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EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 
 

AGENDA 
 

11th Meeting, 2016 (Session 5) 
 

Wednesday 16 November 2016 
 
The Committee will meet at 9.15 am in the Robert Burns Room (CR1). 
 
1. Decision on taking business in private: The Committee will decide whether 

to take item 4 in private. The Committee will also decide whether its 
consideration of its Work Programme should be taken in private at its next 
meeting. 

 
2. Higher Education and Research Bill (UK Parliament legislation): The 

Committee will take evidence on legislative consent memorandum LCM(S5) 4 
from— 

 
Professor Lesley Yellowlees, Fellow, The Royal Society of Edinburgh; 
 
Mary Senior, UCU Scotland Official, University and College Union 
Scotland; 
 
Alastair Sim, Director, Universities Scotland; 
 
Philip Whyte, Policy and Influencing Officer, National Union of Students 
Scotland. 
 

3. Pre-Budget Scrutiny 2017-18 - Scottish Funding Council: The Committee 
will take evidence from— 

 
Dr John Kemp, Interim Chief Executive, Dr Stuart Fancey, Director of 
Research and Innovation, and Lorna MacDonald, Director of Finance, 
Scottish Funding Council. 
 

4. Review of Evidence: The Committee will discuss the evidence heard earlier in 
the meeting in relation to the Legislative Consent Memorandum. 

 
5. Review of Evidence (in private): The Committee will discuss the evidence 

heard earlier in the meeting in relation to Pre-Budget Scrutiny. 
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Education and Skills Committee 
 

11th Meeting, 2016 (Session 5), Wednesday, 16 November 2016 
 

Legislative Consent Memorandum on the Higher Education and Research Bill 
 

Submissions 
 
 
Introduction 
 
1. The Committee agreed at its meeting on 28th September to write to a number of 

organisations seeking views on the Legislative Consent Memorandum (LCM) on 
the Higher Education and Research Bill. Based on these responses the 
Committee agreed to invite NUS Scotland, University and College Union 
Scotland, Universities Scotland and The Royal Society of Edinburgh (RSE) to 
attend an evidence session with a particular focus on the research element of the 
LCM. The Committee also agreed to raise issues with the LCM with Scottish 
Funding Council (SFC) during its pre-budget scrutiny.  

 
2. Follow up submissions from RSE, SFC and Universities Scotland have been 

received that mainly focus, as requested, on implications on research. The 
Scottish Government has also provided a response to the Committee’s request 
for perspective on submissions received on the LCM. These are all linked below 
and the issues paper (paper 2) highlights some points from these submissions 
that could be raised with the LCM panel and/or the SFC. 

 

 The Royal Society of Edinburgh 

 Scottish Funding Council 

 Universities Scotland 

 Scottish Government 
 

NB the submission from Universities Scotland was originally a submission to the 
Commons Committee. It does focus on research, including as it relates to the one 
of the amendments that generated the LCM, and should be read in this context. 

 
3. When the Committee has completed taking evidence on this Bill, the Committee 

is required to report to Parliament on the contents of the LCM. 
 
4. The draft legislative consent motion, on which Parliament as a whole will vote, 

will be lodged by the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills. The draft states: 
 
5. “That the Parliament agrees that the relevant amendments to the Higher 

Education and Research Bill, introduced in the House of Commons, relating to 
extending the power of the Office for Students (OfS) to make arrangements 
under clause 25 of the Bill so as to also include Scottish higher education 
providers where Scottish Ministers consent; to allow joint working with Research 
England (UKRI) and the OfS and the Scottish Further and Higher Education 
Funding Council; and clarify the Secretary of State’s powers to fund research, to 
ensure they are as broad as the Research Councils, so far as these matters fall 

http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20161111RSELCMESCTTEIN.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20161111SFCLCMESCtteIN.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20161110USLCMESctteeIN.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20161111MinisterFEHEScienceLCMESCtteeIN.pdf
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within the legislative competence of the Scottish Parliament or alter the executive 
power of Scottish Ministers, should be considered by the UK Parliament.” 

 
Background 
 
6. This memorandum has been lodged by John Swinney, Deputy First Minister and 

Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills. The full text of the LCM is available 
and sets out the Scottish Government’s policy intention in seeking consent for 
elements of the Bill. Specifically, the LCM seeks consent from the Scottish 
Parliament in relation to UK Government amendments to the Bill which: 
 

 Provide for the Office for Students (OfS) to rate one, some or all Scottish 
Higher Education Institutions under the TEF if the (OfS) receives consent 
from Scottish Ministers to do so; 

 Provide for joint working between the OfS, UKRI and the SFC where it is 
appropriate; and 

 Clarify the Secretary of State’s power to set conditions in providing 
funding for research. 

 
7. The latest version of the Bill can be found at: 
 

http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2016-17/highereducationandresearch.html  
 

8. An extract of the LCM on the amendments for which consent is specifically being 

sought is attached in Annexe A. 

 

9. Details of the overall purpose of the Bill, and links to previous submissions 

received by the Committee are in Annexe B. 

 

Clerk to the Committee 

11 November 2016  

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/Bills/100970.aspx
http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2016-17/highereducationandresearch.html
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Annexe A 

Extract of the LCM 

The following paragraphs are extracted from the LCM and provide the policy intent 

and background to the relevant amendments to the Bill for which consent is sought. 

TEF and the Devolved Administrations 
 
Policy Intent 
 
1. Clause 25 of the Bill as introduced gives the OfS a power to make 
arrangements for a scheme to give ratings to English higher education providers 
regarding the quality of, and standards applied to, the higher education provided by 
them.  Clause 75 sets out the definition of various terms relating to higher education 
providers used in Part 1 of the Bill.  Clause 111 refers to the extent of the Act, 
amendments to this clause provide for provisions in respect of the Office for 
Students to form part of the law of Scotland. 
 
Background 
 
2. Following detailed discussions with Scottish Ministers and officials the UK 
Government, on 8 September 2016, tabled amendments to the Bill which are 
designed to enable Higher Education providers in Scotland to participate in TEF, 
should they wish to do so, where Scottish Ministers give consent.  It also allows 
Scottish Ministers to apply consent generally or to specific providers. 
 
Reason for requiring legislative consent 
 
3. Provisions in the Bill which give the OfS a power to make arrangements for a 
scheme to give ratings to English higher education providers regarding the quality of, 
and standards applied to, the higher education provided by them are extended to 
enable HE providers in Scotland to participate in TEF.  Given that this provision does 
not compel HE providers in Scotland to participate in TEF and that some providers 
have indicated a desire to participate, it would seem appropriate to agree that the UK 
Parliament can legislate in respect of this matter. 
 
Joint working provisions 
 
Policy Intent 
 
4. A provision for joint exercise of functions currently exists in the Further and 
Higher Education Act 1992, this provision is amended as a consequence of the new 
clause described below.  
 
