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EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 
 

Note of Meetings – Widening Access Fact-Finding Visit 

Date: 15 January 2018 

Location: Royal Conservatoire Scotland, 100 Renfrew St, Glasgow G2 3DB 

Time: 10.00 – 13:15 

 

Members in attendance: 

James Dornan MSP, Convener 
Johann Lamont MSP, Deputy Convener 
Gillian Martin MSP 
Liz Smith MSP  
Ruth Maguire MSP 
Tavish Scott MSP 
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10:00 – 10:45  

The Committee was invited to meet with the RCS’ senior management team and 

staff involved in its fair access programme and work.  

RCS staff in attendance: 

Professor Jeffrey Sharkey, Principal 
Andrew Comrie, Director of Academic Innovation 
Helen McVey, BMus Head of department 
Claire Lamont, Head of BA Performance in BSL and English 
Cressida Maher, Wideness Access to the Creative Industries Co-ordinator 
Jesse Paul, Fair Access Manager 
Janette Harkess, Director of External Relations 
Carole Williams (Transitions Coordinator) 
Ewan Hainey (Secretary) 
Katie Bell (Marketing and communications manager) 
Linda Robertson (Marketing and communications officer) 
 

Professor Jeffrey Sharkey, Principal: Professor Sharkey offered a warm welcome 

the Committee. He explained that the RCS offers a unique curriculum that brings 

together different disciplines. In his view, the arts must speak for society and the 

RCS therefore seeks to deliver inclusive excellence. The RCS is proud to be both 

inclusive and the third-highest ranking institution for performing arts education 

according to the QS World Rankings 2017. Professor Sharkey noted that inclusive 

stories make for better stories.  

Professor Sharkey explained that some performers need to start learning their 

performance art from an early age and as such the RCS aims to target some of its 

widening access programmes to a young audience. The Scottish Funding Council 

has been working with RCS to deliver its aims in this regard.  

The RCS considers a challenge going forward will be ensuring that there continue to 

be opportunities to study the arts in Scotland at many institutions and at all ages. 

These opportunities must be accessible regardless of geography and an individual’s 

background.  

Andrew Comrie, Director of Academic Innovation: Mr Comrie explained that he 

leads on the RCS’ fair access strategy. The RCS’ widening access initiative is called 

“Transitions”, which focuses on Scottish residents living in postcodes that are 

identified as being within the top 20 per cent of the SIMD. The Transitions initiative 

aims to support students until they have secured a positive destination, preferably in 

a degree course at conservatoire or university level.  

The RCS has been working with the Scottish Funding Council to grow its fair access 

programmes, which includes an additional three years’ funding for programmes 

aimed at SIMD20 pupils aged 7-11 years. Enabling rural pupils and students to 
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access arts education is particularly important for fair access. In this regard, the RCS 

has established arts hubs in Dumfries and Fraserburgh and is piloting e-staccato 

software for remote learning. Students who are part of the remote learning 

programme are supported to attend lessons every fortnight.  

The RCS also considers that qualified teachers play an important role in the fair 

access agenda. As such, the RCS offers a part-time online masters programme for 

teaching. The courses offered include a MEd Learning and Teaching in the 

Performing Arts, MA Learning and Teaching (Gaelic Arts), Postgraduate Certificate 

in Learning Support and Administration in Higher Arts Education, Postgraduate 

Certificate in Learning and Teaching in Arts Education and Postgraduate Certificate 

in Learning and Teaching in Higher Arts Education. 

James Dornan MSP, Convener: Following presentations, the Convener asked what 

the stumbling blocks are to performing arts tuition in Scotland.  

Andrew Comrie: Mr Comrie explained that the system should allow teachers to 

register for a second subject. Other challenges include the number of jobs available; 

expectations on teachers; and matching demand and supply of teachers with tailored 

expertise for individual performing arts. 

Helen McVey, BMus Head of department: Ms. McVey explained that high quality 

individual tuition is a real challenge. In this regard, access to specialist tuition for 

particular performing arts is a particular challenge for those that need to be 

developed from an early age, such as ballet. 

Gillian Martin MSP: Gillian asked how policy decisions at a local authority level can 

be influenced. 

Professor Sharkey: Professor Sharkey explained that the RCS is trying to promote 

the wider benefits of performing arts education. In his view, investment is needed in 

both cultural institutions in Scotland, as well as investment in young people to take 

advantage of opportunities. It would be helpful to have a Teach Arts for Scotland 

strategy. 

Johann Lamont MSP, Deputy Convener: Johann suggested that the Committee 

could consider mapping the provision of arts education in Scotland. Johann 

questioned whether the move towards faculties in schools is having an impact on 

provision of performing arts education in Scotland. Johann also questioned what 

impact school governance has on the provision of performing arts education in 

schools. 

