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Executive Summary

e Scotland’s 24 colleges are vital to learners, communities and the Scottish economy. However, all
too often, they are treated as the poor relation of the education system, largely ignored by policy
makers. This paper aims to put colleges back into the public policy debate.

e We examine what colleges do and how they are organised and financed in Scotland. This includes
an analysis of the regionalisation and college mergers following the 2013 Act and the governance
problems since reorganisation.

e Scotland’s colleges enrol 124,654 Full-time Equivalent (FTE) places. 18.4 per cent of Scottish 18- to
19-year-olds participated in a full-time college course, 35.6 per cent from the most deprived areas.
Many other students from deprived areas are adult returners to learning.

e The college sector employs 10,957 staff (FTE), and collective national bargaining was introduced
in 2013. A lack of trust has underpinned poor industrial relations in the sector, with industrial
action almost every year. Fair Work principles are a funding requirement, but they have limited
application in practice.

e Most college income comes from the Scottish Government via the Scottish Funding Council. The
Scottish Government’s funding for the sector has reduced by 8.5 per cent in real terms between
2021/22 and 2023/24. This year the revenue budget for colleges has been cut by £32.7m (-4.8%).
However, inflation since 2021 means the sector needs more than £834m. College funding per
student is £5,054, compared to £7,558 for a university student and £7,657 in schools. College
funding cuts also deny some students the ‘springboard’ they need to get to university.

e Colleges make a substantial contribution to the Scottish economy. Every college graduate creates
an additional £72,000 boost to productivity for the Scottish economy due to going to college. These
graduates also help to support the equivalent of a further 203,000 full-time jobs in the Scottish
economy over their 40-year working lives. However, college centralisation and funding cuts are
undermining this contribution to the new skills Scotland needs. We include interviews with
managers, staff and students who explain why what is expected of them is becoming increasingly
unachievable.

e Following regionalisation, successive ministers responsible for Further Education have taken a
hands-off approach to the sector. We highlight, with case studies, reduced provision for students
with Additional Support Needs, the loss of local provision and the impact on students from already
disadvantaged communities. The history of a decade of industrial disputes highlights the lack of
trust within the sector between those who seek to manage it and those who work in it.

e There have been several reviews of the college sector, which have received a mixed reception. We
outline some key proposals that may influence the Scottish Government’s thinking on the future
of Further Education in Scotland, along with external reports and parliamentary inquiries. There is
some international experience to call upon, and the trade unions have published their analysis.
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e We conclude that Scotland does not value the college sector, probably because colleges have a
high proportion of students from working-class backgrounds and communities left behind in other
policy areas. This needs to change. Colleges matter to Scotland’s economy because they generate
a significant portion of the nation's wealth and are crucial to the Just Transition to meet our climate
change targets. Industries must upskill their existing workers and need a new generation of
workers with the necessary skills. Without adequately funded colleges, there is no viable pathway
to net zero.

e Therefore, we recommend a fundamental policy shift based on the government re-engaging in the
sector with social partners and returning colleges to a collaborative and local public service
provision. This requires a stronger governance structure and a new start to industrial relations
based on Fair Work principles. Most importantly, there has to be a sustained above-inflation
increase in revenue funding and a capital budget that at least starts to rebuild the estate. The aim
should be equity of funding with other education tiers.

Recommendations

1. Scottish Government ministers must engage directly with the college sector, ending the current
arm’s length relationship. Government, colleges, students, businesses and trade unions must
work together to rebuild the sector. This should be based on a shared vision for Further Education
in Scotland.

2. The college sector needs to return to a public service focus with collaboration, not competition,
at the heart of its mission. We are struck by the similarity to NHS Trusts before devolution, where
a competition ethos undermined patient care and industrial relations. This means an end to
expensive marketing strategies that seek to poach students from other colleges and the
introduction of shared systems. Colleges should be required to share information and collaborate
on delivering government education and social, economic, and just transition strategies.

3. The regionalisation and merger of colleges have resulted in fewer courses and the loss of local
provision. We need a new structure that puts the local back into college provision. Fanciful
strategies that attract a handful of international students should not be the management focus.
This includes recognising the value of part-time courses for local people in all age groups.

4. The lack of proper funding is at the core of all that has gone wrong with college provision. There
has to be a sustained above-inflation increase in revenue funding to set a new baseline and a
capital budget that at least starts to rebuild the estate. The aim should be equity of funding with
other education tiers.

5. Industrial relations need a fresh start. An independent and funded review of salaries should
create a new baseline. This should be followed by joint training and a culture shift to joint working
in the sector’s collective bargaining machinery. That may require short-term outside assistance,
but that culture change has to be owned by employers and trade unions in the long term. Fair
Work principles must move from the mission statement to be delivered in practice.
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6. The sector must recognise the need for and the benefits to be gained from collegiate working.
Again, this will require a culture shift in the day-to-day operations of colleges. The employee voice
provides many valuable messages; these voices must be heard and used in developing an entirely
new culture in FE.

7. College governance needs a complete overhaul. A public service ethos needs to be established,
with strict management salaries, expense rules, and a new code of practice for college boards.

8. Employers and trade unions must be part of a new engagement approach that works
collaboratively with colleges to identify future needs. This should be linked to better labour
market data.

9. Post-school education policy needs to be joined up. This should recognise the unique role of
colleges in delivering higher education and enabling access to higher education. Universities and
colleges should not be incentivised to compete for students.

10. An urgent review of ASN provision in colleges is required, taking into account the views of staff,
students, potential students, care providers, and other stakeholders. This review should aim to
identify gaps in provision, specific professional development requirements for staff, and
resources that should be made available to ASN students. The review should lead to a national
strategy being put in place to ensure that young people and adults with additional needs are both
included and safe in society and have appropriate social and employment opportunities.

11. Equality of opportunity must be provided for students across the country, regardless of
geography, and the largely discredited model of privatisation at Shetland College has to be
reversed with the college being returned to its former status.

June 2024
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Introduction

Scotland’s colleges are vital to learners, communities and the Scottish economy. However, all too
often, they are treated as the poor relation of the education system, largely ignored by policy makers.

One reason may be that although a quarter of school leavers went into Scotland’s 24 colleges in 2021-
22, this proportion increased to 35.6 per cent from the most deprived areas. Many other students
from deprived areas are adult returners to learning.

While colleges have a degree of operational independence, the Scottish Government sets national
policies for learning and provides over 75% of the college sector's funding through its financing of the
Scottish Funding Council (SFC). The SFC works with colleges to set thresholds for the amount of course
provision that colleges should deliver and provides the necessary funding. Despite this, public funding
questions continue to be raised about the effective governance of Scotland’s colleges since merger
and regionalisation.

The Scottish Government’s funding for the sector has reduced by 8.5 per cent in real terms between
2021/22 and 2023/24, while the sector’s costs have increased. Audit Scotland has highlighted this
reduction, which is the latest in long-standing concerns about under-funding in the sector. Significant
staffing cuts and poor industrial relations have resulted in frequent periods of industrial action over
the last decade. Staff costs account for 70 per cent of expenditure, and the workforce is crucial to
effective delivery of the education that colleges provide.

There have been several reviews of the college sector, which have received a mixed reception. These
include the SFC's review of tertiary education and research, which recommended that there should be
more flexibility in how colleges are funded; the Withers review of the post-school learning system;
and the Hayward review of qualifications and assessment. The Scottish Government’s reform
programme outlines its key actions to deliver on the vision and outcomes it has set for the system.

There is a broader concern that training and development in Scotland is reducing for young people,
even compared with the rest of the UK. For example, apprenticeships for 16 to 24-year-olds in Scotland
have dropped by more than 5,800 over the last decade, although apprenticeships for those aged 25
and over increased by 5,400 over the same period. The number of skills shortage vacancies has more
than doubled in Scotland in five years, from 17,827 in 2017 to 36,806 in 20227. The Chartered Institute
for Personnel and Development (CIPD) has highlighted skill gaps and made recommendations for
reform.

This paper aims to put colleges back into the public policy debate. It will explain the current role of
colleges and how they contribute to raising educational standards, tackling inequalities and
strengthening the economy. We will consider how colleges respond to a changing economy, including
climate change and a just transition from fossil fuels. The governance of colleges and the recent poor
industrial relations will also be examined. Finally, we will look at proposals for reforming Scotland’s
colleges and make recommendations for change.

Jimmy Reid Foundation: Further Education in Scotland 6




1. Further Education in Scotland

This chapter will examine what colleges do and how they are organised and financed in Scotland.
College structure

Scotland’s colleges offer academic and vocational courses to develop people’s skills and knowledge
for work, continued study or general interest. Students can study full-time, day release, evenings,
block release or on an open learning basis. Colleges are also community hubs whose facilities may also
be used as meeting spaces, sports venues and for community events.

There are 24 colleges in Scotland; 22 sit in college regions with one or more colleges. Nineteen colleges
are classed as ‘incorporated’ and are classified and audited as public bodies. The five unincorporated
colleges have a range of constitutional arrangements. Two colleges are outside the regional
arrangements. Sabhal Mor Ostaig offers further and higher education opportunities through the
medium of Scottish Gaelic. Newbattle Abbey College is an unincorporated residential college that
caters mainly for students returning to education in adulthood. In addition, Scotland’s Rural College is
a higher education institution that contributes to the national target for colleges. Shetland College UHI
became a company limited by guarantee in April 2021.

Scotland’s colleges as at 1 August 2023
The colleges not listed in bold are subject to audit by the Auditor General.

