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Public Audit Committee: Scotland’s Colleges 2016 

NUS Scotland submission  
 

Introduction  
Audit Scotland’s report, Scotland’s Colleges 2016, was a welcome and important report, and provided a 

valuable insight into the state of Scotland’s college sector. The report showed that, at time of being asked 

to do more with less, Scotland’s colleges are continuing to deliver high quality outcomes for those who are 

often most at risk of missing out on education, or those looking for a second chance at accessing 

education. However, the report also highlighted a number of serious challenges that must be addressed in 

the coming years.  

 

While it is encouraging to see full-time college places being maintained, and increasing – recognising the 

valuable role full-time education can play in improving youth employment – that focus on full-time 

provision does pose a very real risk of excluding those students who most deserve a college place but 

simply aren’t able to study full-time. The report highlighted a worrying trend, with the number of women 

students, those with caring responsibilities, and adult learners feeling the brunt of the decline in part time 

courses. It is also worth noting that increasing the number of students accessing college is not an end in 

itself, and we must also ensure that we’re supporting students to succeed when they get there. Colleges 

have far higher dropout and unsuccessful completion rates than any other area of education, and Audit 

Scotland are right to highlight that this figure has increased.  

 

Colleges support some of our most disadvantaged communities, and while any student lost from any level 

of education is a huge loss of potential, it’s particularly acute among colleges, whose students often face 

the greatest barriers in accessing education in the first place. For the purposes of this submission, NUS 

Scotland has focused on the three issues of particular concern, and where we believe colleges, SFC and 

Government must look again to ensure the greatest outcomes for college students – ensuring the 

necessary provision of places, the need to address high withdrawal rates, and the need to investment in 

and reform further education student support.  

 

Access and outcomes for college students  
As has been noted many times before, Scotland’s colleges play a significant role in our ambitions on 

widening access, serving some of our most disadvantaged communities and providing the individuals 

within them a great opportunity to access education. As the SFC’s Learning for All publication shows, the 

proportion of college FTE’s from the 20% most deprived communities is 30.4%, and from the 40% most 

deprived communities it is 53.5% - both figures far surpassing the equivalent figures in our universities.  

 

As the Audit Scotland report notes, deprivation is one of the few characteristics that has seen less of an 

impact as a result of various policy changes, and particularly a focus on full-time courses, which have 

resulted in reductions in student numbers, discussed below. However, while access remains strong, there 

are very real concerns about then ensuring equally high outcomes for all students.  
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We know that unsuccessful completion and withdrawal rates are also much higher among college students. 

Again, Learning for All shows us that:  

 

 College students studying FE level courses: 64% of college complete their course successfully; a 

further 10.4% have partial completion (e.g. complete the required units, but fail to achieve a final 

qualification); and, 25% withdraw from their course.  

 College students studying HE level courses: 71.3% of complete their course successful; a further 

11.4% have only partial completion; and, 17.3% of college HE students withdraw from their course.  

 

Given that both these figures are far higher than the equivalent figures among university students, we 

believe it merits serious consideration and efforts to reduce. NUS Scotland believes that – particularly 

given the FE figure is also higher than the HE figure – fairer student support must form a part of that 

work, as discussed further below.   

 

Ensuring the right provision of opportunities in our colleges 
Scotland’s colleges play a vital role in providing an opportunity for students from all backgrounds to access 

further and higher education, and for people to return to education to retrain or upskill. For many of these 

students—due to their circumstances, responsibilities, and other factors—studying full time will simply not 

be an option. As such, while we recognise the focus on full-time courses to boost youth employment, it’s 

clear that such a strategy runs the risk of excluding those who need a place most.  

 

As the recent Audit Scotland report showed, there has been a 48% decrease in part-time student 

headcount in Scotland. As the SFC’s Baseline Report for Academic Year 2014-15 notes, headcount isn’t 

always the best measure of activity, as one student can be enrolled on multiple courses. As such, the 

below figures (accessed through the Scottish Funding Council’s infact database) show the 

numbers of college students studying part-time, but measured as full-time equivalents. These 

are broken down across a number of demographics and show how, since 2011 (when the regionalisation 

process started) through to the most recently available year that adult learners, women, and disabled 

students are those most likely to lose out as a result of a focus on full-time, longer courses.  