Background 
 
5. For the purposes of the Legislative Consent Motion this provision allows for 
joint working with Research England (UKRI); the Office for Students and the Scottish 
Further and Higher Education Funding Council (SFC).  The new clause allows the 
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relevant authorities to work together if it appears to them to be more efficient or 
would allow any of the authorities to exercise their functions more effectively. 
 
Reason for requiring legislative consent 
 
6. A new provision to allow relevant authorities to work together if it appears to 
them to be more efficient, or would allow any of the authorities to exercise their 
functions more effectively, is included in the Bill.  This provision allows for joint 
working with Research England (UKRI); the OfS and the SFC.  As functions of the 
SFC fall within the legislative competence of the Scottish Parliament the consent of 
the Parliament is therefore required for the inclusion of this provision for Scotland.  
 
Funding Research 
 
Policy Intent 
 
7. This amendment introduces a new clause which amends the powers of the 
Secretary of State, under section 5 of the Science and Technology Act 1965 and 
section 10 of the Higher Education Act 2004, to provide support for the purposes of 
research to make it clear that the powers extend to the provision of financial support, 
including in ways which may require the recipient of support to pay interest or make 
repayments. 
 
Background 
 
8. At present, the issue with section 5 of the Science and Technology Act 1965 
and section 10 of the Higher Education Act 2004 centres around the conditions 
which can be attached to the financial assistance given under those sections.   
 
9. There is a concern that the Secretary of State’s powers under these Acts 
could be interpreted as narrower than those of the research councils and there is no 
power to demand repayment, interest etc.  It is not readily apparent that the 
Secretary of State can, for example, require the repayment of the money, require 
interest to be paid or attach other financial conditions.  The policy is that, although 
the government wishes to fund science, if the recipient makes a profit, the 
government should be able to get a share of that.  The recipient would have gained 
that benefit through the use of taxpayer’s money and therefore the taxpayer should 
also receive a benefit. 
 
10. The Research Councils do not have a similar problem because they are 
formed under Royal Charter and therefore have all the powers of a body corporate. 
 
Reason for requiring legislative consent 
 
11. As noted above an amendment to the Bill to include a new provision to clarify 
the Secretary of State’s power to provide financial support for the purpose of 
research will be tabled in time for discussion of part 3 of the Bill.  Although this 
clarification in itself is reserved, Scottish Ministers have powers within Scotland that 
mirror the Secretary of State, these changes will therefore require the consent of the 
Scottish Parliament. 
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Annexe B 
 
Background on the Bill and this Committee’s initial scrutiny of the LCM 
 
Purpose of the Bill 
 
The House of Commons Library briefing on the Higher Education and Research Bill 
notes that the Bill is in four parts: 

 

 Part 1 establishes a new body, the Office for Students (OfS); the OfS will 
act as the regulator and funding body (teaching) for the sector; the Higher 
Education Funding Council for England will be abolished and the Office 
for Fair Access (OFFA) will be merged into the new body. This part also 
creates a new single entry system for higher education providers; this will 
operate through a new register of higher education providers and by 
changing criteria on the granting of degree awarding powers and 
university title. 

 Part 2 contains measures to create new alternative payments; these 
payments will be non-interest bearing student finance. This part also 
contains provisions on the deregulation of higher education corporations. 

 Part 3 makes changes to research infrastructure which will enact some of 
the recommendations in the Nurse Review of the UK research councils. 
The provisions will create a new body, UK Research and Innovation 
(UKRI); the seven research councils and Innovate UK will be integrated 
into UKRI along with a new body, Research England. 

 Part 4 contains related general provisions. 
 

The Bill implements the legislative proposals in the Department for Business, 
Innovation and Skills (BIS) White Paper, Success as a Knowledge Economy: 
Teaching, Social Mobility and Student Choice and in Sir Paul Nurse’s report, 
Ensuring a successful UK research endeavour: A Review of the UK Research 
Councils by Paul Nurse, November 2015. 
 
Issues raised in evidence/correspondence with the UK Public Bill Committee 
 
The Royal Society of Edinburgh, Universities Scotland and the Scottish Funding 
Council gave evidence to the Public Bill Committee on 6 September 2016.  

 
The main areas of concern identified by those bodies in relation to the functioning of 
the Bill’s provisions in Scotland were: 

  

 how the proposed Teaching Excellence Framework, which the OfS will 
use to rate the teaching provided by universities in England, will be read 
alongside the Scottish system for rating teaching; and 

 how the functions of the proposed UK-wide research funding body, the 
UKRI, will sit alongside Research England, and how the UKRI works in 
the interests of all of the UK. 

 
Universities Scotland and the Scottish Government also submitted written views to 
the Bill Committee. Universities Scotland have written to this Committee highlighting 

http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2016-17/highereducationandresearch.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/523546/bis-16-265-success-as-a-knowledge-economy-web.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/523546/bis-16-265-success-as-a-knowledge-economy-web.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/478125/BIS-15-625-ensuring-a-successful-UK-research-endeavour.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/478125/BIS-15-625-ensuring-a-successful-UK-research-endeavour.pdf
https://goo.gl/so9Ave
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmpublic/HigherEducationandResearch/memo/HERB19.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmpublic/HigherEducationandResearch/memo/HERB40.pdf
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its briefing to the Public Bill Committee that details its specific concerns with the Bill. 
It also states that it is “working with MPs on the Bill Committee to secure 
amendments that protect the interests of Scotland’s higher education sector in both 
teaching and research.”1  The Royal Society of Edinburgh published a briefing paper 
on the Bill in June 2016. 

 
The Scottish Government’s has undertaken its own informal consultation with “the 
Scottish higher education sector, including Universities Scotland and NUS Scotland”. 
It sets out its view on UK Government amendments and also on how the bill could be 
further amended in its submission to the Public Bill Committee. 

 
Progress of the Bill 

As the LCM was triggered by amendments being tabled, the final deadline for the 

Scottish Parliament to provide its view is the final amending stage of the Bill and this 

is unlikely to be before the New Year. 

The Bill has now completed the Public Bill Committee amendments consideration 

stage and details of the amendments that were considered on 18th October are 

provided in the initial submissions received by this Committee. 

Initial submissions received to this Committee 

The following submissions were received following the Committee’s initial request for 

information: 

 Universities Scotland;  

 The Scottish Funding Council; 

 Royal Society of Edinburgh; 

 NUS Scotland; and 

 University and College Union Scotland. 
 