* College - incorporated, ‘{
audited by AGS

* College - unincorporated,
not audited by AGS

Region College

Aberdeen and
Aberdeenshire

1 North East Scotland College

I Ayrshire 2 Ayrshire College
l Borders 3 Borders College
Dumfries 2 Dumfries &
and Galloway Galloway College
I Edinburgh 5 Edinburgh College
and Lothians
I Fife 6 Fife College
 central 7 Forth Valley College
8 City of Glasgow College
Glasgow 9 Glasgow Clyde College
10 Glasgow Kelvin College
11 UHI Argyll
12 UHI Inverness
13 UHI Moray
. 14 UHI North, West
;{;?thI:I::csjs and Hebrides
15 UHI Orkney
16 UHI Perth

17 UHI Shetland
18 New College Lanarkshire
19 South Lanarkshire College

Lanarkshire

Tayside 20 Dundee and Angus College
West 21 West College Scotland
I West Lothian 22 West Lothian College
Bra 23 Newbattle Abbey College
| B 24 Sabhal Mér Ostaig

Source; Audit Scotland
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The current college structure is a consequence of the regionalisation and mergers enabled by the Post-
16 Education (Scotland) Act 2013%. This followed the merger of college and university funding councils
in the Further and Higher Education (Scotland) Act 2005. The primary aim of this legislation was to
realise efficiency savings through economies of scale. It also established new regional strategic bodies
for colleges in multi-college regions to support a regional approach to the planning and funding of
college provision. The Scottish Government wanted to see a single college in each of the 13 regions
where possible. However, they conceded that it was a matter for colleges to restructure voluntarily in
the best interests of learners. Currently, three regional strategic bodies are co-ordinating approaches
for colleges in the Highlands and Islands, Glasgow, and Lanarkshire regions. Trade unions argue that
this has led to a shift away from responding to the needs of communities and a far greater corporate
approach, and staff surveys highlighted little confidence in college management?.

Colleges are run by a board of management comprising 15 to 18 members for a regional college and
13 to 18 members for other colleges. Ministers appoint the Chair of a regional college, and the regional
strategic body appoints the Chair and members of other colleges. The college's Principal serves on the
board, and there are seats for elected representatives of teaching staff, non-teaching staff and two
student representatives. The board appoints other members and is subject to approval by Scottish
ministers for regional boards and the regional strategic body for other colleges. Ministers have

extensive powers to intervene in the

management of college boards, including the

Supporting and
innovating

Supporting a green economic
recavery with innovation,
excellent education and
teaching, skills training, and
smart investments.

power to remove members and appoint
replacements. The governance of colleges has
been sharply criticised in recent years, with a

focus on management salaries and expenses.

Supporting
students

Supporting
communities

Anchoring institutions in our
communities and being
resilient partners for
the stakeholders
around us.

One college board chair told us, ‘It is

WHEN
COLLEGES
THRIVE,

Fully supperting students
to participate in education;
delivering excellent education,
teaching and skills training,
available locally.

increasingly difficult to recruit board members
who have the time and expertise to provide
proper managerial scrutiny. This is hardly

i‘%@ }{ surprising when board agendas are dominated
. Supportin by service cuts.’
Supporting Seotland
_mdus_try : Unlocking the untapped . .
ariat for e b Fore empowered coege. Colleges Scotland is the membership
skills and training. sector.
organisation  for  colleges  nationwide:

campaigning, advocating and influencing policy on behalf of college management. They have

1 Post-16 Education (Scotland) Act 2013, https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2013/12/contents

2 UNISON Scotland, Learning the Hard Way, Survey of Further Education Members, (September 2015),
https://www.unison-scotland.org.uk/publicworks/FEinScotland.pdf
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published a Statement of Ambition 2021-2026, which sets out their vision for colleges in Scotland3.
They also have a Colleges Scotland Strategy 2022-2026, which sets out five strategic aims for the
organisation“. These relate to influencing policy, raising the sector’s profile and advocating for
increased sector resources. Colleges and the Scottish Funding Council fund them.

Collective national bargaining was introduced in 2013, and ministers can prescribe the arrangements.
Collective bargaining is undertaken through the National Joint Negotiating Committee (NJNC), which
seeks to jointly agree issues such as pay and terms and conditions of employment between College
Employers Scotland and the recognised trade unions, EIS-FELA, GMB, UNISON and UNITE. The NJNC
has a Central Committee, which deals with matters affecting all employees, and two side tables for
issues specific to lecturers or support staff. Industrial relations have been poor for many years,
although it was even worse before national bargaining. Real-term spending cuts have not helped
them. Many observers have identified a lack of trust as underpinning poor industrial relations in the
sector. According to a Lessons Learned report by Strathesk Resolutions in March 2022, ‘persistently’
low trust has been a feature of college sector bargaining ‘more or less from the outset’. These findings
were similar to a previous study led by John Sturrock® five years earlier, which resulted in little
progress.

It is a funding requirement that all public bodies, including colleges, should be exemplars of Fair Work
and be able to demonstrate practices of Fair Work. The Jimmy Reid Foundation published a Fair Work
assessment last year, including interviews with college trade union representatives. Several
representatives, most often in the colleges' sector, complained that management was quick to talk
about the principle of Fair Work but less keen to apply it. One college representative undertook a
survey in which only 13% of members responding felt the college was committed to the principles of
Fair Work. Another described college management as being ‘disdainful’ of Fair Work.” In section 3, we

highlight the views of staff on the “fair work” agenda in colleges.

3 Colleges Scotland, College Sector Statement of Ambition 2021 — 2026,
https://collegesscotland.ac.uk/documents/briefings-and-publications/publications/1794-college-sector-statement-of-

ambition-final/file

4 Colleges Scotland, Colleges Scotland Strategy 2022-2026, https://collegesscotland.ac.uk/documents/briefings-and-
publications/publications/1945-cs-strategy-2022-26/file

5 Strathesk Resolutions, Lessons Learned, https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/committees/education-children-

and-young-people-committee/correspondence/2022/strathesk-report-lessons-learned--resetting-national-co-

bargaining-in-the-colleges-sector.pdf

6 Core Solutions, https://core-solutions.com/mediation/

7 D.Watson, Assessing Fair Work in Scotland, (Glasgow, Jimmy Reid Foundation, 2023),
https://reidfoundation.scot/2023/03/fair-work-evaluation/?utm source=rss&utm medium=rss&utm campaign=fair-

work-evaluation
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The college sector employs 10,957 staff (FTE), 49 per cent teaching staff and 51 per cent support staff.
Women account for 61% of all staff headcount in 2020-21, 55% of teaching and 68% of non-teaching
staff®. Black and minority ethnic (BME) staff made up 2.6% (361) of all headcounts, and 7.5% of staff
had a declared disability. The workforce is ageing, as the following chart shows. This may not be
surprising due to the nature of many of the skill areas involved; FE lecturers are expected not only to
be teachers but also to have had recent employment experience in their area of expertise.

Figure 7: Population pyramid of age band population all staff by sex 2022-23

66 & over
61-65
56 - 60
51-55
46-50
41-45
36-40
31-35
25-30

24 & under

. Male . Female

Scotland’s colleges enrol publicly funded students and students who self-fund or are funded via other
sources (such as the European Social Fund or Skills Development Scotland) and have delivered 124,654
Full-time Equivalent (FTE) places in 2022-23. The number of FTEs (all funding sources) has decreased
from the previous year by 4,521 and is lower than any other academic year across the past ten
sessions. This is a 3.5% decrease compared to 2021-22 FTEs. College participation rates fell again in
2022-23 for the 18- to 19-year-old population. 18.4% of Scottish 18- to 19-year-olds participated in a
full-time college course. This was a 1.5% percentage point decrease from 2021-22 and the second
consecutive year of reduced participation rates.

8 Scottish Funding Council, College Staffing Data 2022-23, (March 2024), https://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications/college-
staffing-data-2022-23/
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The subject area of Health Care/Medicine/Health and Safety had the highest share of learning
provision (FTEs) among all subjects, at 15.5%. The most significant increase in students last year was
in Construction and Property®. Although student number headcount has risen slightly overall since
2015-16, they are down by around a third since 2008-09.

In all the statistics, it is vital not to lose sight of what colleges mean to people. The Herald series on
colleges highlighted a string of celebrities and others who have much to thank colleges for. As James
McEnaney said, ‘They offer alternative routes to people who have gotten lost in the system. They
provide a second chance to people who have been let down, or let themselves down, in the past. They
are a beacon for people whose lives have been damaged by all kinds of trauma. And they do all of that
without ever receiving the recognition, the respect, or the funding that they deserve.”*°

College finances

The primary source of college income comes from the Scottish Government budget via the Scottish
Funding Council. The Office for National Statistics (ONS) classifies FE colleges as public bodies, which
means that ministers are accountable for them. In 2020-21, 79 per cent of colleges’ income was from
SFC grants, compared to just under 75 per cent in 2017-18. The primary sources of non-SFC income
were tuition fees, education contract income, and other income-generating activities, including
catering, which comprised the bulk of the balance. Budgetary comparisons can be confusing as the

9 SFC, College Statistics 2022-23, (March 2024), https://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications/college-statistics-2022-23/

10 J.McEnaney, Why Scotland's life-changing colleges matter to me, (The Herald, 30 April 2024),
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/24285772.colleges-matter---james-mcenaney/
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Scottish budget allocations relate to the financial year, and the SFC provides funding to colleges based
on the Academic Year.

The SFC provide formula-based grants to colleges based on historical funding patterns. In learning and
teaching, their funding model has three core elements: student numbers, subject prices, and
premiums, which are reviewed annually. In 2015, the SFC moved to a credit-based funding system so
that colleges would be paid for the activity they deliver and to attempt to create a clearer relationship
between credit targets and learning hours. In recognition of the semi-fixed costs colleges face, in last
year’s allocation, the SFC says that 20% of a college’s teaching funding will not be directly related to
the delivery of credits®®.

