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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM THE SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT – SCOTLAND’S 
COLLEGES 2016 
 
Dear Mr Shevlin 
 
Thank you for your letter of 12 October inviting me to give evidence on the Auditor General 
for Scotland’s reports entitled “Scotland’s colleges 2016” and “Audit of higher education in 
Scottish Universities” at the Public Audit and Post-legislative Scrutiny Committee meeting on 
Thursday 17 November 2016. I have since been informed that the latter report will now be 
considered at a meeting on a later date so this response relates only to the report entitled 
“Scotland’s colleges 2016”. 
 
In my letter dated 29 September 2016, I indicated that the Scottish Government would bring 
together the story of reform, drawing on the benefits we identified in the 2011 consultation 
paper College Regionalisation: Proposals for Implementing Putting Learners at the Centre 
and the available published evidence of the progress that has since been made. This is set 
out in the attached note which I hope the Committee will find helpful. 
 
I look forward to discussing the matter further. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
PAUL JOHNSTON 
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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM THE SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT – SCOTLAND’S 
COLLEGES 2016 
 
Our colleges provide a modern, responsive and valued part of our education and training 
system.  Merged colleges are now of a scale and influence we have never had – more 
resilient and sustainable for the future.  We are seeing more effective learning pathways for 
our students - since 2006/07, the average hours of learning per student has increased by 
63% and recent figures show 97% of learning hours were delivered on courses that led to a 
recognised qualification (an 8 percentage point increase over this period). This is resulting in 
considerably more full-time students leaving college with recognised qualifications than were 
doing so previously – almost 11,000 more in 2014-15 than in 2008-09 (an increase of 24%).  
We are also seeing our colleges tackling inequality and improving social mobility especially 
for those students from communities which face multiple challenges. Over 16% of college 
provision was delivered to students from Scotland’s 10% most deprived areas in 2014/15 
and over 29% of all students came from the 20% most deprived areas.  
 
Going forward, the Scottish Government’s Programme for Government 2016-171 has set out 
a number of key priorities for the college sector which are aimed at accruing both social and 
economic benefit for Scotland including: reviewing the learner journey for 16-24 year olds; 
reviewing Further and Higher Education student support; maintaining at least 116,000 full 
time equivalent college places focussed on purposeful job-focused learning. Our college 
sector is now better placed than ever before to deliver on these priorities. 
 
College Reform 
 
College reform has created a landscape which is better suited to the delivery of skills, 
engagement with employers and universities, better able to implement the Developing the 
Young Workforce reform programme and further improve provision for the benefit of our 
students.  Colleges now offer more full-time courses, generating a well-trained, highly-skilled 
workforce to deliver economic growth.  Ministers’ commitment to maintain student places has 
been exceeded and the sector continues to perform well. 
 
The programme of college mergers undertaken between 2012-14 were themselves part of 
wider reforms across the post-16 education system. 
 

 Post-16 education system: The Government’s plans for the post-16 education 
system were set out in September 2011 in Putting Learners at the Centre2.  It sets out 
a vision of a post-16 education sector which plays a central role in improving people's 
life chances, delivering the best outcomes for learners; which supports and develops 
a world-class research capability; and which maximises its contribution to sustainable 
economic growth for Scotland. 

 

 College sector: Putting Learners at the Centre identified a need to improve college 
destinations data.  College Leaver Destinations data was first published in December 
2015 for 2013-143.  College Leaver Destinations 2014-154 was published in 
September 2016.  The focus on learners also led to the development of a national 

                                            
1 http://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/programme-for-government 
2 http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2011/09/15103949/0 
3http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Statistical_publications_SFCST072015_CollegeLeaverDestinations201314experime/SFC
ST072015_College_Leaver_Destinations_2013-14.pdf 
4 http://www.sfc.ac.uk/communications/Statisticalpublications/2016/SFCST072016.aspx 

http://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/programme-for-government
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2011/09/15103949/0
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Statistical_publications_SFCST072015_CollegeLeaverDestinations201314experime/SFCST072015_College_Leaver_Destinations_2013-14.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Statistical_publications_SFCST072015_CollegeLeaverDestinations201314experime/SFCST072015_College_Leaver_Destinations_2013-14.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/communications/Statisticalpublications/2016/SFCST072016.aspx
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College Student Satisfaction and Engagement Survey.  A pilot was carried out in 
2015-16 ahead of national roll-out in 2016-17. 

 

 College regionalisation: part of the college reforms involved taking a regional 
approach.  The joint Scottish Funding Council (SFC)/Scottish Government November 
2011 consultation paper5 outlined distinct advantages (reproduced at the Annex) of 
the new approach. This has led to many changes to the college sector, including: 

 
o the development of Outcome Agreements which set out outcomes and 

outputs a college region will deliver, mindful of its context, in response to 
Scottish Government priorities. These are to be expressed consistently to aid 
regional and national aggregation and include reference to a baseline position, 
current progress, and a future ambition or target for 2017-18. College Region 
Outcome Agreements – Summary of Progress and Ambitions (June 2016)6 
sets out what the sector has achieved in recent years and includes 
commitments college regions have made through Outcome Agreements 
for 2016-17. 

o college regions and regional strategic bodies:  thirteen college regions, of 
which ten have a single college.  In each of the three multi-college regions 
there is a regional strategic body.  Two are fully operational (i.e. they fund their 
assigned colleges).  As the Committee is aware, the SFC is continuing to 
support the Glasgow Colleges Regional Board as it establishes the systems 
and processes to secure operational funding status.  

o college mergers: the first mergers as part of the reform programme occurred 
in October 2012 (involving the creation of Edinburgh College and of SRUC); 
the last in April 2014 (the joining of Coatbridge College to New College 
Lanarkshire).  Impact and success of the programme of college mergers in 
Scotland (August 2016)7 provides an overarching view of the impact of the 
programme and evaluates the success in delivering the intended benefits and 
outcomes for students and other key stakeholders.     

