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Dear Stewart, 
 
 
1. Thank you for inviting me to respond to the evidence your Committee 
commissioned from Colleges Scotland (CS) on the impact of budget changes, and 
the Scottish Government’s priorities on older learners. 
 
2. By focusing on comparisons with academic year 2007-08, the CS paper 
makes clear that the trends we are currently observing in older learners were evident 
several years before changes to college budgets and the Government’s decision to 
prioritise young people: for example, their figures show that 64% of the total 
reduction in adult learners (aged 25-59) took place between 2007-08 and 2010-11 - 
a period in which college funding increased by £57m and well before we issued 
guidance to focus on young people. 
 
3. CS rightly acknowledges that college participation is a complex issue and 
identifies two main contributory factors in the trend for older learners since 2010-11: 
a reduction in short and part-time courses; and the prioritisation of young people - 
and, by association, full-time provision. 
 
4. On the first, this resulted from the SFC’s decision to stop funding very short 
courses (often of around 5 hours duration) and those that did not lead to recognised 
qualifications. However, consistent with Government priorities, courses contributing 
to employability and widening access continue to attract funding. 
 
5. On our prioritisation of young Scots, there is a body of evidence showing that 
recession hits young people hardest.  Equally, we know that by improving young 
people’s employability, we improve their chances of sustained employment.  This 
called for tough decisions and action.  The evidence is that our policy is working: 
only 9 of 28 EU nations have a lower youth unemployment rate. So I am convinced 
this was – and remains – the right thing to do.    



 
6. That said, colleges are responsible for meeting the needs of learners in their 
regions – and must deliver a balanced curriculum to that end.  And increasingly, they 
work with SDS and other partners to deliver coherent provision and ensure best use 
of resources.  The SFC advises that the policy decisions to which I refer in 
paragraph 3 have not significantly restricted older learners’ access to opportunities 
leading to recognised qualifications.  However, we are alert to concerns expressed in 
the Parliament and elsewhere, and have invested a further £6.6m in 2013-14, and 
will do so again in 14-15, giving colleges the capacity to create additional part-time 
learning opportunities where there is a case for doing so.   
 
7. I would like to assure you and the Committee that, through the SFC, I am 
keeping the position under close review. 
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