The indicative funding allocations for 2024-25 were published in March 2024, and the SFC says the
Scottish Government’s revenue budget for colleges reflects a decrease of £32.7m (-4.8%) from FY
2023-24. In classic quango speak, this is described as ‘a challenging funding settlement’!2. Capital
spending is increasing slightly, but maintenance funding has been cut. However, the accurate picture
is considerably more ‘challenging’. The Herald published an analysis of college resource budgets, which
showed, ‘For the year 2024-25, colleges are due to receive a total of £643,040,000 from the Scottish
government; however, inflation since 2021 means that the sector would actually have required more
than £834m of funding this year in order to avoid a real-terms cut to their budgets.”?

While COVID-19 funding distorted the picture during the
Exhibit 2.

SFC revenue funding for colleges

£716m

£654m
£632m £628m oo0m

pandemic, the overall position has been one of funding not
meeting the cost pressures on the sector. Audit Scotland
summarised the position in its 2022 report on the sector,

‘It will be difficult for Scotland’s colleges to balance the
delivery of high-quality learning at the volume currently
expected and to contribute to other Scottish Government
priorities while remaining financially sustainable.’**

£604m £614m £656m £733m £696m

2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 2021-22 2022-23

In their 2023 report, Audit Scotland indicated that the risks
to colleges' financial sustainability had increased. They

Cash-terms  -®-Real-terms

Source: College funding allocations, SFC, 2018 to 2022 stated, ‘The Scottish Government’s funding for the sector

11 SFC, College Final Funding Allocations AY 2023-24, https://www.sfc.ac.uk/sfcan122023/

12 SFC, College Indicative Funding Allocations 2024-25, https://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications/college-indicative-funding-
allocations-2024-25/

13 J.McEnaney, Colleges facing budget gap of nearly half a billion pounds, (Herald 29 April 2024),
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/24278255.colleges-facing-budget-gap-nearly-half-billion-pounds/

14 Audit Scotland, Scotland’s Colleges 2022, https://www.audit-
scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2022/nr 220707 scotlands colleges.pdf
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has reduced by 8.5 per cent in real terms between 2021/22 and 2023/24, while the sector’s costs have

increased.’*

Staff costs accounted for around 70 per cent of the sector’s expenditure in the Academic Year (AY)
2021-22. Cuts to staffing are, therefore, the main lever for colleges to cut their costs. Compulsory
redundancies have been threatened at several colleges, with one already taking place; many colleges
are planning significant cuts. For example, Glasgow Kelvin College has indicated that it may need to
reduce its workforce by 21 per cent from AY 2022-23 to AY 2024-25. Ayrshire College’s more
pessimistic 2022 planning scenario found the college may need to lose 70 per cent of its staff over five
years — a scenario in which it could no longer function. The SFC financial sustainability report states,
‘The sector reported staff restructuring costs of £6.7m in 2021-22 and forecasts staff restructuring
costs of £13.2m in 2022-23 and £8.2m in 2023-24. Based on current forecasts, significant staff
reductions of 2,387 FTEs are projected over the period 2022-23 through to 2025-26, equating to the

potential removal of 21% of FTE staff employed in the sector.” 1®

A significant reduction in courses, student capacity, or closure altogether is likely to have an unequal
impact on students from more deprived areas, bearing in mind that college courses are the last chance
for many who did not achieve all that they had hoped from school education. Any such closures would
have enormous ramifications for communities, with no real alternatives to college being available for
many rural, remote, and island communities.

. Colleges have other financial pressures. Audit
Exhibit 2.
Significant areas of risk for colleges
This is a cross-section of the numerous risks affecting colleges.

Scotland noted that capital funding for the college
sector was £321 million short of lifecycle and backlog

* Inflation, interest rates and energy costs. maintenance requirements and had consistently

¢ The investment required to achieve public sector net zero
targets, especially in relation to the college estate. fallen short of the level colleges needed. Colleges

* |nvestment required to invest in digital.

Scotland estimates that £775m is required to bring

¢ Difficulties in attracting and retaining students and staff.

* The requirement for colleges to self-fund staff restructuring and bUlIdlngS up to current bUIldlng standards, with

voluntary severance package costs.
* Competition from private sector training providers. additional funding needed to assist the Scottish

. Commetiton f ot _ R
ormpetiion from some universites Government in achieving its Net-Zero target.

* The challenges of raising income from non-teaching activities.

* The impact of cost efficiencies on staff wellbeing and the ‘ Emerging issues arou nd REinfOFCEd Autoclaved
student experience. E

Source: Scottish Funding Council, Audit Scotland Aerated Concrete will onIy add to this pressure.
Colleges also highlighted increased energy costs, the
challenges facing students in terms of digital poverty, and the impact of the pandemic on mental

health and wellbeing. Colleges also lost £26m of transition funding in 2023-24, which was removed

15 Audit Scotland, Scotland’s Colleges 2023, https://www.audit-
scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2023/briefing 230907 colleges 2023.pdf

16 SFC, Financial Sustainability of Colleges in Scotland 2020-21 to 2025-26, (Jan, 2024), https://www.sfc.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2024/01/202312 FinancialSustainbability College.pdf
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when the Scottish Government decided to use the money to pay for the teacher pay settlement rather

than an alternative funding source.

Average expenditure per place for

. . . . each education level in real terms
Colleges point to the sector's contribution to the economy, as  (2022/23)

highlighted by the Fraser of Allander Institute’s figure, which states

Pre-school £9,273
that the Scottish economy will be £52 billion better off ] £5916
. _ . . 17
cumulatively over the 40-year working life of college graduates®’. Secondary School e
We will cover this in detail in the next chapter. They also point to
College £5,054
funding disparities across educational settings, with college
University £7,558

students receiving the lowest level of funding. Their Draft Budget

Submission 2024/25 sought total revenue funding of £704.9m8. As highlighted above, the Scottish
Government Budget allocations will not meet even this modest request. The budget of the Scottish
Funding Council was cut by £107.4m, which equates to 5.3% before inflation. At the January meeting
of Holyrood's Public Audit Committee, MSPs took evidence from the SFC about the financial state of
Scotland's colleges. Chief Executive Karen Watt said they focused on ‘four colleges that have what we
would consider to be fairly significant cash-flow issues.” However, she refused to identify the colleges
concerned or how they would address the consequential industrial relations issues. Subsequent Fol
requests by James McEnaney at The Herald resulted in pages of redacted notes and minutes.’® As The
Herald investigation makes clear, these redactions highlight a complete lack of transparency and
openness at the heart of publicly funded organisations.

In a later chapter, we will discuss funding reforms as part of broader reform proposals. The Scottish
Government is exploring the potential for further changes in colleges’ funding arrangements, and the
SFC's new funding model aims to provide ‘enhanced flexibility’. However, flexibility is unlikely to
address the sector's financial shortfalls and long-term underfunding. As the Scottish Parliament’s
Education, Children and Young People (ECYP) Committee concluded in May 2023, ‘If additional funding
is unavailable, and flexibility within current funding arrangements is also not forthcoming, then the
Scottish Government and the Scottish Funding Council need to provide colleges with a clear steer on
what they should be prioritising.”*°

17 Fraser of Allander Institute, The economic contribution of colleges in Scotland, (Oct. 2023),
https://fraserofallander.org/publications/the-economic-contribution-of-colleges-in-scotland/

18 Colleges Scotland, Draft Budget Submission 2024/25, https://collegesscotland.ac.uk/documents/about-us/2243-cs-
budget-submission-2025-25-final/file

19 J.McEnaney & G. Stell, What happened when we investigated the college sector?, (The Herald, 24 March 2024),
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/24202295.happened-investigated-college-sector/

20 Scottish Parliament, Education, Children and Young People Committee, College regionalisation inquiry, (March 2023),
https://sp-bpr-en-prod-cdnep.azureedge.net/published/ECYP/2023/3/21/3fa3e3fe-5e9f-4ff7-a92a-43bb39423136-
2/ECYPS062023R2.pdf
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Student Finance

Tuition in Scotland is generally free for full-time Further Education course students who normally
reside in Scotland?!. Support for living costs depends on bursaries determined locally by individual
colleges. This means that students studying for the same qualification, with the same socio-economic
background, can receive varying levels of financial support. As with overall college funding, the gap
between the ‘core student support’ provided by the government and the money that would have been
needed to keep up with inflation since 2021-22 stands at more than £40m for 2024-25. The cumulative
shortfall for the three-year period is £95m.?2

In 2017, there was an independent review into student financial support in Scotland?3. It proposed a
New Social Contract for Students with guaranteed funding for students at a decent minimum level,
with parity across educational sectors and with clarity in terms of what is available to each student at
all times. The report was shelved.

A survey conducted by NUS Scotland last year found that 37% of students and apprentices worry or
stress about their finances all the time — with only 3% responding that they never do. The same
proportion stated that they considered leaving their course because of money worries — and among
those from widening access groups, particularly estranged students, student parents and those with
caring responsibilities, it rises to over 50%%

From the start of the 2024/25 academic year, Scottish undergraduate and postgraduate students will
receive an uplift of £2,400 through a new special support loan. This means that for the most vulnerable
students, student support will be equivalent to the Real Living Wage. NUS Scotland welcomed this
increase but said, ‘We await further details, including on support available for part-time and Further
Education students, and will continue to fight to a fairer, more equal student support system based on
grants, not loans.’?

