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Dear Ms Adamson, 

The impact of COVID-19 on further and higher education 

I refer to the evidence session with the Education & Skills Committee at which Lorna 
MacDonald and I provided evidence.  I have set out in the annex to this letter the 
further information which you requested. 
 
Given the fast-changing nature of the pandemic, there have been changes since that 
evidence session, and I have therefore summarised the key developments below. 

Review of Coherent Provision and Sustainability 

As you will be aware, on 3 June 2020 the Minister for Further Education, Higher 
Education and Science wrote to commission SFC to undertake a review of coherent 
provision and sustainability.  Our objectives are: 
 
a)  To consider how best to achieve coherence and sustainability in the delivery of 

further and higher education during the Covid-19 crisis, EU exit transition, and 
beyond, while maintaining and enhancing quality.  

b)  To ensure the sectors can address the outcomes we need to achieve in 
Scotland.  
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c)  To propose changes needed to SFC’s funding, operations, and accountability 
frameworks in order to respond effectively to new challenges and 
opportunities.  

d)  To provide advice, where appropriate, to Scottish Ministers on relevant changes 
to policy, funding and accountability frameworks for tertiary education and 
research in Scotland.  

Full details, including a comprehensive briefing, are available on this dedicated 
webpage: http://www.sfc.ac.uk/review/review.aspx.  We will provide the Committee 
with updates at each of the key stages of this work. 

Further and Higher Education Sustainability Plan 

In a statement to the Scottish Parliament on 9 July 2020, the Minister for Further 
Education, Higher Education and Science announced a Further and Higher Education 
Sustainability Plan1. The plan summarises the actions taken and those to be 
implemented to help address the immediate issues that colleges and universities are 
facing as a result of the COVID-19 crisis. The Minister also announced that free 
university tuition would end for new EU students studying in Scotland from 2021-22 
onwards and that: 
 

 For academic year 2021-22, any resources freed up by this change will 
remain within the college and university sectors, including to support 
additional Scottish students. (The details will be considered in our Review of 
Coherent Provision and Sustainability, and in discussion with the sectors.)  

 Part of the saving from this change will be used to establish scholarships for 
EU and international students to continue to welcome them to Scotland. 

UK package of support for the university sector 

On 27 June 2020, the UK Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy 
(BEIS) announced a package of support for UK universities, details of which are 
available from this webpage: 
 

 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-to-protect-uk-research-
jobs-with-major-support-package  

This will include a fund to support costed extensions to UK Research & Innovation 
(UKRI) research projects paused as a result of COVID-19 restrictions. The same 
announcement also described the outline of a stabilisation fund to come into 
operation in Autumn 2020, designed to compensate for losses of research income 
arising mainly from the expected loss of international student fee income. This will 

                                                   
1
 https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-further-higher-education-sustainability-plan/  

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/review/review.aspx
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-to-protect-uk-research-jobs-with-major-support-package
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-to-protect-uk-research-jobs-with-major-support-package
https://www.gov.scot/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-further-higher-education-sustainability-plan/
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contribute up to 80% of a university’s losses from international student income, 
capped at the level of its non-public research income.  We will be working with BEIS 
to help shape the details of these arrangements and will provide further details are 
these are announced.  

Guidance on campus operations 

Joint work between colleges, universities, trade unions, student representatives, SFC 
and the Scottish Government has led to the publication of detailed guidance on 
college and university operations in the COVID-19 context, links to which are 
available from this page: http://www.sfc.ac.uk/COVID-19/COVID-19-education.aspx . 
Colleges and universities are now working on the details of how teaching and 
research will be undertaken in the coming months.  Importantly, colleges and 
universities are emphasising to all students that they will receive a campus-based 
learning experience from the beginning of the new academic year, with appropriate 
adjustments in line with the published guidance. 

I hope this letter and the attached annex will help the Committee in its work on the 
impact of COVID-19 on further and higher education.  If there are any matters about 
which you require further information, please do not hesitate to contact me. 

Yours sincerely, 

Karen Watt 
Chief Executive 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/COVID-19/COVID-19-education.aspx
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Annex: Responses to specific requests 

Estimates of the student application levels for the next academic year, including 
broken down by origin (international, EU 27, elsewhere in the UK, Scotland) 

On 9 July UCAS published detailed information on applicants to the university sector 
for 2020 entry, as at 30 June 2020.  Full details are available here: 
 

 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 overall number of applicants to Scottish higher education institutions (HEIs) as at 
30 June 2020 is at the highest level in the last decade: 
 

 
 
Breaking that down to domicile of applicant shows that the largest component of the 
increase is in non-EU international students: 
 

 

 
 
We also know from the UCAS data that numbers of students who have accepted 
places is broadly in line with previous years.  However, not all students apply through 
UCAS and the tables above exclude some postgraduate and international students.  It 
will therefore only be in autumn that we can say with certainty whether students are 
taking up the places they have been offered and/or accepted.  We will continue to 
monitor recruitment patterns, both through published data and engagement with 
universities in the coming months. 
 