Cressida Maher, Wideness Access to the Creative Industries Co-ordinator:  

Explained that the RCS’ widening access programme is funded to work with 37 

schools in the West of Scotland. Many of those schools do not have drama 

departments or provision of drama classes for their pupils. The drama teachers that 

https://www.estaccato.com/en-gb
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do exist have concerns that they do not have production training and would like to 

build skills in this aspect of their professional development.  

Andrew Comrie: Mr. Comrie considered that it would be valuable to have research 

that examined the provision of drama classes across Scotland. The RCS does not 

have a picture of this at the moment. It would also be valuable to have research on 

student destinations.  

Professor Sharkey: Professor Sharkey explained that the picture for music tuition is 

more complex than for drama due to the extent to which specialist training and 

knowledge can be sourced where there is demand for it.  

Claire Lamont, Head of BA Performance in BSL and English: Explained that one 

way to raise the provision of performing arts tuition could be to encourage artists to 

do residencies, such as one day a week for a fixed period of time. This could be 

beneficial work experience for graduate students and a rewarding experience for 

pupils.  

Professor Sharkey: Professor Sharkey explained that drama can be a particularly 

powerful tool for pupils facing multiple challenges because it can help them to 

imagine a different future. 

Cressida Maher: Agreed with Professor Sharkey. 

Gillian Martin MSP: Noted that many graduates will need to lead their own careers 

as effectively self-employed persons and questioned the extent to which the RCS’ 

programmes help students prepare for managing their own careers. 

Helen McVey: Agreed that students will need to manage a “portfolio career” and that 

the BMus has been redesigned to include modules that address this issue 

specifically. 
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10:45 – 12:00  

The Committee heard from a number of RCS students that have experience of the 

Transition or WACI programmes.  

A student explained to the Committee that he lives in Lewis and studies at the RCS. 

He travels to Glasgow once a month and otherwise uses e-learning. The RCS has 

been trialling the e-stacato software and it has been working well. It was noted that 

certain physical elements of performing arts cannot be taught remotely and so the e-

learning aspects of courses are seen as a supplementary tool, rather than a 

replacement model of inclusive teaching. 

Another student explained to the Committee that she was the first student who is 

deaf to participate in the Transitions programme. She participated in deaf theatre 

and performance skills courses before coming to the RCS. She had a lot of doubts 

initially but she has found the communication by staff to be excellent and studying at 

the RCS has greatly increased her confidence. Once she graduates from her 

degree, she would like to promote the course other pupils in Scotland.  

A student explained to the Committee that she participated in the WACI programme. 

This coincided with her school recruiting a drama teacher for the first time, which 

enabled her to study drama at school. She has sought out an opportunity to work as 

a teaching assistant on Saturdays, which has deepened her experience and given 

her a broader perspective to include a teaching role. Drama has helped build her 

confidence and improve her mental health. 

Another student explained to the Committee that a RCS Shakespeare in School 

workshop was held in his school. This inspired him to pursue performing arts and he 

has been able to return to his school to lead the same workshop. He has found 

studying at the RCS very rewarding. 

A student explained to the Committee that he is studying teaching and has been able 

to use his training to teach pupils that are deaf to play the trumpet.  

Another student explained to the Committee that she is from Islay where there is 

only one high school. She did not realise that her school was eligible to participate in 

the RCS' widening access programme until the RCS made a visit to the school. She 

received assistance to complete her application and has used her study experience 

to help other students to pursue a career in performing arts, including facilitating a 

visit by her school to the RCS and a workshop at her school.  

A student explained that he studies ballet and had his first lesson aged 13 years. He 

participated in the junior conservatoire programmes and other transition courses. He 

has received financial assistance to pay for the cost of participating in these 

programmes. 
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Another student explained she studies theatre and participated in a RCS workshop 

at her school. She obtained help with her application and was able to participate in 

contemporary performance summer schools with the fees and applications. She was 

not eligible for transitions courses due to the SIMD eligibility criteria, despite facing 

other barriers to participation.  

A student explained he studies production remotely from Thurso. His rural location 

means that it wouldn’t be possible to participate in RCS programmes if it wasn’t for 

the RCS’ Transition courses.  

The Committee enjoyed performances from two students: Ruaridh (a song in Gaelic) 

and Steven Warnock (Debussy and "I belong to Glasgow").   
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12:15 - 13:15 

The Committee met with representatives of higher education institutions (HEI) to 

discuss their widening access programmes. The HEI representatives were each 

accompanied by a student that has participated in a widening access programme: 

 Neil Croll, Head of Widening Participation, Glasgow University 

 Samantha Macrae, Glasgow University student 

 Alison Hillis, Senior Widening Participation Development Officer, University of 

West of Scotland 

 Alison McCluskey, University of West of Scotland student  

 Shona Paul, Head of Professional & Continuing Education, Glasgow School 

of Art 

 Aqsa Arif, Glasgow School of Art student 

 Eleanor Wilson, Director of UK Recruitment and Outreach, Glasgow 

Caledonian 

 Dean McLear, Glasgow Caledonian student 

 Stephanie McKendry, Widening Access Manager, Strathclyde University 

 Teri Rooney, Strathclyde University student  

 

The HEI representatives each gave a short presentation about their programmes. 