The Committee initially asked these organisations to comment on: 

 the contents of the LCM;  

 any outstanding concerns in relation to the Bill's impact on Scotland that are 
not fully addressed by the LCM; and 

 the Scottish Government's views on how the Bill could be further amended 
(this is set out in its letter to the Public Bill Committee on 12 September 2016) 

 

                                                           
1
 http://www.parliament.scot/Inquiries/UniScotESCtteeFollowUp.pdf  

https://www.royalsoced.org.uk/cms/files/advice-papers/2016/BP16_01.pdf
https://www.royalsoced.org.uk/cms/files/advice-papers/2016/BP16_01.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Inquiries/USLCM201610.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/General%20Documents/SFCLCMIN20161012.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Inquiries/RSE_HE_Research_Oct_2016.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Inquiries/NUSScotlandLCM201610.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Inquiries/UCUScotlandLCMSub201610.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmpublic/HigherEducationandResearch/memo/HERB40.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/Inquiries/UniScotESCtteeFollowUp.pdf
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Education and Skills Committee 
 

11th Meeting, 2016 (Session 5), Wednesday, 16 November 2016 
 
Legislative Consent Memorandum on the Higher Education and Research Bill: 

Issues paper 
 

Introduction 

1. This paper suggests themes for the panel specifically on the LCM consisting of 

UCU, NUS Scotland, RSE and Universities Scotland. As previously agreed by the 

Committee, the SFC will also be asked for their views on the LCM during its pre-

budget scrutiny session. The themes below can also be used as a basis for 

discussion with SFC. 

 

2. This paper should be read in conjunction with paper 1 which includes 

submissions from these organisations and the Scottish Government and 

background on the Bill and the specifics of the LCM. 

Theme 1: Research funding and architecture 

 update on progress of ensuring UK Research and Innovation takes into 

account the Scottish perspective 

 funding through Research Councils 

 
3. In relation to joint working, the LCM states that: For the purposes of the 

Legislative Consent Motion this provision allows for joint working with Research 
England (UKRI); the Office for Students and the Scottish Further and Higher 
Education Funding Council (SFC).  The new clause allows the relevant 
authorities to work together if it appears to them to be more efficient or would 
allow any of the authorities to exercise their functions more effectively. 

 
4. The Joint working provision has received broad support as a means of ensuring 

“Scottish universities know that Scottish policy considerations are being included 

effectively in the common programme” (SFC second submission). SFC’s 

representative role in general will be explored as part of pre-budget scrutiny later 

in the meeting.  

 

5. While organisations appear content in submissions in relation to the joint working 

provisions between organisations, submissions have raised issues with the role 

and function of organisations involved.  

UKRI 

6. Specifically the SFC submission raises issues with the structure and governance 

of UKRI, one of the organisations subject to the joint working provisions. RSE 
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states that “UKRI can only achieve [its] aims if it truly represents research 

communities across all parts of the UK, and, through the Research Councils, 

across all disciplines.”…”Explicit recognition of UKRI’s country-wide role is 

particularly crucial in light of the inclusion of Research England within the body. 

The RSE shares the concerns of Universities Scotland and others that this 

structure may significantly, if unintentionally, skew the focus of UKRI towards 

England, to the detriment of the devolved nations”  

 

7. Universities Scotland’s submission states that “We believe the UK research 

endeavour is deeply collaborative between UK and devolved‐level actors and that 

this is an asset to the excellence of research in universities and research 

institutes across the UK. We want to see this maintained in the new structures.” 

Research Councils and Funding 

8. The RSE submission raises issues in relation to the dual support mechanism 

whereby “two previously distinct strands of public funding for research within one 

body…there is potential for negative impact for Scotland if funds for which it can 

currently compete throught the Research Councils are moved to Research 

England, from which Scotland’s institutions will be excluded.” 

 

9. The Universities Scotland submission highlights the value of Research Council 

funding: 

 

“The Research Councils are the single largest source of research funding for 

Scottish universities.  Last year £254.9 million of research grants were won by 

Scottish HEIs from the Research Councils (2014/15), enabling a wide range of 

fundamental and impactful research. This support is fundamental to Scottish 

universities’ success: every university in Scotland undertakes research judged to 

be of world-leading quality and outstanding impact in the 2014 REF. 86 per cent 

of Scottish research submitted to REF was judged to have ‘outstanding’ or ‘very 

significant’ impact.  

 

10. The Research Councils have a strong record of support for Scottish research 

projects, and on the basis of competitive excellence Scottish universities win 

around 14% of project funding.” 

 

11. The RSE submission highlights the value of the existing research councils stating 

“We urge policy-makers and those involved in the establishment of UKRI to 

ensure that the role of research councils is not downgraded.” 

 

12. The Minister’s letter states that the Scottish Government continues to pursue this 

matter through amendments to the Bill separate to those that generated the need 

for an LCM. 
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13. “I note that Universities Scotland highlight residual concerns about the Bill largely 

in respect of Part 3 as it relates to research and UK Research and Innovation 

(UKRI), and that these concerns about this part of the Bill are also shared by 

RSE and NUS Scotland, in particular in respect of UKRI and its relationship with 

the devolved nations, and the system of dual funding.” 

 

14. “In respect of this part of the Bill in particular, I and my officials have had, and are 

continuing to have, discussions at both Ministerial and official level in order to 

pursue amendments to the Bill (described elsewhere in this letter) which I 

consider would be beneficial.” 

 

15. The Minister’s letter highlights here, and for a number of different issues raised in 

submissions, that there are matters which while of concern to Scotland, they are 

not within the legislative competence of the Parliament  and therefore do not 

specifically relate to the LCM. 

 

16. In relation to funding research the LCM states that: 
 

“an amendment to the Bill to include a new provision to clarify the Secretary of 
State’s power to provide financial support for the purpose of research will be 
tabled in time for discussion of part 3 of the Bill.  Although this clarification in itself 
is reserved, Scottish Ministers have powers within Scotland that mirror the 
Secretary of State, these changes will therefore require the consent of the 
Scottish Parliament.” 

 
17. The initial Universities Scotland submission suggested concern at the scope of 

such an amendment stating: 
 

“The extract of the memorandum that concerns us states: “although the 
government wishes to fund science, if the recipient makes a profit, the 
government should be able to get a share of that.” Universities Scotland would 
have concerns if an amendment to the Bill looked to give the Secretary of State 
powers to share in ‘profit’ generated by the recipients of research funding. We 
would not support the Legislative Consent Motion with respect to that provision.” 

 
18. It continues that, if the amendment passed on 18th October by the Public Bill 

Committee was the amendment in question, which includes no reference to 
profit-sharing from the outputs/outcomes of research funded by the Secretary of 
State, then Universities Scotland is content with this.  

 

19. The letter from the Minister states that: 

“As regards the concerns raised by Universities Scotland in respect of the LCM 

and funding of research, I can confirm that there was no amendment tabled by 

the UK Government to create a power to share in profits arising from research.” 

Theme 2: Teaching Excellence Framework  
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 the perspectives of the organisations on the opt-in approach 

 ensuring TEF takes account of the Scottish system 

 tuition fees for RUK (rest of UK) students 

 

20. The Committee is required to report on the entire contents of the LCM to 

Parliament. While the Committee has agreed to mainly focus on the research 

aspects of the LCM, it may wish to provide the organisations with an opportunity 

to share their views on the other elements of the LCM, such as the TEF.  

 

21. The Minister’s letter dated 10th November states that: 

[UCU] do not support measures (that the LCM proposals will enable) to allow 

Scottish institutions to participate, voluntarily, in the UK wide Teaching 

Excellence Framework (TEF)…. As you will know, quality, standards and the UK 

TEF are areas of concern shared by Universities Scotland, NUS Scotland and 

UCU. 