21 Student Information Scotland, Nationality and residency requirements for funding,
https://www.studentinformation.gov.scot/students/further-education/nationality-and-residency-requirements

22 J.McEnaney, Exploring the key stats for Scotland's college sector, (The Herald, 29 April 2024),
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/24267932.exploring-key-stats-scotlands-college-sector/

23 Scottish Government, Student financial support in Scotland: independent review, (Nov. 2017),
https://www.gov.scot/publications/independent-review-student-financial-support-scotland/pages/2/

24 NUS Scotland, Broke Students, Broke System, (NUS Scotland, February 2024), p.24,
https://assets.nationbuilder.com/nus/pages/957/attachments/original/1706783671/Broke Students Broken System %
281%29-compressed.pdf?1706783671

25 NUS Scotland, NUS Scotland celebrates a big win as student support rises by £2,400, (Dec.2023), https://www.nus-
scotland.org.uk/nus scotland celebrates a big win as student support rises by 2 400
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Student housing is also limited and expensive. NUS Scotland research found that 12% of students in
Scotland have experienced homelessness during their studies — which is higher than the rate of
homelessness among the general Scottish population. The summer months are a particular problem
for many students. Travel costs are also significant for many students, particularly in rural areas, with
bus and train fares rising. The free bus travel scheme across Scotland for those under 22 is a welcome
relief for many students. However, the majority of students and apprentices (55%) in Scotland are
over 21, which means they are excluded from the scheme.

Broader skills education
There are three types of apprenticeships in Scotland.

e Foundation: providing secondary school students with workplace experience while completing
their National 5s and Highers.

e Modern: aimed at people aged 16 and over.

e Graduate: allowing apprentices to take their studies up to Masters level.

The number of apprenticeship starts by 16—24-year-olds in Scotland has fallen by over 5,800 - a drop
of 28% - since 2015/16, according to an analysis from the CIPD?6. This survey also highlights that recent
reforms have failed to reverse the decline in employer training more widely:

e Investment in training per employee in Scotland has declined by 20% since 2011.

e UK investment in training per employee now stands at around half that of the EU average.

e 64% of Scottish employers provided some sort of training in the last 12 months — a drop from
73%in 2011.

The fall in employer investment in training has occurred despite the number of skills shortage
vacancies more than doubling in Scotland, from 17,827 in 2017 to 36,806 in 2022.

The real-term cuts to Further Education in the 2024/25 Budget
are also likely to impact the provision of apprenticeships,
resulting in funded places not keeping up with demand. While the
Scottish Government’s Fair Work initiative has helped to raise the

average amount of

money an apprentice
has to spend on tools on. Apprentices are also often obliged to fund the cost of tools,

which can be around £600%.

wages of apprentices, wages are far below what is needed to live

26 CIPD Scotland, Research shows steep decline in young people starting apprenticeships in Scotland, (Oct. 2023),
https://www.cipd.org/uk/about/press-releases/decline-in-young-people-starting-apprenticeships-scotland

27 NUS Scotland, Broke Students, Broke System, (NUS Scotland, February 2024),
https://assets.nationbuilder.com/nus/pages/957/attachments/original/1706783671/Broke Students Broken System %
281%29-compressed.pdf?1706783671
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This problem is not limited to Scotland. Across the UK, investment in training per employee stands at
around half that of the EU average. As NUS Scotland puts it, ‘While many European countries put
apprenticeships at the heart of their education and economic systems, in Scotland, apprenticeships and
apprentices play second fiddle.’

The UK Government has announced it will pay the full cost of apprenticeships in England for people
aged 21 or under at small firms from 1 April 2024 and create 20,000 more apprenticeships®®. To enable
this, it is pledging £60m of new investment for next year, which should bring some very modest
Barnett consequentials to Scotland.

One aspect of the reduction in college student places has been the cut in part-time courses. Discussion
of part-time courses tends to focus on subjects that are more hobby-like than vocational, involving
older students. For example, the UK Government skills minister Matthew Hancock, justifying cuts in
2014, jeered at ‘qualifications in coaching angling, aerial balloon displays and self-tanning’. Scottish
ministers have been less derogatory but still talk about ‘deprioritisation’?®. In practice, part-time
courses are essential for people who didn’t do well at school, for retraining in a new skill, retired
people who need basic computer skills, and single parents and carers who need the flexibility of part-
time provision. The people who suffer the most from cuts to part-time FE courses are often already
the most vulnerable.

Access to Higher Education

College cuts are also likely to impact the Scottish Government's plans to widen access to higher
education with the aim of students from the 20% most deprived areas to represent 20% of entrants
to higher education by 2030. Prof John McKendrick, Scotland's commissioner on fair access to higher
education, has said the Scottish Government was not on track to meet its targets for widening access.
Specifically, he fears college funding cuts could deny some students the "springboard" they need to
get to university. ‘There is a risk of courses being withdrawn, and there is obviously some courses that
have already been withdrawn, notice has been given of that, so there's less range of opportunity for
young people in the area. | think we all understand the importance of a college education. It provides
opportunities to young people and adults, returning adults as well, that might not otherwise have the
opportunity to realise their potential.”*°

28 D.Faulkner, Rishi Sunak pledges to create 20,000 more apprenticeships, (BBC, 18 March 2024)
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-68592905

23 J,Field, Sneering at adult learners, (TES, August 2015), https://www.timeshighereducation.com/sneering-adult-learners

30 C.Rocks & I.Hamilton, College cuts spark warning over widening access for students, (BBC, 25 March 2024),
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-68570190
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2. Further Education and the Economy

Colleges are a vital part of the Scottish education system but are regularly overlooked by many. In this
chapter, we consider how colleges respond to the needs of our developing economy and their ability

to react in the face of funding cuts.

Colleges serve communities nationwide that are often not served well by other services. The current
model developed due to the merger process implemented in 2014 has meant that a frequently heard
aim that “colleges boost communities and change lives”3! has become increasingly difficult to deliver.

In our discussions with managers in the sector, it has become evident that the lofty aims and ideals
set out for colleges by the government are often not achievable. Services that have always been seen
as part of the ‘Cinderella sector’3? are services that they wish to deliver and are convinced are valuable
and desirable and will change lives. However, these are simply not achievable within funding levels
provided by the government.

Unfortunately, the current culture that pervades colleges means that none of the managers we spoke

with were willing to go on record and only talked to us anonymously.

One such senior manager was content that while colleges do engage with key stakeholders in seeking
to identify the needs of communities, businesses and students, she found that while guidance from
the Scottish Government was clear on what was expected of the college, frequently, the aims or
targets were simply not achievable within the resource envelope provided.

This same manager explained that they often felt that the questions ‘What is FE?" and ‘What is it for?’
must be addressed. She felt, along with other colleagues, that the breadth and depth of what they
are expected to deliver is unachievable within their current financial settlements.

Similarly, another senior manager outlined what his college struggled to deliver: ‘Colleges do range in
their provision from independent living skills, basic literacy, numeracy and comms skills, through 2+2
degree level provision, and all points in between. Colleges value all of these curriculum areas, including
skills-based learning, apprenticeship programmes, senior phase and adult learning. However, as we
await the “new vision” of what FE is and is for, it seems clear to many that colleges will have to change
unless funding levels change.’

31 ) McEnaney & Garrett Stell, How we shone a light on the state of Scotland’s colleges (The Herald, 4 May 2024)
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/24298279.shone-light-state-scotlands-colleges/

32 ) petrie, How Grimm is Further Education, (FE News, 4 October 2021) https://www.fenews.co.uk/exclusive/how-

grimme-is-further-education/
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A significant contribution came from a manager in a college pointing out that colleges could get better
at engaging with external agencies but that the financial situation in which they find themselves means
that the bottom line of the spreadsheet showing what is known as staffing potential is all important,
discouraging managers from using staff more effectively other than only in front of classes.

‘Much of what has been identified in successive recent reviews and reports on FE has been and still is
being delivered in Scottish FE. In order to continue to deliver at current levels more funding will have
to be directed into FE. One significant area could be the financing of professional development within
the sector. Under the current model, colleges have to seek to maximise the staffing potential and
ensure that staff, wherever possible, are in front of classes. Time is agreed under national agreements
to make sure that staff are prepared for and can effectively assess and result students. However,
colleges are not in a position to use staff more effectively in an outward-looking way e.g. engaging
more with employers, schools, careers advice, and professional development. This inability to be able
to release staff for such activities contributes towards a continued failure on many policymakers to
fully understand what FE is, added to the fact that many policymakers have little knowledge, either as
students of or as professionals working in FE in recent times.’

The clear message from these managers is that the sector is underfunded. There is little doubt that
this is the case, and while for many years, staff and management may have argued about whether the
funding allocated was well spent, it seems clear to all who have an interest in Scottish FE that there is
a funding crisis.

Again, the recent Herald series on the state of Scotland’s Colleges3? highlights this gap quite clearly,
with inflationary pressures failing to be addressed.

Yet despite this tale of woe, colleges still manage to
FUNDING PER STUDENT (2022/23) punch above their weight significantly and deliver

cost-effective education relative to comparable
Secondary School £7,657

College £5,054
University £7,558

sectors.3*

At the recent Colleges Scotland Conference 2024,3>

Professor Dave Reay, Co-Chair of the Just Transition

Commission,3® referred to colleges as the ‘climate emergency service’ while describing the dire state
that the Earth’s climate is in and arguing that in terms of delivering on skills for Net Zero and to get to
a Just Transition ‘colleges are essential’. Professor Reay added, "Societal problems arising from

33 ) McEnaney, Colleges facing budget gap of nearly half a billion pounds (The Herald 29 April 2024)
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/24278255.colleges-facing-budget-gap-nearly-half-billion-pounds/

34 Colleges Scotland, Key College Facts (2024) https://collegesscotland.ac.uk/key-college-facts/keyfacts2022/our-colleges

35 ) McKean, Colleges Scotland Conference 2024 — Skills for a climate emergency (29 April 2024)
https://collegesscotland.ac.uk/news/latest/553-colleges-scotland-conference-2024-skills-for-a-climate-emergency-

everything-everywhere-all-at-once

36 Just Transition Commission, (2024) https://www.justtransition.scot/the-commission/
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deindustrialisation and other inequalities, issues exacerbated by a changing climate can be addressed
by colleges.’

