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EIS SUBMISSION TO THE PUBLIC AUDIT AND POST-LEGISLATIVE 
SCRUTINY COMMITTEE RE AUDIT SCOTLAND’S “SCOTLAND’S COLLEGES 

2016” REPORT 

The EIS welcomes this opportunity to respond to the Public Audit and Post-
legislative Scrutiny Committee. The EIS is Scotland’s largest education union 
representing around 55,000 members employed in Nursery, Primary, Special, 
Secondary, Further and Higher Education (around 80% of the teaching 
profession). 

1. The EIS values the reports generated by Audit Scotland for the Auditor 
General on Scotland’s colleges. The EIS acknowledges that a considerable 
amount of work carried out by Audit Scotland in preparing its annual 
colleges’ reports and that it has developed a good understanding and 
expertise of the college sector. 
 

2.  The EIS believes that the ‘Scotland’s colleges 2016’ Report (the Report) is 
a fair and accurate reflection of the sector in 2016. The Report is 
accessible, detailed and useful to those within the sector. It seems to the 
EIS that the press release accompanying the Report may have been too 
balanced, with positive numbers set out first (the 14% increase in full 
time students under 25 seems more important than the 48% decrease in 
part-time students) and may not captured the tone of several findings 
within the main text of the Report. 
 

3. The Report provides authoritative data on key indicators, and how these 
have changed during recent years – although some of these are not well 
captured in the summary or press release.  
 
For example, the Report’s Summary states; “Student numbers overall 
have decreased by 41 per cent over the same period, and part-time 
students by 48 per cent.” Whilst this is softened in the press release, deep 
in the main report the 48% figure is broken down by gender stating; “The 
decrease was 53 per cent for women between 2007-08 and 2014-15, 
compared to 43 per cent for men.” 
 

4. The Report considers the Scottish Funding Council’s (SFC) engagement 
with the college sector. The EIS accepts that the Report makes some 
constructive criticisms of the SFC, but the EIS would have welcomed the 
Auditor General’s views as to the accuracy of SFC reports. For example, 
the Report has highlighted the grave concern that there was no baseline 
data collected by the SFC or Scottish Government before the college 
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mergers programme that now (i.e. post -merger) enables there to be an 
accurate analysis of whether the college merger programme has delivered 
on its aim to make annual savings of £50m due to college mergers. 
However, the Report states: “The SFC responded in January 2016 stating 
that the sector is on track to achieve the £50 million savings by 2015-16.” 
The EIS would have hoped that Audit Scotland could have indicated how 
credible the SFC report was. 
 
Secondly, it seems to the EIS that Audit Scotland’s various reports on 
colleges that have experienced financial or governance problems are more 
accurate than SFC reports on these matters. It also seems to the EIS that 
the SFC reports on college mergers (with the exception of the City of 
Edinburgh College) are excessively rosy, and contrast unfavourably with 
Audit Scotland’s overview of mergers as expressed in its Report. The 
views of college staff on mergers are more accurately captured in Audit 
Scotland’s Report than in recent SFC post-merger reports. 
    

5. The Report suggests that a review be carried out into the SFC’s role, since 
none has been carried out in the last 10 years. Its seems to the EIS that a 
close relationship has built up between the Government and its agent, the 
SFC. The Public Audit Committee asked the Auditor General on 6th October 
2016 whether the SFC could carry out the roles of funder and regulator. 
Given that the funder (SFC) uses its funding to carry out specified 
government objectives, the EIS wonders whether it is the most 
appropriate body to measure how well those objectives have been met – 
for example college mergers. 
 

6. The EIS believes that the role and actions of the Scottish Government 
should be more transparent within the college sector. The EIS believes 
that the Government’s role was applied differently by Cabinet Secretary 
Russell than by Cabinet Secretary Constance, with the former regarded as 
being more interventionist. The EIS participates in national bargaining for 
the college sector, and sometimes senses the hidden hand of 
Government. The extent of the Government’s role in encouraging college 
mergers, or national bargaining is opaque. 
 

7. The Report highlights that 3 of the 13 FE regions are multi-college regions 
but “Despite regional bodies being a key feature of recent college reform, 
none of the three is yet operating as intended.” It would have been 
helpful to learn the Auditor General’s view as to whose fault this multi-
college regional governance failure is – the Government for creating 
different statutory governance arrangements for each multi college 
region, or the SFC for failing to implement the Government’s statutory 
arrangements. 
 

8. The 6th October Public Audit   Committee also raised issues around the 
City of Edinburgh College. The Auditor General identified a £2.5m funding 
gap at the college, yet the questioning seemed to focus only on the 
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£800,000 that the college received for “additionality” which could have 
been clawed back by the SFC, but apparently wasn’t.  It should be noted 
that the EIS raised significant concerns with SFC and Government 
regarding management at the college years before the “additionality” 
debacle – and indeed the SFC carried out a review at the EIS’ request at 
the college in 2013 that identified several issues. 
 

9. The Committee may wish to enquire of the SFC and Government as to 
who has the responsibility for ensuring that Glasgow has a spread of 
college campuses that deliver FE throughout Glasgow, (including the city 
centre) whilst Edinburgh has a handful of campuses on opposing parts of 
the city’s edges and no provision within almost 4 miles of the city centre. 
 

10.Finally, the EIS would like to draw the Committee’s attention to one 
factual error within the Report, which has been subsequently privately 
acknowledged by Audit Scotland. Para 65 states that the national 
bargaining committee (the NJNC) “…has agreed a one per cent pay offer 
for 2015-16 (and a further 1.5 per cent in 2016-17 for teaching staff, 
converted to a flat cash sum of money) with the unions.” Firstly, the 
2015-16 settlement for teaching staff was 1% interim plus £100, secondly 
the 2016-17 settlement was £450 flat cash and not based on any % figure 
and thirdly the agreement was only made with one trade union, the EIS. 
 

EIS 

04 November 2016 