 
Merger Programme 
 
In Impact and success of the programme of college mergers in Scotland, SFC reports its 
evidence and confirms:  
 

 The merger programme in Scotland has led to the formation of colleges which are 
more resilient and sustainable for the future, with a focus on achieving efficient and 
effective business services while continuing to develop and support the staff who are 
central to this success.  

 Through changes to such a substantial proportion of the sector, the mergers have 
created a landscape better suited to the delivery of skills, engagement with employers 
and universities, better able to implement the Government’s youth employment 
strategy, Developing the Young Workforce, and further improve learner journeys.  

                                            
5
http://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archive/20120411222342/http:/www.sfc.ac.uk/news_events_circulars/

Consultations/2011/Consultations_jointconsultation.aspx 
6
 http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Funding_Outcome_Agreements_2016-

17/College_Outcome_Agreements_Summary_2015-16.pdf 
7
 http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/ReportsandPublications/College_mergers_overarching_report.pdf 

http://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archive/20120411222342/http:/www.sfc.ac.uk/news_events_circulars/Consultations/2011/Consultations_jointconsultation.aspx
http://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archive/20120411222342/http:/www.sfc.ac.uk/news_events_circulars/Consultations/2011/Consultations_jointconsultation.aspx
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Funding_Outcome_Agreements_2016-17/College_Outcome_Agreements_Summary_2015-16.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Funding_Outcome_Agreements_2016-17/College_Outcome_Agreements_Summary_2015-16.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/ReportsandPublications/College_mergers_overarching_report.pdf


PAPLS/S5/16/9/1  
Annexe A 

4 
 

 The larger colleges created are working well and are confident and ambitious with a 
clear focus on putting the learner at the centre, where the priority is the learning and 
teaching and the achievements of students in study and in work. 

 
The evidence considered by SFC included:  
 

 progress in delivery against key Outcome Agreement measures; 

 reports relating to governance, financial health and quality, from on-going SFC 
monitoring; 

 outcomes of external reviews around one year post-merger, and annual engagement 
visits undertaken by Education Scotland; 

 the self-evaluation report and associated evidence presented by the colleges (SFC 
Outcome Managers working directly with the colleges confirmed the accuracy of the 
reports, and the additional evidence presented which included copies of Board and 
Committee papers);  

 feedback and testimonies from a range of students, staff, senior management, Board 
members and external stakeholders on the performance and operation of the college. 
 

The SFC analysis as at June 2016 also shows that “overall recurring annual savings across 
nine of the colleges in the merger programme [was] £52.2 million”.  And that “the cost of 
delivering these mergers, as reported in the post-merger evaluations and including the ring-
fenced funding for Students’ Associations was £69.6m”.  As the Committee is aware, SFC 
did not include the costs of harmonisation of salaries for all colleges.  The SFC is working to 
establish these. 
 
Performance of the College Sector 
 
The current National Performance Measures for the college sector are set out in Table 3 of 
SFC Guidance for the development of College Outcome Agreements: 2017-18 to 2019-20 
(October 2016).   They contribute to the Scottish Government National Performance 
Framework8 and in particular the National Outcomes  
 

 We are better educated, more skilled and more successful, renowned for our research 
and innovation 

 Our young people are successful learners, confident individuals, effective contributors 
and responsible citizens. 

 
The SFC measures include, among other things, attainment, articulation, positive 
destinations and student satisfaction.  The SFC measures align with the Scottish 
Government National Performance Indicators.  Indicators in relation to student retention are 
included in College Performance Indicators 2014-15 (January 2016)9. 
 
  

                                            
8
 http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00497339.pdf 

9
 http://www.sfc.ac.uk/communications/Statisticalpublications/2016/SFCST012016.aspx 

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00497339.pdf
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/communications/Statisticalpublications/2016/SFCST012016.aspx
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ANNEX 
ADVANTAGES OF TAKING A REGIONAL APPROACH 
 
1) College groupings of scale able to plan regionally and deliver locally across Scotland. 

Currently, in many areas, planning of provision is fragmented  
 

2) Help every community of a reasonable size - and every young person - access 
appropriate college education 
 

3) Enhance the capability to plan and deliver part-time learning, particularly for adults in 
employment 
 

4) A stronger basis further to develop provision for employers  
 

5) Expectation, where major campuses currently exist, they will remain. But in some regions 
there will be communities that are not currently well served; here, the colleges will be 
required to consider how they make adequate provision  
 

6) Opportunities for colleges in many regions to work more cost-efficiently (for example, 
through the sharing of services, mergers or collaboration), freeing resource to redirect 
towards learners  
 

7) Strengthen the role and contribution of colleges as important partners within regional 
networks of agencies and services; this is to the benefit of learners, communities, 
employers and the wider development of regions  
 

8) Provide a framework for joint working between the school, college and university 
sectors to ensure more coherent provision and – in line with our commitment in Putting 
Learners at the Centre - improved articulation between college and university.  

 
 


