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Education and Skills Committee 
T3.40 
The Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

___ 
10th July 2020 

Dear Mrs Adamson, 

Thank you for your letter of 11 June on behalf the Education and Skills Committee. I 
welcomed the opportunity in May to update the Committee on the impacts of the Covid-19 
emergency on our colleges, universities and students and have provided a response to the 
questions raised in your letter in the attached annex. I promised in my evidence session that 
I would also update the Committee further on our actions and decisions to further support the 
further and higher education sectors. 

Scotland’s universities and colleges have continued to deliver essential services throughout 
this crisis. We continue to work closely with them, the Scottish Funding Council, trade unions 
and student associations on plans for a phased and safe return to campus. We have 
developed together with these stakeholders sector-specific guidance for universities and 
colleges and cross-sectoral guidance on labs and research facilities which was published on 
29 June.  

The First Minister confirmed yesterday that Scotland will officially move to Phase 3 of the 
route map out of lockdown. This means colleges and universities will be able to have a 
phased return to campus from 22 July, with a blended model of remote learning and limited 
on campus learning where this is a priority. Time-sensitive mandatory or regulated skills 
assessments that are essential to the completion of Modern Apprenticeship qualifications or 
to comply with a legal obligation, can resume in colleges from 13 July.  

Under Phase 2 of our route map, college and university staff have been able since 22 June 
to return to make essential preparations for restart in Phase 3. From 29 June, non-essential 
work in research facilities and laboratories, including on university campuses, has been able 
to restart. All of these activities are subject to public health measures, including physical 
distancing, in line with the guidance. 

http://www.lobbying.scot/
http://www.lobbying.scot/
mailto:scottish.ministers@gov.scot


Tha Ministearan na h-Alba, an luchd-comhairleachaidh sònraichte agus an Rùnaire  

Maireannach fo chumhachan Achd Coiteachaidh (Alba) 2016.  Faicibh www.lobbying.scot

Scottish Ministers, special advisers and the Permanent Secretary are covered 

by the terms of the Lobbying (Scotland) Act 2016.  See www.lobbying.scot 

Taigh Naomh Anndrais,  Rathad Regent, Dùn Èideann  EH1 3DG 

St Andrew’s House, Regent Road, Edinburgh  EH1 3DG 

www.gov.scot 


The safe restart of university and college halls of residence and Purpose Built Student 
Accommodation (PBSA) can also happen from 22 July, in line with guidance to be published 
shortly. We have already published guidance on 23 June about  home moves with additional 
guidance specific to student moves on the Student Information Scotland Web Site. The 
guidance came into force on Monday, 29 June and under it: 

(a) if students have given notice to leave their halls of residence or PBSA, they can
travel home if they can do so safely and in accordance with the measures set out in the
guidance on moving home; and
(b) tenants, or former tenants, of student accommodation who wish to collect
belongings can do so, if they can do so safely and in accordance with the measures set
out in the guidance on moving home.

In my statement to Parliament yesterday I highlighted the tremendous efforts that our 
colleges and universities, their staff and students, have made in direct response to this 
emergency, but also the challenges that they now face. I have also published our 
Coronavirus (COVID-19) Further and Higher Education Sustainability Plan which offers a 
clear route of support for our institutions now and in the immediate future. The plan, which 
can be viewed using the link below,  identifies the key actions that will help to address the 
immediate issues that colleges and universities in Scotland are facing as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-further-higher-education-sustainability-plan/.   The 

plan also highlights, as I did in Parliament, that we have decided not to continue our support 
for EU students beyond academic year 20/21.  

When I spoke with the Committee back in May many members raised concerns about 
student financial support and wellbeing. We have continued on both fronts to pursue actions 
in support of students including the announcement of bringing forward the use of 
discretionary funding to cover the summer months. I have set out more details on this in the 
attached annex. 

I remain committed to ensuring that every student is able to access the mental health 
support they need and the SFC continue to support institutions to offer mental health support 
to students in an appropriate format during this challenging time.  The sector has 
demonstrated its commitment to this and is offering and actively promoting a wide range of 
support services.  I am grateful for the SFC’s active engagement with the sector on this issue 
and that institutions have responded rapidly in adapting their counselling services to be 
delivered remotely and flexibly- including online provision- alongside wider wellbeing 
support.  We are working with the SFC to confirm, over the summer, funding allocations and 
associated guidance for the upcoming academic year to continue to support institutions in 
the recruitment of counsellors. Funding has also been agreed to support the extension of the 
NUS Scotland Think Positive Student Health Project Coordinator role to March 2021, with a 
focus on Covid-19 mental health support for students. I hope the above measures provides 
reassurance of the support packages we have put in place to support our students during 
this challenging time. 
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Supporting the Recovery 

I have also been engaging closely with colleges and our universities on the unprecedented 
circumstances that we face and I recognise the crucial role our they play in supporting our 
communities and our economy and social recovery. We know, from the economic downturn 
in 2008/09, that it is the most vulnerable in society who are most disproportionately affected 
and for longer. 