 

Part-time FTE change over time – Age of student  

Age - Year  2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 % Change 

under 16 3380 2592 2420 2571 -24 

16-17 6167 7433 6834 7407 20 

18-19 6284 7218 7065 7217 15 

20-24 7177 7859 8269 8157 14 

25 & over 21323 20730 20464 17667 -17 
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Part-time FTE change over time – Disability status  

Disability - Year 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14* 2014-15 % Change 

No known disability 33278 33814 0 37466 13 

Known disability 6045 6119 0 5553 -8 

*Data for 2013/14 was undefined  

 

Part-time FTE change over time – Gender status  

Gender - Year 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 % Change 

Male 23054 24725 24607 23909 4 

Female 21276 21107 20445 19094 -10 

 

As noted in the final funding letter to colleges, earlier this year in May, SFC and the Scottish Government 

undertook work to investigate demographic changes in college regions, and the appropriate number of 

full-time places to meet these. Ultimately, it was decided to maintain FTE targets; however, we believe 

more could be done to look at ways to maintain that target while increasing part-time places. Previous 

efforts have been made, through the SFC’s budget, to provide additional resource for disabled and women 

students and we believe this should be done again, ensuring that funding is used to maintain provision for 

a diverse range of learners and we do not risk undermining national ambitions on equalities and access.  

 

Within a context of wider funding, while the commitment to maintain FTE was continued in the most 

recent Programme for Government, there was no similar guarantee around funding for colleges to deliver 

this. The funding settlement for 2014/15 – which established a minimum funding floor of £522m – was a 

welcome one, and we were pleased to see this further increase to £530m, providing some stability for 

colleges following a number of years of cuts. However, there has been no guarantee that this floor will be 

maintained in the coming Parliament – something we believe must be the case. If funding is reduced while 

maintaining a FTE commitment, there are very real risks to the quality of the student experience.  

 

Further education student support  

While SAAS (the Student Awards Agency Scotland) maintains responsibility for delivering higher education 

student support – including for students studying HE courses in colleges – SFC is responsible for funding 

further education support in colleges, which is then delivered locally. That local, college level delivery is 

extremely important in FE student support. FE students will quite often have complex circumstances – not 

least the interaction between student support and benefits – which means it is vital that they are able to 

have a point of contact they can discuss their support with in person, rather than a centralised system.  

 

However, despite that, there are a large number of injustices within the FE student support system, which 

require wholesale change and reform. Most pressingly, they ae injustices that must be read against the 

very high withdrawal and unsuccessful completion figures in FE, referenced above. Ultimately, many of 

these injustices are issues of policy, but ones that require significant resource, not least introducing an 

entitlement to bursary support.  
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As the current FE student support budget is cash limited, once it is gone, it’s gone. This means it 

doesn’t reflect actual demand for support from students. On top of this, FE bursaries are discretionary 

– while students in higher education are guaranteed support if they apply, FE students do not have the 

same certainty, even if they meet all the eligibility criteria.  

 

Every year we see, through the ‘in-year redistribution’ – whereby colleges are able to request additional 

support funds from the SFC to attempt to cover any perceived shortfall – the same story unfold of colleges 

having to request additional money for underfunded and overstretched student support budgets, and the 

SFC is unable to respond with the full amount requested. The below shows the outcome of the 

IYR over the previous parliamentary term: 

 

Year Requested Allocated Unmet  

2011/12 £5,468,834 £2,717,264 £2,751,570 

2012/13 £8,196,595 £5,375,691 £2,820,904 

2013/14 £11,547,664 £7,487,315 £4,060,349 

2014/15 £7,000,000 £3,488,713 £3,511,287 

2015/16 4,256,412 1,830,000 2,426,412 

Average £7,293,901 £4,179,797 £3,114,104 

 

Further reinforcing this, a freedom of information request from NUS Scotland last year asked Scotland’s 

colleges how much of their FE student support budget had been spent since the start of the academic year 

in September. The figures showed that less than half-way through the academic year: 

 

 67% of colleges had already committed 100% or more of their FE bursary budget 

 The vast majority of colleges have made up the shortfall by using core college funds.  

 43% of colleges have topped up their bursary budget by using money from their discretionary budget, 

which exists to provide immediate financial help for students in need.  

 29% have had to close applications or limit awards for hardship funds, as these have also been used 

to top up the bursary budget.  

 One college stopped funding students early, before their course had ended. 

 

It is clear, if we consider these results, and the high level of withdrawal in further education, that the 

discretionary budget for FE student support will have a serious impact on FE student success. Equally, the 

current system creates a number of financial pressures on college budgets – as the audit highlights, for 

two years in a row now colleges have been permitted by SFC to use depreciation funds for other purposes, 

and this has included a significant amount spent on plugging FE student support shortfalls.  

 

For more information, contact:  
Philip Whyte, Policy and Public Affairs Manager 

Philip.whyte@nus-scotland.org.uk  


