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Colleges Scotland’s Submission to the Education and Skills 
Committee on the Impact of Brexit 

1. Introduction 

Colleges Scotland is the collective voice for the college sector in Scotland, representing its 
interests and ensuring that colleges are at the heart of a word class education sector that is 
recognised, valued and available to all. Colleges Scotland, as the membership body, represents 
all 26 colleges in Scotland, which deliver both further education and around 26% of the provision 
of all higher education in Scotland. Some 42% of all full-time college activity is in higher education 
with 74% of higher education entrants on HNC or HND programmes. 

 
Colleges play a key role in widening access to higher education for some of our disadvantaged 
students, offering a stepping-stone to gain a higher qualification. The Sutton Trust report1 identified 
that 90% of those learners from the most social deprived background that went to university, did 
so through colleges. 

 

2. Colleges Play a Vital Role 

The college sector plays a vital role in providing support to a thriving and growing economy. A 
dynamic, collaborative, and innovative college sector delivers high-quality lifelong learning, widens 
access to education, and promotes social inclusion that enables people to thrive in life, in their 
communities and in work. Colleges: 

 

• are a key partner in delivering inclusive and sustainable economic growth by providing the right 
education, apprenticeships and skills to tackle poverty and equip employers with a flexible and 
innovative workforce 

• work within communities and tailor provision to meet local, regional and national skills 
requirements 

• help people of all ages and backgrounds to obtain technical, professional and vocational 
education and skills to reach their potential and progress into further study, training or 
employment 

• welcome students and staff from across the world with 189 nationalities represented in colleges 
which provides economic and cultural benefits for Scotland 

• support businesses including SMEs to fulfil their role in increasing productivity and boosting 
Scotland’s international competitiveness 

• are focused on skills and process innovation i.e. delivery and design, industry engagement, 
networking, bespoke and transitional training, transfer of skills and knowledge exchange 

• encourage and support an innovative economy, facilitating knowledge transfer of skills for 
innovation within the economy, providing business incubator space and ensuring access to 
resources to aid the start-up of venture 

• will generate additional value worth £20 billion for the Scottish economy in the long term, 
representing an additional £55,000 boost to productivity in the Scottish economy per graduate 
over their working lives2. 

 
 
 

1 Blackburn, L. H., Kadar-Satat, G., Riddell, S., & Weedon, E. (2016). Access in Scotland: Access to Higher Education for 

People from Less Advantaged Backgrounds in Scotland. Sutton Trust. 
2 https://collegesscotland.ac.uk/Policy/the-value-of-college-graduates-to-the-scottish-economy.html 

https://collegesscotland.ac.uk/Policy/the-value-of-college-graduates-to-the-scottish-economy.html
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3. Key Issues 

At the time of writing, there remains considerable uncertainty about the United Kingdom’s departure 
from the European Union (EU). Whether we leave with or without a deal, there will be consequences 
for colleges. These were explored in the paper published by the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) on 
8 December 2018 entitled, EU Exit and Scottish colleges and universities3’ and a further report 
produced by the College Brexit Forum entitled “EU Exit – Impact on Colleges”. 

 

Demographic trends, combined with a continuing move towards greater automation in a range of 
lower skilled areas of the economy, illustrates the significant challenges that the college sector in 
Scotland faces in course delivery. The impact of exiting the EU will provide further challenge over 
the coming years. Colleges need a system which enables them to act nimbly in responding to 
demand from learners and industry including retraining and upskilling the workforce which will 
increase productivity and enhance inclusive economic growth. Alongside this, a more flexible 
student support offer, which funds those who wish to retrain or upskill in key areas, could help 
stimulate student demand. 

 
There are a number of potential direct and indirect impacts on the college sector in Scotland of 
leaving the EU. These are: 

 

Direct impacts: 
 

• Loss of funding programmes, such as ESF and Interreg. 

• Loss of EU students and staff. 

