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Science 

F/T: 0300 244 4000 
E: scottish.ministers@gov.scot 
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Education and Skills Committee 
T3.40 
The Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 

___ 

25 February 2021 

Dear Ms Adamson 

Thank you for your letter of 4 February on behalf of the Education and Skills Committee. I 
welcomed the opportunity in January to update the Committee on the impacts of the Covid-
19 emergency on our colleges, universities and students. I am pleased to write and update 

the Committee on a number of issues you raised and on recent actions and decisions to 
further support the further and higher education sectors. Following the publication of the 
revised Strategic Framework announced earlier this week, I have provided an update to 
Parliament under Government Initiated Question S5W-230221 on the steps being taken to 

support further and higher education and to support students. 

Deferments 

Throughout the pandemic, the Scottish Government has been working closely with all 
stakeholders to address concerns about the impact on students and Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs). At the beginning of February I established a new Learner Journey Task 
Force to urgently advise on a range of issues across both Further Education (FE) and Higher 

Education (HE). 

The task force comprises representatives of colleges, universities, students, unions and will 
consider the challenges that colleges, universities and their students face in delivering and 

receiving practical learning. While the issue impacts on both sectors, colleges are especially 
affected given the predominance of practical learning. The immediate priority for the task 
force is to help students complete their courses and move into further study or employment. 
The task force will also consider arrangements if some students need to defer a part of their 

course. 
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On Friday 12 February, the Deputy First Minister sent a letter to the chair of the Education 

and Skills Committee confirming his agreement to the proposals for all dental students to 
repeat a year. This decision has been made on the recommendation of Scotland’s dental 
schools. And in view of the unique nature of dental training. They advise that, over the past 
year, students have not been able to gain sufficient clinical experience because of the 

restrictions on dental procedures. The Scottish Government will provide extra bursaries for 
dental students who are required to repeat a year. These bursaries will be worth the 
equivalent of their student loan award – which could be up to £6,750. Dental schools will be 
able to provide further information to affected students on the bursaries as well as other help 

that is available. 

Hardship Funds 

In order to avoid students incurring unnecessary hardship and to allow those that require 
extra support to be able to access it, we announced an additional £30 million in January 
2021, as our further contribution in these exceptional times. We are supporting institutions 
with £10 million for the revenue lost in providing rent refunds or rebate to students and £20 

million to help alleviate the financial burden facing our students - £17 million of which, will be 
distributed to colleges and universities via Student Awards Agency Scotland (SAAS) for HE 
students and £3 million will be distributed to colleges via the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) 
for FE students. In recognition that EU and international students are also experiencing 

financial hardship including accommodation costs, the Scottish Government have amended 
Regulations to allow these students to access the above funds.    

To complement the additional £30 million, the Scottish Funding Council is also repurposing 

£5 million of student support funding towards discretionary funding for FE students in the 
college sector.   

Information on how students can access hardship support in FE and HE is provided by the 

colleges and universities and via the Student Information Scotland and SAAS websites.  

This follows a number of steps taken by this Government last year to support students during 
this difficult time: emergency funding of £5 million was provided in April 2020; in June 2020, 

we brought forward access to £11.4 million of HE Discretionary Funds to support students 
over this academic year; in December 2020 we announced additional funding of £5 million 
for student hardship and arrangements were made to bring forward the release of the 
second instalment (£4.9 million) of the main HE Discretionary Funds from February to 

January.  

We will continue to undertake spending analysis on the Discretionary Funds to monitor any 
financial pressures across colleges and universities. Recent analysis of the HE Discretionary 

Funds showed that approximately 75% of the £11.4 million issued in June remained 
available as of 31 October. Further analysis is planned to be undertaken in February 2021. 

In addition, I announced the creation of a second short life task force which will assess the 
impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on student hardship and determine if the mechanisms and 

measures currently in place are sufficient to mitigate against student hardship in Further and 
Higher Education.   
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Remote Learning/Digital Technology 

Throughout the pandemic we have worked to develop solutions to tackle digital exclusion for 
further and higher education students, as an increasing amount of learning has migrated 

online.  

By the end of 2020: 

 Universities had spent £1,738,044 of the £2,370,000 allocated, with £618,420

remaining. This has been used to buy 5,505 laptops (and some connectivity
equipment), supporting 2,113 students.

 Colleges had spent £2,011,746 of the £2,323,504 allocated, with £241,523 remaining.

This has been used to buy 6,829 laptops (and some connectivity equipment),
supporting 6,762 students.

As a result of delays in delivery due to high international demand for laptops there is a 

difference between the number of laptops purchased and the number of students benefiting. 
The Scottish Government continues to work with SFC to understand how many students 
may still require a device.  

Participation in FE and HE 

The Scottish Funding Council will publish the 2019/20 academic withdrawal rates for 
colleges in May, there is no published information for the current year for colleges or 

universities. 

I can confirm that the latest UCAS applicant data, published on 18 February, show 
applicants to Scottish HEIs are up overall for the 2021 cycle. The number of all domiciled 

applicants applying to Scottish HEIs increased by 12% (14,650) to 132,960. Scottish and 
Non-EU domiciled applicants to Scottish HEIs increased by 16% and 27% respectively to 
48,580 and 29,020. However, EU domiciled applicants to Scottish HEIs decreased by 40% (-
6,870) to 10,370 over the year which was always going to be an inevitable consequence of 

leaving the EU 

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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