Kelvin College in Glasgow was highlighted in the media recently, illustrating what is being delivered at
their ‘Green Academy’?’, along with several colleges across the country are training new apprentices
in skills required to work with both older technologies and newer, greener technologies. This work
includes not only new students but also upskilling the existing workforce. In this Herald article, one of
the leaders of Union Technical Services, Michael Sweeney, expressed concerns about the lack of
investment in the net zero economy while also making a telling point that not enough is being done
to promote highly skilled roles which may become available for current school leavers.

In the same Herald series on Scotland’s Colleges, a further article3® highlighted problems that some
students experience in relation to the perceived value of vocational education. Unlike some of our
neighbours across the Channel, the UK does not have a good record in valuing vocational education
and trade apprenticeships. The case of Johnny Sneddon, a 19-year-old plumbing and heating system
apprentice, illustrates a problem that could be dealt with by better engagement between colleges and
schools. In the times in which we live, qualified plumbing and heating systems jobs should be
recognised as valuable and important, yet Johnny had to struggle to persuade his school that he knew
what he wanted to do.

At the Colleges Scotland Conference 2024 referred to above, Jim Brown, from the Energy Skills
Partnership (ESP), highlighted that there is a lot of investment in the college sector focused on skills
for a green economy but stressed that much more is needed. Brown emphasised that the college
sector benefits from collaboration and partnership, which are essential to developing future
technologies. Removing funding streams such as the Flexible Workforce Development Fund is
detrimental to the sector as it decreases that capacity to upskill and reskill and damages relationships
to business. These issues within an environment where everything is being done on a shoestring makes
it extremely difficult to futureproof the economy.

It is clear that not only colleges and the people who work in them are aware that what is expected of
them is becoming increasingly unachievable, but that external agencies and anyone interested in the
delivery of FE in Scotland recognise this fact.

37Garrett Stell & James McEnaney, Net Zero targets rely on colleges to train workers (The Herald, 2 May 2024)
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/24292165.net-zero-targets-rely-colleges-train-workers/

38) McEnaney, School put me off college but it was the right move (The Herald 2 May 2024)
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/24288707.school-put-off-college-right-move/
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Colleges Scotland provides a simple summary of key facts®® about the sector. These facts relate to
actual delivery in colleges and offer some interesting reading.

e Around a quarter of all higher education in Scotland is delivered in colleges, and the sector
enables over 8,500 students to progress into university each year.

e Colleges are the biggest delivery agent of Modern Apprenticeships, supporting
over 13,000 students.

e Colleges work closely with schools to provide opportunities for young people and offer
vocational pathways into careers —26% of school leavers go into Further Education from
school (36% from the most deprived areas).

e Colleges work in partnership with businesses to reskill and up-skill the workforce —
over 111,000 enrolments are linked to industry. Care has the highest number of enrolments
linked to industry.

e Ascivic anchors, colleges support their local communities by providing access to facilities such
as on-campus sports facilities, beauty services and restaurants. They also support individuals
locally —24% of students have a recorded disability, and 8% of students are from minority
ethnic groups.

Each of the five bullet points above highlights the significance of FE to students for whom school
education has not been sufficient in providing the necessary opportunities for progress. These points
make it clear that the importance of FE to students and communities which have suffered most under
austerity, i.e. those who can least afford to deal with cuts to services, cannot be underestimated.
However, again, these communities face further attacks on services. The underfunding of FE in
Scotland not only restricts the likelihood of the nation reaching any Net Zero targets (current or newly
established) but also is a stain on any progressive view of how working-class communities are served,
or not for that matter.

The impact of Further Education on the economy is further reinforced by the Fraser of Allander
study®°. Researchers studied the impact of the 2016-17 to 2021-22 college graduate cohorts. They
calculated that every college graduate in Scotland creates an additional £72,000 boost to productivity
for the Scottish economy as a result of going to college. These graduates also help to support the
equivalent of an additional 203,000 full-time jobs in the Scottish economy over their 40-year working
lives. A UK research study for the Department of Business, Innovation and Skills highlighted the
benefits of different Further Education qualifications. These include wage returns, employment
returns, and qualification results*!.

39Colleges Scotland — Key Facts (2024) https://collegesscotland.ac.uk/key-college-facts

40 Fraser of Allander Institute, The economic contribution of colleges in Scotland, (Oct. 2023),
https://fraserofallander.org/publications/the-economic-contribution-of-colleges-in-scotland/

41 BIS, Measuring the Economic Impact of Further Education, (March 2011),
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a78f65340f0b6324769b86b/11-816-measuring-economic-impact-
further-education.pdf
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Colleges need to be seen as a vital part of any government strategy. For example, when new housing
regulations are proposed to improve energy efficiency, there must be a lead time to identify the
workforce implications and skills required and the appropriate college course organised. College
lecturers are typically recruited from workers who are likely to be in demand to meet the new
demands such regulations bring, and that also needs to be factored into workforce plans.

An essential byproduct of the merger process has seen key decision-making in merged colleges move
further away from communities. By their very nature, larger, more centralised organisations struggle
to be as responsive to local needs as smaller community-based operations. To date, there is little
evidence of the economies of scale hoped for by implementing the merger process providing real
returns, and any savings made seem to have been at the expense of shedding staff. In a people-driven
service, staffing reductions frequently lead to loss of service or, at best, continuation of service with
poorer quality and fewer choices.

This bleak outlook of a service struggling to survive due to enormous and varied demands put upon it
at a time when it continues to face further damaging cuts to funding levels is of extreme concern.
Unless the government changes and decides to increase funding to a sector that has rightly been
celebrated in recent weeks in our mainstream media*? , a number of colleges will likely find themselves
in unsustainable financial positions. As the research above demonstrates, this will damage Scotland’s
economic prospects and our ability to meet the challenges of climate change.

42The State of Scotland’s Colleges, (May 2024) https://www.heraldscotland.com/topics/the-state-of-scotlands-colleges/
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3. The Current Condition of the Further Education Sector

In this section, we consider the state of the FE sector in Scotland, reflecting the concerns of staff and
students in Scottish FE today. A quick web search can conclude that it is not unreasonable to state
that Further Education in Scotland in 2024 is in a state of crisis. This section will set out some causes
of the current situation, focusing on the relations between management and staff in the sector. We
include some historical context for the state of industrial relations within the sector and consider their
impact on students, staff and communities affected by cuts and changes to the provision of FE across
Scotland.

In Section 2, we refer to conversations with college managers, making it clear that while colleges do
engage with key stakeholders, including the Scottish Government, the clarity set out by the
Government is regularly not matched by the funding required to meet those aims, a senior manager
in the sector who prefers to remain anonymous stated that “frequently the aims or targets are simply
not achievable within the resource envelope provided”. Our contacts with college managers reflect
a common response across public sector managers in Scotland and the UK- that public sector funding
has not and seems unlikely to shift from the age of austerity cuts imposed since 2008.

Recent UK analysis highlights how the disastrous consequences of the pandemic were exacerbated by
austerity, using an assessment of 4 key trends that were reinforced during austerity — the four ‘Ds’.*3

e Disinvestment

e Decentralisation
e Disintegration

e Decollectivisation

These trends have been evident in the Scottish Further Education sector for some time. The lack of
funding (disinvestment) referred to earlier in this paper leads to a lack of resources to meet the needs
of communities. The incessant drive to cut staffing costs in a service, which is essentially a “people”
service, has meant that cuts immediately impact levels of provision or, to put it bluntly, the number
of places in classes on offer.%

And while the merger process reduced the number of colleges in Scotland, successive ministers
responsible for Scottish FE have taken a hands-off approach to the sector, frequently distancing
themselves from the problems of Further Education.* This form of decentralisation allows the
government to distance itself from the difficulties facing the FE sector in Scotland.

43 7. Arrieta, Austerity in the United Kingdom and its legacy: Lessons from the COVID-19 pandemic, (The Economic and
Labour Relations View, 28 March 2022) https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10353046221083051

44 J.McEnaney, To save Scotland’s colleges we have to fund them properly, (The Herald, 5 January 2024)
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/24028351.save-scotlands-colleges-fund-properly/

4> STV News, Scottish Government ‘must intervene’ to end college pay dispute, (4 October 2023)
https://news.stv.tv/scotland/scottish-government-must-intervene-to-end-college-pay-dispute-says-unison-union
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The disintegration of the sector can be seen in the inconsistent approach to FE across Scotland, e.g.
FE provision for students with additional support needs and learning disabilities can be seen as a
postcode lottery. Research conducted by the EIS found that while provision for students with ASN had
reduced across the sector, it had not decreased consistently across the country, leaving communities
exposed to no provision at all in some parts of the country.%® Lack of accountability appears to be a
factor in allowing some colleges to assign limited resources to ASN provision. The disintegration of
national services has been a key trend in FE.

NUS Scotland’s Niall McGeechan sets out five ways in which Scotland’s education system is broken
and failing students. Within his analysis, he makes it clear that the demands upon FE students are even
more damaging than those of HE students, highlighting that FE serves communities hardest hit by
austerity.*” The need for properly funded and effectively managed FE has never been greater, yet the
sector continues to operate as it has been seen by many for decades as the “Cinderella” sector of
Scottish education. Comparison of funding for students in the other comparable education sectors
highlights this fact, with FE significantly underfunded compared to school and higher education in
Scotland.

The final ‘D’ referred to in Arrieta’s analysis has repeatedly been referred to in interviews with
representatives of the workforce in FE in Scotland. We consider these responses under the broad
heading of Industrial Relations in Scottish FE to put into context the real crisis facing Further Education
in Scotland today.

Industrial relations in Scottish FE

Riven with poor industrial relations, a byproduct of the neo-liberal agenda imposed upon it decades
ago, *® and in desperate need of increased funding to simply stand still,*® the Scottish FE sector seems
ill-prepared for the many challenges facing it. These challenges include supporting an economy that
requires adjustment in the face of climate change, demographics, Brexit, and the continued need for
further digital skills development, *° to name but a few.