• Loss of Erasmus+, either entirely or to be renegotiated under different terms. 
 

Indirect impacts: 
 

• Loss of indirect funds i.e. third-party EU funding, for example via Skills Development Scotland 
or local authorities. 

• Change of status of EU students means that there is the potential for increased recruitment of 
Scottish domiciled higher education students by universities. This could exacerbate loss of 
higher education students from colleges due to continuation of Commission on Widening 
Access activity providing students from SIMD20 direct entry into higher education institutions. 

• Emerging skills gaps as skilled EU nationals leave the UK due to the potential loss of freedom 
of movement, the devaluation of the pound, and changes to the immigration/visa system. 

• Increased likelihood of higher unemployment rates and economic downturn. 

• Supply chain breakdown or cost increase – facilities companies, logistics providers, 
maintenance contracts etc. 

• Loss of international curriculum development opportunities. 

• Immigration impact on international activity. 

• Loss of commercial contracts due to economic uncertainty for businesses which the college 
works with. 

 

Students in Colleges 
 

Students have benefitted from EU funding which ensures places are available, in state-of-the-art 
college campuses, with the opportunity to undertake study or placement within Europe either through 
the Erasmus+ scheme or other mechanisms. The system, by which EU students are entitled to 
access education with the equivalent standing to Scottish domiciled students, has ensured college 
campuses are diverse and students experience a range of cultural and educational perspectives to 
their own thus enhancing their academic, social and cultural knowledge. In 2016-17, there were 
around 16,000 EU students in colleges of which 19% were studying at higher education level. It is 
difficult to quantify the projected loss of EU national students post- EU exit in the college sector. The 

 

3 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/corporatepublications_sfccp012018/SFCCP012018_EU_Exit_and_Scottish_colleges_and_universities. 
pdf 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/corporatepublications_sfccp012018/SFCCP012018_EU_Exit_and_Scottish_colleges_and_universities.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/corporatepublications_sfccp012018/SFCCP012018_EU_Exit_and_Scottish_colleges_and_universities.pdf
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loss of small number of EU national students may result in a risk of certain college courses becoming 
unsuitable in their current form if colleges are unable to adapt their delivery methods. The loss of 
substantial numbers of EU nationals is likely to aggravate the overall demographic shift and further 
exacerbate the student recruitment challenges. 

 

Impact of University Places 
 
Currently EU Nationals attract the same tuition fee and teaching grant support as Scottish domiciled 
students in higher education. It is reasonable to conclude that free tuition for EU students in Scottish 
universities has enhanced the attractiveness of Scotland as a place to study. If, following the UK’s 
exit from the EU, these students are required to pay tuition fees at the international student rate, 
Scotland will almost certainly see a decline in the number of EU students at undergraduate level in 
higher education institutions. Assuming that levels of university activity continue to be funded at the 
same level, but universities alter their entrance criteria with a view to recruiting more from the 
domestic student population, there is likely to be a significant secondary impact. This is expected to 
result in demand for college higher education-level courses declining. This is a pattern which is 
already evidenced anecdotally. 

 
Widening Access 

 

Colleges play a key role in widening access to higher education for some of our disadvantaged 

students, offering a stepping-stone to gain a higher qualification. The Sutton Trust report4 identified 
that 90% of those learners from the most social deprived background that went to university, did so 
through colleges. Colleges draw their students far more equally from all areas, including the most 
deprived, meaning colleges are a key tool for improving social mobility. There are a number of 
reasons which help explain the success of these colleges in attracting students from these areas. 
These include the fact that many colleges are located close to areas of social and economic 
deprivation, the range of provision available in the colleges, the emphasis on widening access and 
social inclusion in many colleges, and the associated cultural ethos of the colleges. If the loss of EU 
national and domestic students results in a risk of certain college courses becoming unsuitable in 
their current form, this could impact on colleges’ success in supporting widening access. 