The nature of college courses and applicants is different from the university sector.  
For example, a large number of potential students do not apply until they have 
received their school exam results and many students do not contact colleges until 

https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/ucas-undergraduate-releases/applicant-releases-2020/2020-cycle-applicant-figures-30-june-deadline
https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/ucas-undergraduate-releases/applicant-releases-2020/2020-cycle-applicant-figures-30-june-deadline
https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/ucas-undergraduate-releases/applicant-releases-2020/2020-cycle-applicant-figures-30-june-deadline
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the very start of the academic year.  Consequently, it is not possible to provide the 
same type of applicant analysis as is available in relation to the university sector.  
Colleges have confirmed to us  that applications and contacts are at least at the same 
level as in previous years.  

An estimate of the number of Scottish students that could be funded in the next 
academic year 

We published our updated funding allocations for academic year 2020-21 on 9 June 
2020, which are available on our website: 
 

 University sector: http://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications-
statistics/announcements/2020/SFCAN072020.aspx  

 College sector: http://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications-
statistics/announcements/2020/SFCAN062020.aspx  

For the university sector, we plan to fund 128,791.6 full-time equivalent student 
places in academic year 2020-21 (although that number will be slightly higher once 
two specific areas have been finalised). It should also be noted that because the 
university sector can recruit students on a fees only basis, the actual number of 
students taught has tended in recent years to be 7% to 8% higher than the number 
of funded places. 
 
In the college sector, we will fund 1,733,472 credits of delivery (one credit is 
equivalent to 40 hours of individual student learning).  Taking into account other 
aspects of college course delivery, we believe this will provide the college sector with 
capacity for 116,000 full-time equivalent places in academic year 2020-21. 

Estimates of the level of loss of employment for students (in evidence you 
suggested this would be available in June and you may wish to note that the 
Committee has also prioritised this issue in letters to the Scottish Government and 
the UK Government) 

Unfortunately, we do not have data on the projected loss of employment 
opportunities for students.  What I was referring to in our evidence session with the 
Committee was the interplay between student support funding, employment 
opportunities and the benefits system over the summer months, which I expected to 
become clearer over the course of June.   
 
Since the Committee meeting we have published further guidance on how students 
who have been studying further education courses can be supported over the 
summer months, the key points of which are: 
 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications-statistics/announcements/2020/SFCAN072020.aspx
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications-statistics/announcements/2020/SFCAN072020.aspx
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications-statistics/announcements/2020/SFCAN062020.aspx
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications-statistics/announcements/2020/SFCAN062020.aspx
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 If further education students are not able to access employment when their 
course ends and then over the summer, then they have the option to apply 
for benefits. 

 An application for Universal Credit (UC) cannot be made until after the 
course end date, and it can then take a minimum of 5 weeks before the first 
payment is issued (although an advance may be requested). Colleges may 
therefore wish to provide some FE Discretionary funding to those students 
they have identified to be most in need of further financial support to cover 
this period. If colleges have sufficient funds available, they can continue to 
make FE Discretionary funding payments to students up until 31 July 2020, at 
their discretion. 

 The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) has advised that any payment 
made from college Discretionary funds after a person has officially finished 
their further education course is not classified as student income.  

The Student Awards Agency for Scotland, which is responsible for higher education 
student support has also published updated guidance that allows students to apply 
for emergency discretionary payments directly to their institutions.  Further details 
are available here: 
 

 https://www.studentinformation.gov.scot/coronavirus/extra-hardship-
payments-for-students  

Mental health of students and staff 

Between May and June 2020, SFC undertook a series of calls with mental health 
leads in colleges and universities to discuss how institutions are continuing to 
support the mental health and well-being needs of students during the COVID-19 
emergency, and the challenges they are currently facing.  
 