Since the incorporation of colleges in 1993, FE colleges have been given independence over the
negotiation of virtually all terms and conditions of service for staff. The attitudes of senior managers

46 EIS/FELA, Fol ASN, (1 September 2014) https://www.eis.org.uk/Content/images/fela/Report Fol ASN Updated.pdf

47 N McGeechan, 5 Ways the education systems in Scotland is broken and failing students (NUS, 7 February 2024)
https://www.nus-scotland.org.uk/five_ways the education system in scotland is broken and failing students

48 B Boyd, Liberal education in a neo-liberal world: re-culturing and recalibrating (Jimmy Reid Foundation, 19 April 2021)
https://reidfoundation.scot/2021/04/new-jrf-paper-liberal-education-in-a-neo-liberal-world-re-culturing-and-

recalibrating/

4 SFC, Financial sustainability of colleges in Scotland 2021-22 to 2025-26 (January 2024) https://www.sfc.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2024/01/202312 FinancialSustainbability College.pdf

50 Scottish National Strategy for Economic Transformation: evidence paper (1 March 2022)
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotland-national-strategy-economic-transformation-evidence-paper/
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in many of Scotland’s colleges reflected one of the major developments in public sector management
at the time, i.e., embedding the Conservative government ideology of the ‘New Right’.>!

After decades of plant bargaining, the FE sector in Scotland returned to National Bargaining in 2015.
This return to National Bargaining had been a long-held aim of all trade unions representing staff
across the sector °? . However, it is fair to say that college Principals did not welcome the return to
National Bargaining, many of whom had effectively governed and ruled what many of them came to
see as their own personal fiefdoms. This attitude was reinforced by a general culture within Boards
of Management of colleges across Scotland, which was not naturally sympathetic to the employee
voice and, in particular, trade union representation.

The hope among staff that the merger process might lead to positive change in the sector, along with
a more collegiate approach to the organisation and the delivery of quality Further Education for
communities needing support, appears to have been ill-founded. The EIS surveyed its membership in
late 2015;>3 the findings were concerning. The subsequent EIS report on the survey referred to a
Parliamentary exchange at Holyrood in which the Minister for Youth Employment, Angela Constance,
had stated that there were two objectives of the merger process -

‘to better meet the needs of learners and employers in the region, and to do so more cost efficiently.’

The survey found no evidence of an educational rationale being provided for any of the mergers across
the country (union officials confirm that this is still the position today). The EIS report also referenced
an Audit Scotland report>*, which found that the only savings from mergers that could be identified
came from significant reductions in the number of teaching staff in colleges.

A model of removing staff via ‘voluntary severance’ schemes was adopted at merger, which continues
to this day, i.e. the encouragement of staff cuts, supported by Scottish Government funding. The 2015
report identified £58 million of additional Scottish Government funding being spent on removing staff
from the sector, funding which the union felt was not well spent. The EIS/FELA report states that
‘funding for getting rid of experienced staff would have been better spent on maintaining and building
the college sector’. Yet this practice continues to this day, with tens of millions of pounds being spent
on voluntary severance payments to staff, including some very high earners. Principals have regularly
left with huge payoffs.>> However, the payoffs to Principals have rarely reflected the payments made

51 C Loots, Scotland's Further Education managers, (Journal of Vocational Education and Training, 2000)
https://doi.org/10.1080/13636820000200128

52 The Herald, National bargaining must be a priority for FE colleges (31 December 2012),
https://www.heraldscotland.com/opinion/13086591.national-bargaining-must-priority-fe-colleges/

53EIS/FELA, Report on College mergers, (EIS/FELA, 2015), https://www.eis.org.uk/Content/images/fela/261115_Report on
EIS College Merger Public_web.pdf

54Audit Scotland, Scotland’s Colleges 2015 (Audit Scotland, 2 April 2015), https://audit.scot/publications/scotlands-
colleges-2015

55A Denholm, Revealed, the 14 college Principals who shared pay out of £2.4m (The Herald, 25 November 2015)
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/14100713.revealed-14-college-principals-shared-pay-out-2-4m/
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to staff, often the lowest paid in the sector, who are hounded out of work with threats that if they do
not accept VS, they will be made redundant.>®

The reduced staff levels self-evidently led
to increased workload for staff who
remained in the sector. The 2015 EIS
survey referred to above found staff who
were deeply unhappy at their work and
saw their workloads increasing due to
reductions in staffing.

This picture from 2015 has shown little
sign of improvement over the past decade,
with staff in the sector having to resort to
industrial action repeatedly - over pay, in
defence of terms and conditions, seeking

Table 1: Analysis of EIS Survey Data on College Mergers

In your opinion, has the merger led to
an improvement in the quality of teaching and

learning at your merged college relative to your pre-

merger college?

In your opinion, has the merger led to
an improvement in the management of your
merged college relative to your pre-merger college?

Yes (%)

11

No (%)

89%

91

In your opinion, has the merger led to

an improvement in the support that you receive in
carrying out your role at your merged college
relative to your pre-merger college?

In your opinion, has the merger led to an improved
staff morale at your merged college relative to the
pre-merger college?

91

94

In your opinion, has your workload increased in
recent years?

86

14

to protect jobs and courses, and
significantly, action to ensure the
implementation of agreements. EIS/FELA, for example, has had only one year in the past nine years
in which they have not had to take national action; this is despite the fact that there has been no
national action in the sector over the previous 20 years.

This decade of disputes highlights the lack of trust within the sector to this day between those who
seek to manage it and those who work in it. Union representatives, both elected and full-time officials,
have provided many examples that illustrate how serious the trust breakdown is.

The setting up of National Bargaining itself was a complicated enough process, bringing together a
wide range of salaries, terms and conditions and a group of employers who seemed to have difficulty
reconciling a variety of different aims and approaches. On the staff side, the unions representing those
working in the sector are EIS/FELA, UNISON, UNITE, and GMB, while on the employers’ side, colleges
are represented by Colleges Scotland.

As early as late 2015, problems could be seen in how national negotiations progressed.>’ EIS/FELA
and Colleges Scotland agreed to a pay deal and a pathway to resolving the necessary harmonisation
of pay across the sector for teaching staff. This agreement set out an agreed two-year pay settlement
and an agreement to harmonise all lecturing pay across Scotland. However, within a short period, it
became clear that not all colleges agreed on implementing this pay deal. As a result, some colleges
agreed to pay the full deal, while others refused. EIS/FELA sought to enforce the agreement through
industrial action and recourse to an employment tribunal. The tribunal claim by the union was
successful. However, it is possible to conclude that this failure to implement agreements has set the

56 p Swindon, College catering workers facing redundancy on Friday,(12 August 2015),
https://www.glasgowtimes.co.uk/news/13590207.college-catering-workers-facing-redundancy-on-friday/

57BBC Scotland, College lecturers in strike ballot over pay (12 February 2016), https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-
scotland-politics-35559991.amp
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tone for negotiations ever since, e.g., the union has a Facebook campaigning page called “Honour the
Deal” to this day.

This lack of trust has been critical in explaining the regular disputes over the past decade. Often,
agreements struck nationally are not implemented locally by college management. Union national
negotiators have on several occasions sought to clarify the powers of their opposite numbers in
negotiations but with little success. Negotiations through the NJNC regularly break down, with union
representatives stating that their opposite numbers are not empowered to strike deals, calling into
qguestion the NJNC's ability to function effectively.

In addition to regular national disputes over pay, staff have fought what they see as the downgrading

of quality Further Education provision. An example of this can be seen in the dispute between staff at
Forth Valley College (FVC) and the senior management there. In early 2020, FVC management
embarked upon plans to “reform admin and teaching” functions at the college. These plans included
the replacement of lecturers with a new grade of post called instructors. The instructor post would
be at a much lower pay rate, with poorer terms and conditions and requiring less qualified staff. As a
result of the planned introduction of such posts a number of lecturing postholders would be made
redundant.

The branch at FVC was clear that the work that the new grade of instructor post would be carrying out
was, in fact, the role of a lecturer and, as such, should be paid at the agreed national pay rates. After
lengthy local and national industrial action, a resolution of the dispute was found 8 however, yet
again, a protracted disagreement between staff, both locally and nationally, with management had
disrupted education and contributed further to a feeling among staff in the sector that management
and staff did not have shared views and aims regarding the delivery and provision of Further
Education. Tied to this feeling of mistrust was the perception that staff were fighting for quality
education and that industrial action had yet again been successful in helping to protect such
education.>®

UNISON National FE Branch Secretary Chris Greenshields explained in an interview with us that several
colleges across the sector have, in effect, de-recognised UNISON at their campuses. Colleges have
regularly acted in bad faith in disputes over local recognition and procedures agreements, issuing
redundancy notices without consultation and failing to adhere to Fair Work principles. At Borders
College, the Principal has stated that ‘/ don’t need to follow Fair Work, | only need to follow the Law!’.
Based on his involvement in National and Local negotiations and representation since mergers, Chris
summed up FE management’s approach to working with unions as ‘persistent resistance to applying
any of the principles of fair work across the sector.’

The continued divide between senior management and college staff can be perfectly illustrated by
data released by the City of Glasgow College under the Freedom of Information Act, as reported in

58 EIS/FELA, EIS welcomes ruling in Forth Valley College dispute that will 'protect role of lecturers' (24 June 2021)
https://www.eis.org.uk/FELA-News/FVCRuling

59) Reilly, Forth Valley College lecturers reinstated to posts as industrial dispute is resolved (The Falkirk Herald 23 June
2021) https://www.falkirkherald.co.uk/education/lecturers-reinstated-to-posts-as-industrial-dispute-is-resolved-
3284149
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The Herald recently.®® The Principal of the college, who earns close to £170,000 per annum with an
annual remuneration package of over £200,000, has claimed over £100,000 in expenses over the past
decade, including more than £13,000 at a private members’ club in London. While the Principal was
flying around the world, including spending time at Harvard Business School in Boston, at a cost to the
college of £50,000, City of Glasgow College sought compulsory redundancies.®® After lengthy local
industrial action at the college, union members successfully fought off the threat of compulsory
redundancy.®? Yet again, union members would conclude that had they not taken industrial action,
the redundancies and draconian cuts to courses would have been implemented.