I agree with the premise set out in the  Advisory Group on Economic Recovery report, 
Towards a robust, resilient wellbeing economy for Scotland, that learning, specifically our 
universities and colleges, will be pivotal to our economic recovery. Our colleges and 
universities are anchor institutions, they are often major employers themselves but they also 
act as key agents to influence and support businesses and tackling inequalities in our 
communities.  

Equally, I welcome the report of the sub group of the Enterprise and Skills Strategic Board 
which gives us some valuable ideas for how we can provide workers – particularly young 
people – with the skills and opportunities they need to be able to play an active and fulfilling 
role in the workforce. I look forward to welcoming Nora Senior, chair of Enterprise and Skills 
Strategic Board, to the FE/HE Ministerial Leadership Group on 16 July to discuss the report’s 
findings and the pivotal role our colleges and universities will have in achieving our shared 
ambitions. 

We aim to respond fully to both reports later this month and I would be happy to offer further 
detail then on the economic recovery role of the HE and FE sector. 

Finally you raised in your letter the review which I have commissioned the Scottish Funding 
Council to take forward on coherent provision and financial sustainability. I agree fully with 
the Committee that it is vital for stakeholders to be engaged and indeed to help shape any 
future change. I know that engagement and close working with the sectors and stakeholders 
will be central to the Scottish Funding Council’s approach to the review.  The Scottish 
Funding Council plans to share its early considerations with Ministers by the end of August 
and will ensure that the Committee is likewise closely sighted on emerging evidence and 
thinking. 

I would like to thank the Committee for its ongoing work on the impacts of Covid 19 on the 
higher and further education sectors and would be happy to provide any further evidence to 
support your inquiry. 

Richard Lochhead 
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Annex A 

Repose to Education and Skills Committee Questions. 

You raised a number of specific issues relating to my evidence to the Committee on 20 May 
and I have responded in more to each of the areas you raise below. 

Student hardship and Supporting our Student Population 

I, like the Committee, am very concerned about student hardship particularly over the 
summer months and, as we discussed, the importance of supporting student wellbeing at 
this difficult time.   

The Committee asked for an update on the Scottish Government work looking at whether 
further tranches of hardship funds can be brought forward to support students as they go into 
the Summer months. 

I welcome the Committee’s efforts alongside my own to impress upon the UK Government 
the necessity of allowing continuing students to access University Credit over the summer 
months given the impact that the Covid-19 pandemic has had on their employment 
opportunities. 

In my letter of the 11 June I provided an update on the further actions we are taking to 
support students in Further (FE) and Higher Education (HE) over the summer months as the 
Covid-19 pandemic continues to impact upon the lives of our students. The package of 
support we have put in place includes early access to £11.4 million of Discretionary Funds 
for HE students at colleges and universities. Discretionary Fund payments ensures that 
students experiencing hardship can access financial support regardless of whether they 
were in receipt of a bursary. This ensures a fairer and universal approach to accessing 
support. In addition to that, Student Awards Agency Scotland (SAAS) funded students who 
are studying at European institutions as part of EU Portability or historically arranged 
schemes are now able to access financial support via a £100k emergency fund. In addition, 
SAAS have provided a further suspension of any new debt recovery, and for students with 
existing debts experiencing problems as a result of the pandemic.  

Unlike continuing HE students, most FE students can access the social security benefits 
system where employment is not available over the summer. To support them, the SFC has 
provided colleges with the flexibility to offer FE Discretionary Funds to bridge the gap 
between bursary payments ending and Universal Credit payments beginning. It is worth 
mentioning that I wrote to the Secretary of State for Work and Pensions asking them to 
temporarily amend eligibility criteria in order to allow all students who are unable to find their 
usual summer employment due to the pandemic to access unemployment benefits. It is 
disappointing that this request has been refused by the UK Government. 