The Committee members and participants then broke into two groups.  

Group 1: HEI representatives with Liz Smith MSP, Ruth Maguire MSP and 

Tavish Scott MSP 

Liz Smith MSP asked for views on SIMD as a means to measure and identify pupils’ 

eligibility for widening access programmes.   

Participants noted that the West of Scotland has a high density of SIMD20-40 

postcodes. Some participants considered that it has therefore worked well as a 

measure for higher education institutions to use in the West of Scotland. For 

example, it has helped informed decisions about where to establish the RCS’ 

regional hubs. 

Other participants noted that SIMD does not capture the full extent of an individual’s 

circumstances that may limit someone from reaching their full potential. In this 

regard, participants explained that some students face domestic violence, family 

breakdown, disability or poor health, which can have a major impact on their studies. 

It was noted that such circumstances may also mean that individuals need to move 

to live with other relatives, which may remove them from a SIMD20-40 postcode.  

It was also noted that islands are not zoned for the purposes of SIMD and that some 

new towns are not zoned as being areas of multiple deprivation, despite many 

people in those areas being affected by significant disadvantage. Participants 
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suggested that individualised data would be the best approach if that was possible. 

Alternatively, it was suggested that SIMD should be complemented with other 

measures of mitigating circumstances.  

Participants noted that SIMD is currently used as the main measure for obtaining 

funding to support widening access initiatives and programmes. It was suggested 

that this should be widened to recognise the other issues that affect fair access. 

Participants were also asked for views on the use of Pupil Equity Funding and 

funding initiatives to support widening access programmes generally. 

Participants noted that the current funding framework supports short-term (1 or 2 

year) projects. This short-term approach to funding was considered to be inadequate 

in meeting strategic aims to promote fair access programmes. It means that 

programme staff are often employed on temporary contracts making it difficult to 

retain talented and motivated individuals and to imbed programmes within 

institutions. It also impacts on the infrastructure to support programmes, such as 

investment in regional hubs.   

Participants also noted that national data to measure pupil destinations would be 

beneficial to help assess the impact of different approaches to widening access 

programmes.  

Group 2: Students with James Dornan MSP, Johann Lamont MSP and Gillian 

Martin MSP 

The students had a variety of experiences with the different HEIs.  One theme that 

came through was that the HEIs’ work had broadened the students’ ambition and 

future plans both in terms of accessing higher education and also the breadth of 

higher education courses available.  Another theme was that many of the students 

now supported their HEI’s widening access programmes as mentors to the next 

cohort (although it is worth noting that those highly-engaged students would be the 

ones most likely to attend an event such as this). 

A student told the members that she had come from a small school and a taster 

session at her school by Strathclyde had given her the ambition to move onto higher 

education at Strathclyde after school.  Unfortunately she did not obtain the required 

grade at Higher Mathematics.  Despite this, Strathclyde maintained an ongoing 

relationship with the student and provided her with a mentor to support her while she 

retook Higher Maths and subsequently took up her place at Strathclyde.   

Another student told the MSPs that she was a poor school student.  Her school was 

visited by Routes for All.  She was advised to take a National Certificate in Social 

Sciences at a local college and from there she progressed to a Higher National 

Certificate and then into a degree course at UWS.  She praised the support she 

received at college and the support she received throughout from Routes for All. 

http://www.routesforall.co.uk/
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A student explained they are care experienced.  She took part in a UoG summer 

school through distance learning.  She said that the summer school gave her the 

confidence to apply for a place at UoG and opened the doors to higher education. 

Another student told the members that attending a summer school opened her eyes 

to the opportunities to study at the GSA.  It broadened her horizons. 

A student explained that he is studying at college and was a pop/rock singer.  During 

a visit by the RCS to his college, he was asked if he wanted to try classical singing.  

He had had no exposure to classical singing but after trying it out, he found he 

enjoyed it and had an aptitude for it.  After being accepted to the RCS but before 

enrolling, he was provided one-to-one tuition to give him a “soft entry” and support 

him in technique and reading music before starting the course.  He also said that he 

was struggling to financially support his studies and the RCS found paid work for him 

in its fair access programmes. 

Another student explained that he is a qualified nurse and he told members how 

GCU’s School Connect programme had visited his school.  He was keen to take up 

nursing but was not expected to obtain the required grade at Higher English.  GCU 

provided tuition to him and with this support he achieved an A and was accepted 

onto the course at GCU. During his time as a student he had opportunities to go 

back into schools to promote nursing as a career further improving his employability 

upon graduation. 

 

https://www.gcu.ac.uk/outreach/schoolconnect/