22. It goes on to state that the amendment on TEF provides: 

“enabling powers whereby Scottish Ministers can both provide and withdraw their 

consent to the voluntary participation of Scottish higher education institutions 

(HEIs) in TEF. Participation or not will therefore rightly be a decision for individual 

HEIs, as autonomous organisations, to make if the Scottish Government is first 

satisfied that participation in the scheme will be beneficial.” 

23. The UCU submission suggests the existing system in Scotland should remain: 

“UCU has serious concerns at the manner and context in which this is now being 

introduced in Scotland. We have always maintained that the existing Scottish 

quality assurance framework works well, and that even in the light of the new 

framework for England, that there is no need to have anything other than a 

Scottish system, different but equivalent, for our HEIs.” 

24. Universities Scotland highlights positives of the existing system and suggests 

there is a risk in not opting-in to a new TEF: 

“Scottish HEIs attract close to 20,000 students from the rest of the UK at 

undergraduate level (2014/15)4, many of whom would rely on the new TEF to 

inform their decision-making about university. If Scotland’s universities do not 

participate, there is a major risk that they will find themselves at a competitive 

disadvantage relative to rUK institutions as they will not have the same perceived 

markers of quality as rUK institutions.” 

25. NUS Scotland views TEF as more of “a voluntary, optional extra (in Scotland), 

and there should be no attempts to present that voluntary participation, by 

Scottish institutions, as a ‘double burden’, of it and current processes in Scotland, 
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as it is one that Scottish universities have willingly signed themselves up to. As 

part of their consent for Scottish universities to participate in TEF, we welcome 

assurances from Scottish Ministers on this point, and that existing arrangements 

must also be maintained and that Scottish universities who wish to participate in 

TEF do so in the full knowledge that there will be no diminution of Scottish quality 

arrangements.” 

 

26. The Minister’s letter dated 11 November states:  

“the majority of written submissions – from the Royal Society of Edinburgh (RSE), 

National Union of Students (NUS) Scotland and the Scottish Funding Council 

(SFC) – appear to offer no substantive objections to the LCM as tabled.” 

27. RSE states in its second submission that RSE is broadly content with the 

provisions to which the LCM relates and it supports the option to take part in TEF 

with two caveats “that the TEF must not replace the current Scottish system of 

collaborative quality enhancement; and that it must be designed from the outset 

to take into account the strengths of the Scottish system.” 

 

28. On tuition fees and TEF, NUS Scotland have stated that they “do not believe 

Scottish universities should be able to benefit …off the back of TEF and RUK 

students without showing any additional increase in quality or standards”. This is 

in relation to tuition fees for students from the rest of the UK (RUK) studying in 

Scotland. 

 

29. The Minister’s letter states that ““The Scottish Government does not intend to 

introduce any link between TEF awards and tuition fees charged by Scottish HEIs 

to RUK students [extract of letter to Universities Scotland]”. Tuition fees for RUK 

students beyond 2017/18 will be considered in due course.” 
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Education and Skills Committee 
 

11th Meeting, 2016 (Session 5), Wednesday, 16 November 2016  
 

Pre-Budget Scrutiny - Scottish Funding Council  

Introduction 

On 16 November 2016 the Education and Skills Committee will take evidence 
from the Scottish Funding Council (“SFC”) as part its public body scrutiny work  

The scrutiny of these bodies will feed into the Committee's scrutiny of the Draft 
Budget 2017/18, which is expected to be published in December.  This work 
follows on from the predecessor Education and Culture Committee's work on 
public bodies before the election in May.  As agreed by the Committee in 
September, the Committee's focus on public bodies is also in line with the 
Finance Committee's guidance to subject committees on budget scrutiny.  

This briefing sets out four themes for the Committee to consider in its discussions 
with the SFC. These are: the role of the SFC; its funding; its strategic priorities; 
and the work being pursued to measure impact from its work. This session builds 
on issues raised by the predecessor Committee, which scrutinised the spending 
decisions and outcomes of the SFC in late 2015. Annexe A provides a brief 
overview of the focus of that work. 

On 16 September 2016 the Committee wrote to the SFC to invite consideration of 
key issues prior to this session. In response, the SFC submitted a paper to the 
Committee on its activity and outcomes. The Committee also received written 
submissions from: 

 The Auditor General for Scotland 

 Colleges Scotland 

 Glasgow Caledonian University 

 Heriot Watt University 

 NUS (National Union of Students) Scotland 

 Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) Scotland  

 The Royal Society of Edinburgh 

 University of St Andrews Students’ Association 

 University of Strathclyde 

 Universities and Colleges Union (UCU) 

 Universities Scotland 

 University of West of Scotland 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/90742.aspx
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/90742.aspx
http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20163006FC_budget_guidance.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S5_Education/Inquiries/20160912ConvToSFC.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S5_Education/Inquiries/SFCOutcomes201610.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S5_Education/Inquiries/SFCOutcomes201610.pdf
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All written submissions for this session can be found on the Committee’s pre-
budget scrutiny webpage and are included with Members’ papers for this meeting. 

A survey was also conducted with the four public bodies within this Committee’s 
remit. A summary of the survey responses from all four public bodies was 
provided with last weeks’ papers, and can be accessed via this link. The SFC 
element of the survey results are based on a relatively small sample of 83 
respondents.1 

Theme 1: The role of the SFC 

The SFC is a Non-Departmental Public Body (NDPB) established under the 
Further and Higher Education (Scotland) Act 2005 from a merger of the former 
Scottish Further Education Funding Council (SFEFC) and the Scottish Higher 
Education Funding Council (SHEFC). It is the national body responsible for 
funding 25 colleges and 19 higher education institutions (HEIs) in order to enable 
to enable them to “educate, build confidence, develop skills, encourage innovation 
and help to drive future economic growth.”2  

Internally, the SFC is governed by a Board (“the Council Board”). The Council 
Board is responsible for governing the decisions and strategic direction of SFC. 
Members3 of the Council Board are appointed by the Scottish Ministers with their 
role being to take “collective responsibility for the proper conduct of the Council’s 
affairs.”4 

Many of the submissions highlight the importance of the SFC being an NDPB that 
is at arms-length from the Scottish Government. For example, the submission 
from the University of Strathclyde states that this distance allows the SFC to: 

                                            

1
 The survey asked for views on the links between the activities of colleges and HEIs and how 

these met Scottish Government priorities, rather than about the functioning of the SFC. As a result, 
the results are less relevant to this session and are more for general information. They should also 
be treated with caution as there were only 83 respondents in total, some of whom did not answer 
all of the questions. The results are therefore best considered in the round with all evidence 
gathered to inform this session. 
2
 http://www.sfc.ac.uk/aboutus/council_funded_institutions/WhoWeFund.aspx  

3
 A list of current Council Board members can be found at this link: 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/aboutus/council_board_committees/council_membership/council_membershi
p.aspx  
4
 http://www.sfc.ac.uk/aboutus/council_board_committees/council_board.aspx  

Possible themes for discussion: 

 The SFC’s NDPB status and what this means for the way that it operates. 