Currently staff in the sector are involved yet again in taking industrial action. This dispute is over pay,
with staff not having had a pay increase since September 2021, even though for the period in which
unions have been seeking a pay rise, inflation was running at a 40-year high of over 11%, as measured
by the rate favoured by employers.®® Garry Ross, EIS/FELA National Officer for FE, told us

‘At the beginning of pay negotiations with College Employers Scotland (CES), it was clear that tabled
offers would result in significant job cuts. EIS-FELA sought to ensure that there would be no compulsory
redundancies as a result of any tabled offer, which has now been written into the current tabled offer.
However, EIS-FELA members are being offered a significant real terms pay cut, where the majority of
their members would receive an 11.5% pay increase over three years (2022-23, 2023-24 and 2024-25)
when other public sector workers have received a 12% increase over two years (2022-23 and 2023-24),
such as the police force, fire brigade and NHS workers. EIS-FELA members have rejected the current
offer and continue to take industrial action, including Action Short of Strike and Strike Action, to receive
an adequate and fair pay offer which is reflective of the professionally recognised role they serve in
Scotland’s colleges.’

Before the strike action in this pay dispute, EIS/FELA were involved in an action short of strike action
campaign. Members had complied with all legal requirements prior to taking this action. Yet, Colleges
Scotland issued advice to colleges, which led to threats and bullying of union members who were
undertaking legitimate action. ®*

60 G McKay, City of Glasgow Principal claims £100,000 in expenses, (The Herald 24 February 2024)
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/24128785.city-glasgow-college-principal-claims-100-000-expenses/

1EIS/FELA, Compulsory redundancies at City of Glasgow College, (EIS/FELA 3 May 2023) https://www.eis.org.uk/latest-
news/cogcredundancies

62 | Jackson, City of Glasgow College dispute resolved as workers accept new deal, (The National 15 December 2023)
https://www.thenational.scot/news/23993708.city-glasgow-college-dispute-resolved-workers-accept-new-deal/

830NS, Consumer Price Inflation, UK: March 2024, (22 May 2024)
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/bulletins/consumerpriceinflation/march2024

64 A Fraser, Accusations of threats and intimidation, (The Inverness Courier 29 March 2024) https://www.inverness-

courier.co.uk/news/college-lecturers-allege-threats-and-intimidation-as-they-346528/
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In response to these threats, EIS General Secretary Andrea Bradley said: ‘Withholding wages or even
threatening to do so when lecturers are carrying out almost all of their work and when they are almost
a year and a half overdue a pay rise in the midst of the worst cost of living crisis in living memory is
simply outrageous and demonstrates a callous disregard for lecturers as workers and as human beings.
This way of seeking to facilitate work for free from members taking industrial action to protect their
pay is shocking. These colleges are treating their workers as serfs.’

Ms Bradley added: ‘Aggressive, vindictive anti-trade union tactics like this have no place in a
progressive society or in a country that the Scottish Government has declared will be a world leader in
Fair Work by next year. The Scottish Government does not seem to be able to convince the public bodies

that it funds and is responsible for, to deliver Fair Work for their public servants.’®>

Lecturers taking strike action in April 2024, speaking to us under the condition of anonymity on picket
lines at several colleges, displayed many of the same concerns highlighted in surveys in the past.%®

‘Staff are totally demoralised and have little faith in management at this college. In recent years a
bullying culture has developed, driven by a constant push to cut time in front of students, deliver more
for less, and a strong desire to see staff leave on VS.’

‘College management don’t seem to have come to terms with the fact that national bargaining is here
to stay, I’'ve been working in colleges for over 20 years, my first decade was spent on much, much lower
wages than a colleague in a college with whom we merged a decade ago. National bargaining
delivered a huge pay rise for me, but | had been doing that exact same job, in fact, teaching more hours
per week and getting paid less for it than my colleague. Ever since we harmonised pay and conditions,
our managers have complained that the merger was a disaster. For me, they simply see my increase
in pay for work of equal value as the disaster. They certainly don’t make any attempt to motivate me;
thank goodness for working with the students.’

‘Morale is constantly undermined by the repeated launches of VS schemes. These schemes are
accompanied by veiled threats about class sizes, results and the need to increase workload. After each
one we are told this is the last one. When a member of staff goes, either we have to increase our
workload, or more often than not, the courses are withdrawn and the people of (town deleted for
anonymity) are no longer offered the courses to which they are entitled. I live in this town, and it serves
a number of areas of multiple deprivation. | have seen the provision offered to prospective students
dramatically reduce in my area.’

65 G Stell, Scotland’s colleges agree to dock pay for boycotting staff, (The Herald 9 February 2024)
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/24110626.scottish-colleges-will-dock-pay-boycotting-staff/

66 EIS/FELA, Report on College mergers, (EIS/FELA, 2015), https://www.eis.org.uk/Content/images/fela/261115_Report
on EIS College Merger Public_web.pdf
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‘We are repeatedly told that we will develop ‘centres of excellence’ on a number of campuses. This
simply means that we stop providing courses on the other campuses, nothing to do with excellence,
everything to do with limiting and reducing provision for communities.’

The very fact that these experienced members of staff on picket lines were fearful of going on record
with their comments about their colleges says something about the culture in their colleges. There is
a serious lack of trust; each of the examples from the picket lines above came from different
campuses/colleges.

These examples present a picture of a sector
in which the employers and their association,
Colleges Scotland, do not even attempt to
pay lip service to the principles of fair work
supported by the Scottish Government. ¢’

FAIR WORK FRAMEWORK 2016 N

secuRrTY \\ /,/";Esvw From these examples, there is little evidence
S of respect, security or effective voice, let
- . .
alone opportunity and fulfilment. As a result,
the gains the Fair Work Convention
promotes are unlikely to be achieved in a

culture where staff are constantly

FAIR WORK
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OPPORTUNITY

Workers in the sector, in the meantime are
confronted regularly with challenges on pay,
jobs, cuts to services and attacks on quality
of service. Faced with this, many see that the
only sensible response is to take industrial action. Over the past decade or so, evidence seems to
suggest that this is a valid response. This leaves the sector in crisis, with a virtually permanent state
of disruption, anger and a thoroughly demotivated workforce, none of which can be positive for
Further Education.

FULFILMENT

It seems clear to all those working in the sector and those representing them that the sector is in crisis
and that something has to be done to bring about significant change. Lillian Macer, UNISON Scottish
Secretary, recently said, ‘We need to get government, employers, staff and students around the table
to build a new vision for an old idea of life-long learning, accessible to all and build a Further Education
sector that delivers for local communities and industry. We need a review of finances and governance,
staff need a new deal with fair pay without threats of jobs cuts, the sector needs investment, not cuts,
and students need their courses and services protected.’®®

67 Fair Work Convention, The Fair Work Framework (2024) https://www.fairworkconvention.scot/the-fair-work-

framework/

68 | Macer, Scottish Government must help us rescue the college sector (The Herald 8 April 2024)
https://www.heraldscotland.com/politics/viewpoint/24238979.scottish-government-must-help-us-rescue-college-

sector/
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Impact on students and communities

While college students repeatedly face disruption to their learning because of persistent and often
sustained industrial action in FE, many have supported workers in colleges. In expressing the concerns
of students in FE and seeking to address the disruption caused by both strike action and action short
of strike action in colleges, NUS President Ellie Gomersall is clear about where students anger should
be focussed: ‘Strike action has become a yearly occurrence in Further Education as a result of the lack
of sustainable funding from the Scottish Government and poor management by college leaders.
Students are rightly furious at the disruption this will cause to us, but our anger is directed at the college
leaders and Scottish Government, who must work together to put an end to this - we also know that
the disruption caused by the chronic underfunding of Scotland's colleges is far greater than that of
strikes. Staff working conditions are our learning conditions, and we stand proudly in solidarity with
EIS-FELA and Unison Scotland FE as they fight with us for the future of Further Education.’®

These positive responses from staff and students standing in opposition to attacks on FE provision and
the staff who work to provide it cannot mask the severe and lasting impact which underfunding and
lack of government support for FE continues to have. The sector has a vital role to play in preparing
the Scottish workforce for net zero goals, offering alternative access routes to university, providing
help and support for lifelong independent learning for many who need that support and numerous
other essential roles many highlighted by James McEnaney and Garrett Stell in The Herald series ‘The
State of Scotland’s Colleges’.”® However, worryingly, that detailed series which heard from students,
staff, managers and some politicians, contained what seemed like a glaring omission. It included no
interview, Q and A or comment from the Minister for Higher and Further Education, despite the best
efforts of the journalists involved to include some. Staff who work in the sector and their union
representatives have repeatedly referred to concerns over the Scottish Government’s lack of
engagement with staff in the sector. This hands-off approach has contributed to the current crisis in
FE, a serious issue that must be addressed.

The following case studies illustrate further the challenges facing colleges offering such a broad and
deep portfolio of courses. The first case study focuses on students with learning disabilities, while the
second focuses on the impact of privatisation on the delivery of services for island communities. In
both case studies, it is clear that current models require change; they both also highlight the breadth
and depth of what FE colleges deliver.

