto the review group, or involvement in its work, now they have been appointed.  
 
 