 The methods by which the SFC performs its advice function and how this 
affects policy outcomes. 

 Progress in building confidence among colleges and HEIs e.g. through the 
co-production of policy with the sector. 

 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/101140.aspx
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/101140.aspx
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S5_Education/General%20Documents/20161104ESCtteeSPICeSurveyResults.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/aboutus/council_funded_institutions/WhoWeFund.aspx
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/aboutus/council_board_committees/council_membership/council_membership.aspx
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/aboutus/council_board_committees/council_membership/council_membership.aspx
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/aboutus/council_board_committees/council_board.aspx
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 Provide an interface between the Scottish Government and HEIs 

 Take account of policy imperatives 

 Provide advice to Ministers from HEIs, and vice versa. 

UCU Scotland notes the importance of there being a body that operates at arms-
length from the Scottish Ministers and focuses solely on education: “rather than 
part of a more amorphous structure”. This is particularly relevant given recent 
Scottish Government focus on reviewing skills provision in Scotland. BBC news 
on 10 November 2016 made reference to the review of Scottish Enterprise, 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise, Skills Development Scotland and the Scottish 
Funding Council with the governance of each to be overseen and potentially 
replaced by a single skills agency. 

There are also those that stress the value of the SFC being jointly responsible for 
funding both colleges and HEIs. For example, NUS Scotland, notes: 

“In Scotland, we have a distinctive tertiary sector, not least when we 
consider the amount of higher education activity delivered in colleges. It is 
for this reason – and the necessity to build that close working between 
universities and colleges more in the years to come, particularly in response 
to the widening access and developing the young workforce agendas – that 
it is entirely right that we have a joint council, and it has delivered a large 
number of successes as a result” 

Universities Scotland points out that the SFC: 

“…is at its most effective when it is empowered to have a strategic role in the 
Scottish higher and further education sector and when the organisation 
provides constructive challenge to both Government and to institutions.”  

Universities Scotland also said  

“The SFC should have the capacity and confidence to initiate policy itself 
… this is the aspect of SFC’s role that has diminished in recent years.” 

Several submissions praised the SFC for its work representing the interests of 
the Higher Education sector in Scotland at a UK level. 

The issue of the SFC playing a role in challenging the Scottish Government was 
first raised when the predecessor Committee considered the spending decisions 
and outcomes of the SFC in September 2015.5  

During that discussion, the SFC explained that it has two roles:  

                                            

5
 The Official Report from that session can be found here: 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10120&mode=pdf  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-37921815
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-37921815
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10120&mode=pdf
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1. The “key role” is to operationalise the priorities of the Scottish Government 
that it has been asked to take forward, working in partnership with colleges 
and HEIs as well as other partners to achieve this. 

2. Its second role is to provide advice to government. It states that it does this 
in confidential settings. 

Lawrence Howell, then Chief Executive at the SFC, reflected in Committee: “it is a 
difficult balancing act for us. Our key role is to support the delivery of the 
government’s key priorities. That is what we put most of our focus on, and those 
are the most outward focused activities that people will see.” 

After the oral evidence session, a follow up letter from the SFC to the Committee 
noted that the SFC had invited Universities Scotland and Colleges Scotland to 
attend a strategic board away-day on 29 October 2015. This discussion was said 
to have led to an understanding by both sector representatives and board 
members that the SFC does not ‘lobby’ for the sector. Rather, its role included 
offering advice to Scottish Ministers, which it does in private.  

The letter pointed out that the SFC was planning to work with the sector to “co-
create” policy and share information. The purpose was to build confidence 
between the SFC and the sector, while at the same time “recognising that [the] 
SFC operates in the context of Scottish Government guidance”.  

Theme 2: Funding of the SFC 

 
Accountability for administration of funding at the SFC lies with the Chief 
Executive, who is the Accountable Officer under the terms of the Public Finance 
and Accountability (Scotland) Act 2000. The Chief Executive is accountable to the 
Scottish Ministers for the use of funding received from the Scottish Government 
and to the Scottish Parliament for ensuring that funds provided by the Scottish 
Ministers are used for the purposes they were given and in ways that comply with 
the conditions attached to them. The Accountable Officer has a personal 
responsibility for the propriety and regularity of the public finances provided to 
SFC and for ensuring that funding is used economically, efficiently and effectively. 

Possible themes for discussion: 

 The steps being taken to respond to budget cuts as these affect the 
operation of the SFC itself. 

 Similarly, the steps being taken to work within budget constraints while 
ensuring that colleges and HEIs have sufficient funding to fulfil their varied 
policy commitments. 

 Whether organisational changes and corresponding funding cuts have 
affected staff morale and the SFC’s capacity to focus on key policy areas. 

 Whether the level of funding for strategic programmes is sufficient and 
whether the method of distribution of these funds is clearly understood by 
the sector. 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_EducationandCultureCommittee/Publc%20bodies/SFCSFCFollowupIN20151124.pdf
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The SFC received a total of over £1.65 billion of income in financial year 2015-16 
(Table 1). The majority (£1,628 million) came from the Scottish Government. 
Funding from other government departments, European Social Fund income, 
claw-back of funds from colleges and HEIs and other grant income represented 
the remainder of the income received. In 2015-16, the allocation from the Scottish 
Government was just over £48 million (2.9%) lower than in financial year 2013-14.  

Table 1: Main income sources reported by the SFC, 2013-14 to 2015-16 

 
2013-14 

(£000) 
2014-15 

(£000) 
2015-16 

(£000) 

Scottish Government 1,676,396 1,667,902 1,628,236 

Other government 10,339 11,639 16,125 

European Social /Structural Funds 3,097 1,121 5,235 

Claw-back from institutions 17,519 6,395 4,399 

Other grants 14,298 22,050 972 

Total income 1,721,649 1,709,107 1,654,967 

Source: 2013-14 and 2014-15 figures from Scottish Funding Council Annual Report and Accounts 
2014-15; 2015-16 figures provided by an official at the SFC (personal communication) 

Table 2 provides a breakdown of the main streams of the Scottish Government 
funding received by the SFC in the most recent three years of available figures: 
financial years 2014-15 to 2016-17. 