From these discussions, it is clear that COVID-19 was having a significant impact on 
the mental health and wellbeing of staff and students. Institutions indicated that the 
key issues facing students were practical, such as financial concerns, job loss and 
uncertainty around assessments and qualifications. Referrals to counselling services 
had significantly decreased, although there had been an accompanying increase in 
students engaging with wider wellbeing and support services. However, students 
already engaged with mental health and counselling services were presenting with 
more acute and complex issues, and greater levels of anxiety. The sector anticipates 
a significant increase in demand for counselling services in the new academic year, 
with an awareness that the long-term effects of the COVID-19 will result in students 

requiring more specialist and complex support, and so institutions are planning to be 
ready to respond to this. 
 

https://www.studentinformation.gov.scot/coronavirus/extra-hardship-payments-for-students
https://www.studentinformation.gov.scot/coronavirus/extra-hardship-payments-for-students
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Other key issues identified included: 
 

 Digital Poverty: With counselling and wellbeing support being delivered 
remotely, students with limited or no access to digital technology may 
struggle to access support. SFC is aware that the most deprived students are 
disproportionality affected by mental health conditions, so digital poverty 
may further exacerbate persistent mental health inequalities.  (In relation to 
student digital poverty generally, part of the Scottish Government’s Further 
and Higher Education Sustainability Plan includes an investment of £5 million 
to help offset the costs of equipment for college, university and community 
education students in need of such extra support.) 

 Privacy and Confidentiality: Many institutions raised concerns about 
students not having access to private space to have confidential 
conversations with counsellors whilst at home. This also intersects with 
growing concerns around Gender Based Violence during lockdown, and 
students facing these issues being unable to access mental health or 
safeguarding support. 

Whilst acknowledging the challenges, the sector responded quickly and effectively in 
adapting their mental health services to be delivered remotely, with counselling 
sessions being offered online or over the phone. Institutions are also supplementing 
their mental health and wellbeing services with other online support programmes. 
Most institutions in Scotland currently have access to Big White Wall, a clinically 
managed online platform providing peer-to-peer support, and a number of 
institutions are also utilising SilverCloud, a mental and behavioural health digital 
platform for self-help and resilience building. Staff and Student Associations have 
also been proactive in promoting mental health and wellbeing more widely, and 
reaching out to their most vulnerable students.   

Although SFC’s investment in mental health focuses on students, discussions also 
took place with institutions about how the situation had affected their staff. 
Institutions acknowledged that the situation had been challenging for them and their 
colleagues, and some concerns were raised about staff workload and wellbeing, 
particularly for those with caring responsibilities- although others reported that 
morale amongst staff was generally good. Visible leadership from senior managers 
and principals, a commitment to flexibility, and ongoing communication and support 
between colleagues has been instrumental to helping staff to adapt and successfully 
manage new demands and working from home.  

Details of the number of new and existing students seeking deferrals 

The most recent data available from UCAS indicates that there has been a reduction 
in the number of new 18 year old university sector students seeking a deferral (down 
from 520 in 2019 to 450 in 2020).  Further details are available here: 
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 https://www.ucas.com/corporate/news-and-key-documents/news/rise-
number-students-planning-start-university-autumn  

Data is not currently available for existing university sector students seeking deferral, 
although that number is expected to be very low.   
 
Given the different nature of college courses and delivery, deferral (in the sense of 
potential students seeking to delay the start of their studies) is not a material aspect 
in college sector application and enrolment processes. 

Details of the form and extent of additional teaching support required, for example 
to refresh or repeat elements of learning 

The arrangements colleges and universities put in place from March onwards have 
meant that, in general terms, they have been able to minimise the requirement for 
refreshed or repeated delivery.  Where that is necessary it is focussed on subject 
areas with a significant practical or work-based element.  In the college sector the 
current estimate is that such activity in academic year 2020-21 will amount to 
around 45,000 credits (equivalent to 3,000 FTEs or 2.6% of total activity).  
Consequently, we are working with the college sector to re-prioritise other provision 
in order to meet this requirement.  Due to the different nature, and length, of 
courses, proportionately this is a less significant issue in the university sector. 

An assessment of the capacity to deliver online learning, blended learning and 
practical subjects 

Online and blended learning approaches have been part of the pedagogy in colleges 
and universities for some time.  Even prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, institutions 
were making a lot of material available online (e.g. course notes, lecture notes and 
presentations, reading materials, etc.).  However, COVID-19 necessitated a major 
shift of learning and teaching to online delivery and assessment. Colleges and 
universities have advised us that this change enabled them to continue to: deliver a 
quality learning experience for students;  undertake assessments to facilitate course 
completion; and engage with and respond to emerging employer needs.  Feedback 
suggests this shift to online delivery has brought about a real culture shift across the 
sector and will mean an extensive move to a blended learning approach, including 
streaming of lectures and expanded use of virtual learning systems, in academic year 
2020-21. 
 
Challenges still exist in curriculum areas that have a high practical or work-based 
learning components, such as dentistry, laboratory work, performance arts, 
construction and engineering.  In response, institutions have developed creative 
digital solutions to provide ongoing support and assessment.  Many institutions also 

https://www.ucas.com/corporate/news-and-key-documents/news/rise-number-students-planning-start-university-autumn
https://www.ucas.com/corporate/news-and-key-documents/news/rise-number-students-planning-start-university-autumn
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intend to focus on the theory-based course elements in the period between 
September and December and deliver the practice-based content next calendar year. 
 