 

Staff in Colleges 
 
Colleges and students have benefitted from freedom of movement as a result of membership of the 
EU. Participation in EU Framework Programmes has enriched the talent pool for staff, where ease 
of travel has afforded opportunities for UK staff. Consideration should be given to providing new and 
additional safeguards to protect a withdrawal of EU talent from the UK, including a similar exemption 
for other skilled educators and highly skilled staff. As of 31 March 2017, there were 11,064 people 
employed in colleges in Scotland, 3% of whom identified as non-UK EU nationals5. 

 

Cultural Exchange Programmes 
 
The opportunity for student exchange within Europe enriches the learning experience, enhances 
employability and promotes greater understanding and respect of different people and cultures. 
Colleges Scotland considers programmes such as Erasmus+ to be extremely beneficial and it would 
be a considerable loss if some equivalent arrangements are not introduced as the UK leaves the 
EU. Scotland’s colleges serve learners from the most deprived circumstances, for whom such 
provision made available through the education setting may be their only opportunity for travel 
outside of the UK. The SFC’s noted in its EU Exit and Scottish Colleges and Universities6 report 
published in December 2018 that in 2016-17 1,600 students from colleges and universities went 
abroad on Erasmus+ programmes and that the number of Scottish students seeking to participate 

 

4 Blackburn, L. H., Kadar-Satat, G., Riddell, S., & Weedon, E. (2016). Access in Scotland: Access to Higher Education for 

People from Less Advantaged Backgrounds in Scotland. Sutton Trust. 
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in the programme has increase by 50% over the last seven years. 
 

Emerging and Worsening Skills Gaps 
 
A further challenge which the UK’s exit from the EU poses to colleges as a key provider in the skills 
training system will be the potential loss of skilled and unskilled EU nationals from the existing 
workforce. According to a SPICe analysis of 2015 ONS data ‘EU Nationals Living in Scotland’7, 
across the UK, indications are that sectors most likely at risk include (but are not limited to) service 
sectors: hospitality and tourism, public administration, finance, health and social care and retail, as 
well as construction, agriculture and manufacturing. Almost a third of EU nationals in employment 
in Scotland in 2015 (33,000) were working in the distribution, hotels and restaurant sector. The 
Scottish economy is heavily reliant on these areas, particularly in remote and rural locations as well 
as in urban areas. Replacing experienced and trained staff from a range of critical industries from a 
contracted pool of talent will present a unique test of the college sector’s ability to adapt and flex its 
offer in order to continue meeting the needs of individuals, communities and businesses throughout 
and beyond the transition process. 

 
The table below shows the number of students studying in key sectors in 2017/18: 

 
Health Care/Medicine/Health and Safety 52,151 

Engineering 29,858 

Information Technology and Information 23,141 

Business/Management/Office Studies 17,851 

Construction and Property (Built Environment) 16,654 

Catering/Food/Leisure Services/Tourism 13,810 

Agriculture/Horticulture/Animal Care 6,228 

Manufacturing/Production Work 1,380 

Source: SFC Infact 

 

4. Summary 

Colleges have a significant, positive effect on learners, businesses, communities, and the economy, 
and this is enhanced by both inward investment from abroad and the presence of international 
students and staff. Scotland’s colleges will generate an estimated additional value worth £20 billion 
for the Scottish economy in the long term 8. 

 
Colleges are willing to be flexible and adapt to meet arising challenges, and they are well placed to 
offer solutions to some of the challenges that Brexit will bring. 

 
 

Colleges Scotland 
September 2019 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
7 http://www.parliament.scot/ResearchBriefingsAndFactsheets/S5/SB_16-86_EU_nationals_living_in_Scotland.pdf 
8 Fraser of Allander Institute, The value of college graduates to the Scottish economy, 2017. 

http://www.parliament.scot/ResearchBriefingsAndFactsheets/S5/SB_16-86_EU_nationals_living_in_Scotland.pdf