The largest share of the budget is for onward allocation to HEIs (over £1 billion) 
and colleges (over £500 million). The remaining funds (£7.9 million in 2014-15 
and 2015-16 and £7.m million in 2016-17) goes to the operation of the SFC itself.6 

Table 2: Scottish Government funding to the SFC, 2014-15 to 2016-17 (£m) 

 2014-15 2015-16 2016-177 

 £m £m £m 

Net college resource 521.7 530.3 530.3 

Net college capital 26.6 25.5 27 

HEI resource 1,061.1 1,062.5 1,027.2 

HEI capital 34.8 21 3507 

SFC administration 7.9 7.9 7.5 

Source: Scottish Budget: draft budget 2015-16 (Chapter 7, Table 7.06) and Scotland’s Spending 
Plans and Draft Budget 2016-17 (Chapter 6, Table 6.06) 

                                            

6
 The total funding allocation reported in the government’s budget documentation differs from that 

produced by the SFC. The explanation for this is not clear but may relate to in-year changes to 
funding or transfers of funds from other agencies. 
7
 2016-17 figures are draft funding allocations as reported in the draft budget published in 

December 2015 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Corporate_publications_SFCCP012016_AnnualReportandAccounts201415/SFC_CP_01_2016_SFC_annual_report_and_accounts_201415.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Corporate_publications_SFCCP012016_AnnualReportandAccounts201415/SFC_CP_01_2016_SFC_annual_report_and_accounts_201415.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2014/10/2706/11
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00491140.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00491140.pdf
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The AGS submission makes explicit reference to the financial health of the SFC. 
Notably: 

 The SFC made a net over-commitment of £10 million in university funding 
allocations for 2015-16; “placing additional pressure on its operating budget”. 
An internal audit found a series of issues had led to this situation, including “a 
lack of scrutiny and transparency over financial reporting”, a “separation 
between funding and financial processes and a breakdown in the funding 
allocation process.” Improvement controls were subsequently identified with 
the result that significant proportion of this over-commitment was addressed 
prior to the year end. 

 It does not currently prepare medium to long term budgets. There are 
opportunities for it to consider its approach to longer term financial planning 
alongside the financial spending review due to take place in 2017. 

 It is again facing operational funding reduction, which may mean further 
voluntary severance within the organisation. It does not have a workforce plan 
to allow it to approach this situation from an informed position (although it is 
working on one). 

In the Audit Scotland report: Scotland’s Colleges 2016 there is reference to a 
reduction in staff numbers in recent years, down 13 per cent in the period 2010-11 
to 2014-15 as a result of a 16 per cent8 reduction in funding. The report also notes 
that several rounds of organisational restructuring in recent years have “impacted 
negatively on staff morale”. 

Universities Scotland’s submission also touched upon staffing issues: 

“Policy teams that might have previously had the capacity to concentrate on 
widening access or knowledge exchange policy have found themselves 
increasingly stretched after an organisational restructure to focus time on the 
outcome agreements process.” 

With regard to the SFC’s funding of HEIs, the AGS states: “the SFC needs to do 
more to assess and report on the medium-to-long-term financial sustainability of 
the [university] sector”. In addition: 

“The SFC examines universities’ three year financial forecasts and annual 
financial statements to identify universities with financial risks. However, it 
does not comprehensively analyse longer-term sector trends to identify wider 
risks facing the sector. Examples might include sector trends in non-EU 
student numbers and fee income, or financial trends and policy changes in 
competitor countries. This means the SFC cannot assess the sector’s 
medium to long term financial sustainability and any threats to its continued 
viability.” 

                                            

8
 In its submission for this session, the SFC points out that in the extended period 2010-11 to 

2016-17 this budget reduction equates to 21 per cent. 

http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2016/nr_160825_scotlands_colleges.pdf
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Glasgow Caledonian University stated that the “SFC has ensured that funding 
for Scottish Universities is relatively stable” and that the stability has been 
helpful for the university.  GCU continued, “use of formula funding by SFC has 
been helpful to ensure transparency of resource allocation for core teaching 
and research activities ... but we believe further transparency could be offered 
when strategic funding is awarded to institutions”.  The University of Strathclyde 
made a similar point, saying “the reductions in the Universities Innovation Fund 
and removal of a funding formula [for the UIF] create a risk that funding will 
tend towards short term objectives rather than providing core funding required 
to support university work in innovation, one of the Scottish Government’s key 
economic priorities.” 

Several submissions state that the SFC’s leadership and funding of strategic 
projects is valued. Particularly, the submissions refer to research pools, 
Innovation Centres and articulation.  However the RSE reports that in 2015-16 the 
SFC indicated that there was no funding available for new projects. With regard to 
the SFC’s funding of colleges, the AGS notes firstly that colleges are highly 
dependent on SFC funding. The recent audit of colleges found that the financial 
performance of the sector deteriorated in 2014-15 as compared with the previous 
year, with four colleges experiencing underlying financial challenges. In financial 
forecasts from June 2015 eight colleges were forecasting a deficit for 2015-16 and 
eleven for 2016-17.9 

NUS Scotland argued that the SFC’s budgets for FE student support have been 
insufficient.  NUS Scotland provided figures that suggest that there has been a 
significant level of demand for FE student support that has been unmet over the 
five previous financial years. In its short paper on the treatment of depreciation in 
colleges’ budgets (contained in the submission pack), the SFC noted that student 
support is one of the priorities on which depreciation funds should be spent. 

Theme 3: Strategic Priorities 

 

                                            

9
 A visit that Colin Beattie and Liz Smith took to meet with SFC officials highlighted that funding 

fluctuations are common in the college sector within financial years so the situation at one point in 
time may not be same at a different point in the financial year. 

Possible themes for discussion: 

 Measures being taken to address the issues raised by Scottish 
Government regarding the operation of the SFC in Letters of Guidance 
issued in financial year 2016-17 

 Whether there is sufficient resource and attention being given to ensuring 
that the SFC has the data it needs to monitor its own performance, not just 
that of colleges and HEIs. 

 Examples of work being pursued that aims to “spot opportunities, help 
develop solutions to complex problems or challenges and provide 
investment, advice, guidance and expertise” 

Possible themes for discussion: 

 Measures being taken to address issues raised in Scottish Government 
letters of guidance issued in 2016-17 regarding how the SFC works. 

 Whether there is sufficient resource and attention being given to ensuring 
that the SFC has the data it needs to monitor its own performance, not just 
that of colleges and HEIs. 

 Examples of work being pursued that aims to “spot opportunities, help 
develop solutions to complex problems or challenges and provide 
investment, advice, guidance and expertise” 
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The annual letter of guidance from the Scottish Ministers to the SFC sets out the 
amount of funding the SFC will receive and how this should be used to achieve 
key policy priorities.  

The most recent letter of guidance, issued on 26 September 2016, is an Interim 
Letter of Guidance for 2017-18 from the Minister for Further Education, Higher 
Education and Science, Shirley-Ann Somerville MSP. As 2017-18 draft budget 
figures have not yet been produced, the interim letter focuses only on what the 
strategic priorities for HEIs and colleges should be. It does not make any 
reference to the role of the SFC or how much funding it is to be allocated in 
financial year 2017-18. 

Its main purpose is to inform the SFC that its strategic priorities for use of Scottish 
Government funding remain unchanged from those in the Letter of Guidance 
issued in September 2015. These are: 

 Highly efficient and effective regional structure for colleges, including 
structures in multi-college regions. 

 High quality effective learning. 

 Access to education for people from the widest range of backgrounds, 
including implement of the recommendations of the Commission on 
Widening Access. 