All institutions indicate they are confident they will be able to adhere to government 
guidance and at the same time provide students with a high quality and largely 
campus-based education experience. 
 
Joint work between colleges, universities, SFC, trade unions, student representatives 
and Scottish Government has led to the publication of detailed guidance on college 
and university operations in the COVID-19 context, links to which are available from 
this page: 
 

 http://www.sfc.ac.uk/COVID-19/COVID-19-education.aspx  

An update on the extent to which certain courses which train workforces crucial to 
the country’s recovery from lockdown, such as early learning practitioners 

In certain university subjects we work closely with Scottish Government and 
institutions to ensure that the annual intake of students is sufficient to meet the 
demand for graduates. Based on detailed Government workforce planning we set 
specific targets for each university delivering these subjects. These ‘controlled 
subjects’ include medicine, dentistry, nursing and initial teacher education. 
 
In colleges, although it is not formally a controlled subject, we also work closely with 
Scottish Government and colleges on the intake to early learning and childcare 
courses to meet workforce planning requirements. 
 
More broadly, and as already noted, SFC has been asked to undertake a 
comprehensive review of college and university provision. The purpose of this 
system-wide view is to ensure that further and higher education and research meet 
the needs of learners, and Scotland’s social, cultural, environmental and economic 
needs now and into the future. As part of this review we will consider the future 
needs of employers and the economy in order to plan and align provision, in 
recognition that employers will need students that are equipped with the skills, 
qualifications and attributes they need for the COVID-19 environment and beyond.  

A breakdown of the calculations and assumptions behind the estimates for the 
financial loss for colleges and universities in this academic year and also in the next 
academic year 

College sector 
 
The 2019-20 sector-adjusted or underlying operating position was initially expected 
to move from a near break-even position to a deficit of £25 million on the basis of 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/COVID-19/COVID-19-education.aspx
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returns submitted in late April.  It was recognised that these returns were issued too 
early to allow colleges to take account of income from the Coronavirus Job Retention 
Scheme and fully reflect other mitigating actions and colleges were asked to provide 
an updated return in May.  On the basis of the revised returns, the overall 2019-20 
sector deficit is expected to reduce to £12.3 million.  
 
Detailed guidance notes were provided for colleges in preparing their 2019-20 
forecasts in order to secure as consistent and meaningful a review as possible.  The 
key assumptions are set out below: 
 

 SFC core teaching grant and European Social Fund (ESF) activity: SFC will 
not recover core teaching grant where shortfalls against Outcome 
Agreement targets (including activity targets) for 2019-20 have arisen as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic. Colleges should assume that any shortfall 
in core teaching grant not related to the COVID-19 outbreak will be 
recoverable.  Colleges should adjust forecast ESF income for any anticipated 
shortfall against activity targets. 

 Student support funding: Colleges are expected to explore their overall 
capacity to support students within existing resources. Colleges should set 
out the amount of any under/over spend projected on student support 
funds. The amount of any anticipated overspend should be included in 
forecast expenditure. 

 Commercial income: No commercial income should be assumed in the 
period April to July 2020 unless colleges are able to deliver such activity 
remotely. Where planned commercial activity is no longer going ahead, 
colleges should include the associated expenditure if these are core costs 
that will still be incurred.  

 Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme: Colleges should reflect the financial 
impact of any college applications to the Scheme and report any updates on 
the outcomes of such applications. Colleges should assume that the Scheme 
will continue to 31 July 2020. 

 
Taking account of the foregoing, college sector financial forecasts covering the 
period to 2022-23 are currently being prepared. 
 
University sector 
 
In Academic Year 2019-20, the sector’s overall operating position is expected to 
reduce by £72 million on pre-COVID19 forecasts, to a surplus of £166.5 million.  This 
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largely reflects loss of income / refunds for student accommodation and 
conferencing. 
 
The operating position is expected to deteriorate further in Academic Year 2020-21 
to a deficit of £383.5 million, a reduction of £550 million from the previous year after 
accounting for a small Universities Superannuation Scheme credit in that year.  These 
projections assume a reduction of 50% on original projections for ‘new intake’ 
international students and a reduction of 30% for students continuing studies. A 
second scenario (100% drop in new international student intakes) would result in a 
further reduction of £267.7 million, increasing the sector operating deficit to £651 
million in 2020-21.  
   
The university sector has recently been asked to provide updated financial forecasts 
covering Academic Years 2019-20 and 2020-21 which will take account of income 
from the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme.  It is anticipated that a further update 
covering the period to 2022-23 will be requested later this year once the position on 
student recruitment in 2020-21 is established. 
  
 