The Committee sought specific reasons as to why extend SAAS bursaries. 
I can confirm that my officials have explored options to determine the feasibility of 
implementing a bespoke Covid-19 living cost loan for the summer months. This has a 
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number of complexities, however, and it may be helpful if I explain that this would require 
amendments to existing legislation which prevents loan payments being paid over the 
summer vacation period. Due to time constraints for changing legislation, system changes, 
and processing timescales for loan applications, we considered it more beneficial to explore 
alternative measures to address the immediate financial hardship experienced by some 
students, some of whom would not have previously qualified for bursary payments. 

In your letter you also sought the reports on take up of discretionary funding that has been 
made available via institutions to students in hardship. I have provided (attached) a high-
level overview of HE institutional spend (as at 15 May 2020) in relation to the additional £2.2 
million of HE Discretionary Funds that were issued in April. Going forward, in recognition of 
the release of the £11.4 million in June, we will continue to monitor Discretionary Fund spend 
over the coming months and will ask institutions for an update at the end of July. I will be 
happy to share this data with the committee as part of their ongoing scrutiny. 

In my letter of 11 June, I also set out the issues students have been facing in relation to 
accommodation. The Coronavirus (Scotland)(No.2) Act 2020, which is now in force, 
introduced statutory notice to leave periods for students in halls of residence and Purpose 
Built Student Accommodation (PBSA), for reasons relating to Covid-19. Students who have 
already entered into a student residential tenancy agreement and have occupied the 
property can now give 7 days’ notice to their provider, and those who have entered into a 
student residential tenancy but have not yet occupied the property and agreements entered 
into while the Act is in force are able to give 28 days’ notice. During this time of great 
uncertainty and financial hardship for many, these provisions will relieve a significant extra 
financial burden on students. Guidance on this and related issues around travel is published 
on the Student Information Scotland portal.  

Funding model - universities 

The Committee may be aware of the latest UCAS statistics, published on 9 July, that show 
the number of applicants to Scottish Universities are at a record high. 
https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/ucas-
undergraduate-releases/applicant-releases-2020/2020-cycle-applicant-figures-30-june-
deadline  

The data shows that as of 30 June 2020 the number of all domiciled applicants applying to 
Scottish providers has increased by 3% to 128,110. This increase is driven by non-EU 
domiciled (i.e. international) applicants (+16%), with a small increase in English domiciled 
applicants (+2%), a slight increase Scottish applicants (+190 applicants), and a small 
decrease in EU (-2%) domiciled applicants. These figures offer some encouragement. 
However, we must, as Universities Scotland has commented, be cautious at this stage until 
final places have been accepted and then attendance data becomes available. 

The Committee also asked for assurances that the current level of funding for EU student 
places will remain with universities as opposed to being clawed back.  I am happy to give the 
Committee assurances that the  Scottish Government has no intention of recovering funding 
from the HE sector for any reduction in EU students for Academic Year 2020/21 or 2021/22.   
Beyond this would be subject to budget discussions at the time. 
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With regard to 2021/22 and beyond, the Scottish Government has been very clear that EU 
students who commence a higher education course up to and including Academic Year 
2020/21 will continue to benefit from tuition fee support for the duration of their course. This 
support also extends to those who then articulate to another higher education course 
immediately thereafter. I have announced, however, that our removal from the EU means we 
are unable to extend this arrangement for new EU students coming to Scotland to study a 
course from the academic year 2021/22. Scottish Government is considering the future 
arrangements for Irish students starting a course in 2021-22. This is subject to further 
discussions with the UK Government and the Irish Government on our Common Travel 
Area commitments. 

You also asked about my statement that “there is 95.7% percent recovery of costs for 
universities in Scotland, which is the same as in the rest of the UK”. 

These figures were taken from an established methodology for comparing higher education 
institutions across the UK: the Transparent Approach to Costing (TRAC). Introduced in 2000, 
TRAC is the standard methodology used by higher education institutions in the UK for 
costing their activities. It was established as an approach to identifying the Full Economic 
Costing of all activities to improve the accountability for the use of public funds and inform 
institutional decision making. 

All UK higher education institutions are required to report TRAC data annually. The data is 
collected by the Office for Students on behalf of UK Research and Innovation, the Scottish 
Funding Council, the Higher Education Funding Council for Wales and the Department for 
the Economy (Northern Ireland). 

The figures I was referring to come from 2017/18 – the most recent year available. For that 
year, in overall terms, the TRAC data shows that Scottish HEIs recovered 95.7% of full 
economic costs. This was exactly the same as the percentage of full economic costs 
recovered by UK HEIs as a whole that year (95.7%). 
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