 Learning which prepares people well for the world of work and successful 
long term careers, and which prioritises provision that meets known skills 
gaps in the economy, for example STEM subjects, and in doing so 
supports our ambitions for economic growth. 

 Internationally competitive and impactful research. 

 Effective knowledge exchange and innovation including excellent university 
/ industry collaboration. 

 Leading the college contribution to implementing the Developing the Young 
Workforce strategy. 

 Address the underrepresentation of women on the governing bodies of 
colleges and universities and at senior levels, and gender balance among 
student intakes for some key subjects, including STEM subjects. 

As the majority of funding received by the SFC is for onward distribution to 
colleges and HEIs, the central focus of the letter of guidance is what the key 
policy priorities are for the SFC to allocate that funding. However, where relevant 
the letter of guidance also includes reference to the operation of the SFC itself. 
The letters10 of guidance for financial year 2016-17 make specific reference to the 
working practices of the SFC itself. 

                                            

10
 For financial year 2016-17 three letters of guidance were issued. The first was issued in 

September 2015 setting out policy priorities for the SFC and its funding of HEIs and colleges. The 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/AboutUs/SFC_Interim_Letter_of_Guidance_September_2016.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/AboutUs/SFC_Interim_Letter_of_Guidance_September_2016.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/AboutUs/Letter_of_Guidance_to_SFC_for_academic_year_2016-17.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/AboutUs/Letter_of_Guidance_to_SFC_for_academic_year_2016-17.pdf
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For example, in the letter of guidance issued in September 2015 reference was 
made to the need for the SFC to accelerate its efforts to reform and strengthen as 
an organisation to ensure it is attuned to the evolving political and economic 
environment. Reference was also made to a role for the SFC in delivering high 
quality leadership to the FE and HE sectors and “ensuring that public investment 
delivers for learners and, ultimately, grows the economy.”  

In the letter of guidance issued in February 2016 reference was made to the 
importance of the SFC demonstrating the highest standards of corporate 
governance, financial and risk management and an “outward focus”. Stress was 
placed on the need for the SFC to be flexible and responsive, with the right level 
of expertise in place to support this. 

In its submission, the SFC points out that it aims to be open, transparent and 
accountable. It does this by publishing a wide range of information and data 
including: Board and Committee papers; individual Outcome Agreements and 
summaries; Publications about further and higher education; statistical 
publications; and other information on the performance of further and higher 
education in Scotland. In terms of its own operation, it highlights that it has 
introduced the Scottish Government’s 3-Step Improvement Framework for Public 
Services to help ensure it is continually developing its performance. It points also 
to reducing its operational costs. 

In the Scottish Funding Council Strategic Plan 2015-18 it is noted that the SFC’s 
main task is “to care for and develop the whole system of colleges and 
universities and their connections and contribution to Scotland’s educational, 
social, cultural and economic life.” Three outcomes frame the work of the SFC 
during this period: 

 High-quality learning and teaching 

The first priority is access to learning, which focuses on making education 
accessible and diverse, attracting and providing more equal opportunities to 
people of all ages from all communities and backgrounds. The second priority 
is success in learning, which focuses on offering an outstanding system of 
learning where all students are progressing successfully and benefiting from a 
world-class learning experience via access to expert teachers and lecturers, 
delivered in modern facilities. The final priority is progression from learning, 
which focuses on ensuring that students are prepared and have the skills 
necessary to progress into jobs and the abilities, ideas and ambition to make a 
difference in those roles. 

 World-leading research 

The first priority is research competitiveness, with Scotland offering a place for 
researchers from across the world to come together to explore, challenge and 

                                                                                                                                   

second was issued in February 2016 providing budget information and further detail on policy 
priorities. The third was issued in March 2016 focusing on specific priorities for the FE sector. 

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0042/00426552.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0042/00426552.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Corporate_publications_SFCCP022015_ScottishFundingCouncilStrategicPlan2015/SFCCP022015_SFC_Strategic_Plan_2015-18.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/AboutUs/SFC_Additional_Letter_of_Guidance_-_2016-17.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/AboutUs/Supplementary_Letter_of_Guidance_2016-17.pdf
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address fundamental questions for society while ensuring Scotland has a 
world-leading reputation for impact from research. The second priority is 
research training, with Scotland offering a “nurturing” environment within which 
researchers can develop and train. The final priority is international 
connections, with Scotland offering world-class facilities, a global reputation 
and international connections and collaborations. 

 Greater innovation in the economy. 

Under this outcome, the priorities are broadly focused on: 

- Creating a successful national strategy for innovation that attracts interest 
from across the world; supported by a stronger and more resilient economy 
with economic growth supported by innovation from colleges and HEIs. 

- Strategic investment to develop a culture of collaboration between 
colleges, HEIs, business and venture capital, with improved 
commercialisation of research. As part of this, the aim is that businesses in 
Scotland will increasingly use innovation to improve competitiveness, 
productivity and growth.  

- Encouraging enterprise and creativity to develop innovative new 
businesses and ensuring that excellence in research attracts investment 
and job creation from the world’s “most dynamic, growing international 
businesses”. 

In terms of its’ role in achieving these strategic aims, the current strategic plan 
states: 

“As the national, strategic body for the funding of further and higher 
education in Scotland, we have a duty towards, and an interest in, making 
the system of learning work well as a whole, and a leadership role in making 
sure that it is well connected, coherent for learners, employers and others, 
and that it is greater than the sum of its parts. 

Our role, with access to a huge range of information, data, analyses and 
evaluation evidence, and our ability to invest funds strategically, puts us in a 
unique position. We are able to spot opportunities, help develop solutions to 
complex problems or challenges, and provide investment, advice, guidance 
and expertise. We are often most effective where we initiate, develop, 
support or, where required, lead partnerships and collaborations: bringing 
together the best in Scotland to make the most for Scotland.” 

Universities Scotland stated that it supports the strategic goals of the SFC.  
However it raised concerns stating the SFC lacked “the strategy, the analysis 
and the level of resource need to deliver on these outcomes.”  Their 
submission also stated, “we have no sense, from our Funding Council, whether 
higher education is receiving internationally competitive levels of resource to be 
competitive nor how the sector’s or SFC’s outputs compare internationally.”  
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Theme 4: Measuring Impact 

 
In its letter to the SFC, the Committee asked how the SFC measures its impact on 
National Outcomes and National Indicators. In its written submission, the SFC 
points to three sources that allow it to measure impact: 

1. Outcome Agreements set out what colleges and HEIs will deliver in return 
for SFC funding. These outcomes agreements are used to report on 
progress against a set of national measures and any specific institutional or 
regional measures. 

2. The SFC has a performance framework in place to monitor its own activity. 
It includes a range of measures that allow the SFC to monitor progress in 
delivering its strategic plan and measure the impact of its strategies. 
Progress is reported through SFC Annual Report and Accounts (this link is 
to the most recent report, for 2014-15). 

3. A range of data are collected and published by the SFC. This allows it to 
measure the impact and effectiveness of its funding and strategies. 

The SFC analyses a range of data to show progress against a range of measures 
under its current three strategic priorities. This includes data on: delivery of high 
quality teaching; widening access to university; and college students achieving a 
recognised qualification. 

On further education (FE) students achieving a recognised qualification, the SFC 
submission notes a 1.9 percentage point drop in 2014-15. The issue of high rates 
of drop-out among college students has been raised in Committee recently, with 
the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills asked to respond to this issue 
when he gave evidence on 2 November (see the Official Report from 2 November 
meeting, columns 10-12).  

In its Colleges Performance Indicator report for 2014-15, the SFC notes:  

“The reduction in the FE full-time success rate in 2014-15 is not consistent 
across all college regions. Most college regions show continued 
improvement whilst there are a number that show a marked reduction in 
success rate of over 4%; hence the sector figure in 2014-15 has reduced by 
1.9 percentage points to 64.0%.” (p.9) 

Possible themes for discussion: 

 Steps being taken to address criticisms of the approach to evaluating the 
college merger process. 

 Response to the comments from Audit Scotland about the absence of 
transparency in the monitoring and reporting of progress of SFC activity. 

 Explanation of the possible reasons for, and measures being taken to address, 
any slowing down or decline in progress on particular targets or outcomes e.g. 
FE students not achieving a qualification. 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/funding/OutcomeAgreements/OutcomeAgreements.aspx?Search=&Type=&Sector=&From=dd/mm/yyyy&To=dd/mm/yyyy&YearFilter=2016
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Corporate_publications_SFCCP012016_AnnualReportandAccounts201415/SFC_CP_01_2016_SFC_annual_report_and_accounts_201415.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10601&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10601&mode=pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Statistical_publications_SFCST012016_CollegePerformanceIndicators201415/SFCST012016_College_Performance_Indicators_2014-15.pdf
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In its written submission, the Auditor General for Scotland (AGS) draws on the 
findings from its recent report: Audit of Higher Education in Scottish Universities to 
point out that the outcome agreement process could be improved to ensure that 
outcome agreements between HEIs and the SFC are effective. For example, the 
SFC could: 

 Ensure that high level aims and measures used in outcome agreements are 
aligned with SFC strategic outcomes. 

 Ensure national measures used in outcome agreements appropriately 
measure how activities are contributing to key aims and that performance 
against all measures is reported. 

 Improve consistency and clarity in how outcome agreements are written and 
presented so that it is easy for stakeholders to identify how HEIs are 
contributing to achieving national priorities. 

On colleges, the AGS draws on findings from its recent report: Scotland’s 
Colleges 2016 to note the significant change that has been experienced by 
colleges in the last five years, including college mergers. It suggests that the SFC 
and Scottish Government have not publicly stated when the benefits of college 
mergers will be achieved and how this is to be measured. As colleges were not 
informed at the time of mergers how intended benefits were to be measured, they 
did not collect necessary baseline information from which progress could be 
measured. 

The AGS also points out that the SFC needs to “finalise its own performance 
management framework measures” to make it clear how the outcomes and 
indicators set out in the framework relate to its strategic plan. 

Colleges Scotland and North East Scotland College both commented on the level 
of returns required of the sector by the SFC.  Both asked that the burden be 
reduced. 

The most recent annual report and accounts refer to an “internal Strategic 
Performance Management Framework (SPMF)”. This framework is said to allow 
“the executive and the SFC Board to monitor progress towards…” its strategic 
priorities and also “allows the Board to hold the executive accountable for the 
delivery of its strategies”. However, it was not possible to identify any publicly 
accessible document that outlines the content of this SPMF, although it is said to 
inform the content of the published annual report and accounts. 

As the most recent accounts are for 2014-15 these refer to the activity pursued 
during the period of the last strategic plan (2012-15). There does not seem to be 
any systematic way to identify the performance indicators being used by the SFC 
to evaluate its own performance. 

Universities Scotland stated that it “would like to see a greater role in policy 
research and analysis by SFC.  The organisation does not often commission 
research to inform its work nor to support the higher education sector.”  

http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2016/nr_160707_higher_education.pdf
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2016/nr_160825_scotlands_colleges.pdf
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2016/nr_160825_scotlands_colleges.pdf
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Universities Scotland claimed that the equivalent body in England (HEFCE) does 
undertake this type of work. 

Suzi Macpherson 
SPICe Research 
11 November 2016 
 
 

Note: Committee briefing papers are provided by SPICe for the use of Scottish 
Parliament committees and clerking staff.  They provide focused information or respond 
to specific questions or areas of interest to committees and are not intended to offer 
comprehensive coverage of a subject area. 

The Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh, EH99 1SP www.scottish.parliament.uk 

  

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/
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ANNEXE A: EDUCATION AND CULTURE COMMITTEE - SCRUTINY OF 
THE SFC’S SPENDING DECISIONS AND OUTCOMES 

On 29 September 2015 the Education and Culture Committee took oral evidence 
on the performance of the SFC in relation to its spending decisions and outcomes. 
The specific focus of the evidence taking was to consider: 

 Progress being made against key SFC strategic objectives. 

 How transparent the SFC was in evaluating and reporting on the 
effectiveness of its work. 

 How it contributed to the Scottish Government National Performance 
Framework. 

 Whether funding levels, approaches to funding, or the key strategic 
objectives of the organisation were appropriate. 

Oral evidence was taken from Laurence Howells (then Chief Executive of the 
SFC), Professor Alice Brown (Chair of the SFC), Dr John Kemp and Professor 
Paul Hagan (both then Directors at the SFC). The focus of the session was 
specifically on its role in funding HEIs. Issues around college funding were 
considered separately at a one-off session on college reform in March 2016. The 
Official Report from the session provided detail on the focus of the discussion that 
took place. 

A written submission was received from the SFC. Further written submissions 
were also received from: Audit Scotland; Queen Margaret University; the Royal 
Society of Edinburgh; UCU Scotland; University of Dundee; University of 
Edinburgh; and Universities Scotland. All submissions can be found on the 
Committee’s Scottish Funding Council: spending decisions and outcomes 
webpage. 

The main issues arising from this work were: 

 Widening access - what impact this focus has on the provision of teaching to 
Scottish and EU students, given the cap on the number of funded places / any 
plans to increase funding to ensure there is no displacement resulting from this 
policy focus. 

 International students - contingency planning to monitor and address any 
reduction in the number of international students attending Scottish HEIs, 
including any mapping of activity taking place in other countries to increase 
student numbers. 

 Commercial income - potential for the Scottish Government to have an equity 
stake in any commercial / innovation activity pursued by HEIs given public 
investment in this activity. 

 Public investment in teaching - whether there should be an increased role 
for HEIs in financially supporting Scottish and EU students. 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10120
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_EducationandCultureCommittee/Inquiries/SFCScottishFundingCouncil.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/90758.aspx
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 Employability - the role played by the SFC in ensuring its funding is used to 
provide people with the skills necessary to play an active part in the Scottish 
labour market. 
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