69 | Chedgy NUS Scotland responds to EIS/FELA industrial action announcement (NUSS 25 August 2023) https://www.nus-
scotland.org.uk/nuss eisfela strike response

70 J McEnaney The State of Scotland’s Colleges (The Herald April 2024)
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/24284221.state-scotlands-colleges-find-articles-series/
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Case Study on Students with Learning Disabilities

This case study was developed in conjunction with Eileen Imlah, EIS/FELA’s National Education
Committee Convener, a lecturer specialising in teaching students with learning disabilities.

Many college students with Learning Disabilities require Supported Programmes to enable them to
grow and develop their skills to enable them to live independently. The SFC supports these courses
under Price Group 5 regardless of the age and stage of the students. These students are referred to as
ASN students, although the legislation only identifies young people. This Price Group provides
additional funding to allow for smaller group sizes on average; however, colleges may be disinclined
to run classes with small numbers for students with higher additional support needs.

EIS/FELA members have raised concerns over many years, but particularly since mergers that provision
is inadequate and that Lifelong Learning opportunities have been significantly diminishing.”*

EIS/FELA are convinced that prior to the merger process, FE colleges were more responsive to the
needs of both young people and adults with Learning Disabilities in their communities. Supported
programmes addressed a range of learning needs, which included social and personal development,
communication, numeracy, and work skills relevant to the age and stage of the individuals throughout
their lives.

A post-merger EIS/FELA survey identified a significant drop in this provision, including the employment
of specially qualified staff in this area.”?> The needs of students with Additional Support Needs across
the spectrum are now regularly only identified through the lens of their ability to be economically
active.

During the pandemic, the gaps in the provision became even more acute as students struggled with
online learning, and lecturing staff found the challenges of online learning difficult for that cohort of
learners.

The provision of appropriate courses for adults with Additional Support Needs is inadequate, and their
reduced opportunities are exacerbated by the lack of community facilities and support.

EIS/FELA Lecturers who work with ASN students are concerned and angry about the elevated level of
unmet educational needs, reduced participation in society, and increasing digital and financial poverty.

1) Kelly, What about students with Learning Disabilities (SEJ December 2014)
https://www.eis.org.uk/Content/images/sej/Dec 2014/December 2014 SEJ EIS.pdf

72EIS/FELA ASN Fol (EIS/FELA September 2014) https://www.eis.org.uk/Content/images/fela/Report Fol ASN
Updated.pdf
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The courses offered under Price Group 5 funding are mostly employability-based but do not take
account of the needs for personal and social skills development to ensure that employment can be
sustained and that vulnerable adults obtain fair work opportunities or that they are safe within their
communities. There is also duplication of learning opportunities with the same or similar courses being
offered by different providers and very few Supported Employment opportunities that they can access
when they leave Further Education.

There is no coherent strategy for the provision of Further Education provision and appropriate support
for ASN students. EIS/FELA Lecturers want all students to be both included and safe.

There is massive potential for digital inclusion to support ASN students to achieve greater
independence and involvement in their community, but this appears to be a low priority for colleges.

The capacity to achieve digital inclusion is limited due to the lack of professional development for
lecturers on the appropriate uses of technology. There is also a lack of appropriate digital resources.
Staff simply do not know what resources are available that could be used or adapted to be appropriate
and effective in ASN delivery.

ASN delivery is a specialism, but it is important that students access a wide range of topics offered in
the college to develop their skills, interests, and experience. However, staff with no ASN background
need support and good quality professional development to meet students’ needs. Lecturers are
concerned that there is a lack of opportunity for this.

EIS/FELA are currently calling for an urgent review of ASN provision in colleges. The review should aim
to identify the gaps in provision, specific professional development, and resources that should be
made available to ASN students and lecturers. This review should lead to the development of a
national strategy to be put in place to ensure that young people and adults with Additional Support
Needs are both included and safe in society and have appropriate social and employment
opportunities.
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Case study on the privatisation of Shetland College

Less than two years after Shetland College was privatised, it has found itself in a position where it is
threatening to shed a third of its academic staff, leading to enormous cuts in provision of FE for
islanders.”> The privatisation of the former state-owned college took place despite a campaign of
opposition from the teaching union in Shetland EIS/FELA. As the plans were developed, local and
national union officials and members highlighted the potential pitfalls of privatisation in a number of
briefings for MSPs.”* Sadly, many of the issues and warnings raised in these briefings have, in fact,
come to pass.

In interviews with local union representatives at Shetland College, the following observations were
made:

e Steady reduction in courses on offer to the community in Shetland, particularly those requiring
face-to-face delivery.

e Reduction in support for students, such as ICT support and support for learning resources. This
has arisen due to the loss of staff in these posts who have not been replaced.

e Since privatisation, we have seen a steady shift towards online learning. There is no doubt a
place for online learning; however, in the environment which is Further Education, this mode
of delivery is frequently inappropriate and ineffective; it excludes a large number of students
and does not provide the same quality of educational provision and social experience which
many of our students need.

e Every course/student support decision is based purely and solely on a business case that takes
no account of the impact on students; all decision-making is now driven by financial
constraints.

e The privatisation of the college in Shetland has resulted in the reduction of FE opportunities
and provision for the most vulnerable in the community — this will continue as we are currently
going through a “restructure” that will result in one-third of lecturing staff losing their job over
the next two years. | have no doubt that if we were still under local authority control, this
would not have happened, and some of the courses that have been lost and will be lost would
still be available locally.

e Course areas lost or about to be lost include ESOL, Accessibility/Inclusion/Access to Education
& Employment, Hospitality, Creative Industries and Accounting/Business. All of these losses
are resulting in an increase in the poverty and attainment gaps for the local population, an
increase in isolation for individuals, and negatively impacting on individuals’ mental health and
wellbeing.

73 H Marter, Jobs are to go as UHI Shetland strives to balance the books (Shetland News, 31 October 2023)
https://www.shetnews.co.uk/2023/10/31/jobs-are-to-go-as-uhi-shetland-strives-to-balance-the-books/

7AEIS/FELA Briefing on college merger and privatisation (EIS/FELA, June 2021)
https://www.eis.org.uk/Content/images/FELA/Shetland - MSP briefing June 2021 (002) - Copy 1.pdf
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e The college is on a pathway that is reducing opportunities for the most disadvantaged in our
vulnerable island-based communities, and the poverty and attainment gap will, without doubt,
continue to increase. The guiding approach of a community-based college is disappearing, and
the longer-term strategy is purely and solely based on financially breaking even —in the longer
term, the quality and inclusive educational provision required to ensure employment,
wellbeing and opportunities for all will disappear.

Representatives of staff on Shetland are clear that Islanders are entitled to expect at least similar
provision and equality with their mainland citizens, yet Shetland College, so far, is the only college
which has been privatised. Bearing in mind that there is only one show in town on Shetland,
opportunities are being dramatically reduced for Shetlanders. Unless there is a major change in
direction, islanders on Shetland will find greater isolation and reduced opportunities, having a

huge impact on wellbeing and mental health.
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A way forward?

An important way forward for the sector has to involve management valuing their staff and working
with them to improve the high-quality Further Education service which students are entitled to expect.
Despite the problems in the sector which we have documented here, there is at least one example
which offers some hope — joint working between an external agency along with unions and CS has
seen the creation of, development of and implementation of an effective and reliable Registration
scheme for all college lecturers employed in colleges in Scotland.

Following the signing of a National Working Practices Agreement’® between EIS/FELA and Colleges
Scotland, joint working groups were established, including EIS/FELA, Colleges Scotland, the General
Teaching Council for Scotland (GTCS) and the Scottish Government. The outcome from the working
groups was approved by all, and the sector now has a formal registration route for all college lecturers
in the Scottish FE sector.”® This complex and detailed work ensures that all lecturers teaching in
Scotland’s colleges are registered with their professional body, the GTCS. This registration helps to
maintain standards across the sector and may suggest a model for future successful joint working. The
involvement of external agencies in the working groups may have helped develop the collegiate
approach adopted throughout this lengthy but necessary project.

75> EIS/FELA National Working Practices Agreement (EIS/FELA June 2019),

https://www.eis.org.uk/Content/images/FELA/NJNC/NJNC Circular 03.19 - NJNC May Agreement 2019 - Terms and
Conditions (Final) (002).pdf

78EIS/FELA College Lecturers Registration Working Group (April 2023) https://www.eis.org.uk/GTCS-
Registration/WorkingGroup
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5. Reforming Further Education

There have been several reviews of the college sector, which have received a mixed reception. In this
chapter, we outline some of the key proposals that are likely to influence the Scottish Government’s
thinking on the future of Further Education in Scotland. Several reviews have covered related issues
outwith the scope of this paper. These are summarised in the Scottish Government’s evidence to a
Westminster inquiry.”’

SFC review — Coherence and Sustainability

The Scottish Funding Council (SFC) published a review of tertiary education and research in 202178,
This covers universities as well as colleges. This was undertaken during the COVID-19 pandemic, and
the financial analysis reflects the exceptional circumstances. On finance, they recommended that the
Scottish Government:

e Reviews its current funding for low-carbon estates projects to support colleges and
universities.

e Works with SFC and the finance industry to investigate new funding vehicles for capital funding
(e.g. through mutual investment models and the Scottish National Investment Bank).

e Supports incentives for collaboration activities between colleges and universities.

They also recommended greater flexibility to colleges around the March financial year-end to support
re-profiling income and expenditure to the end of July. Scottish Ministers were also recommended to
consider whether they wish to explore the ONS classification of incorporated colleges, with a careful
assessment of associated benefits and risks.

The Scottish Government accepted most of the recommendations, including consideration of greater
flexibility in the spending review. However, they rejected further consideration of the ONS
classification, saying, ‘We believe that colleges should remain part of the public sector, fulfilling their

invaluable public service missions in this context.”

77 Scottish Government, Written evidence EDU0103 (Aug. 2023),
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/124616/pdf/

78 SFC, Coherence and Sustainability, (June 2021), https://www.sfc.ac.uk/reform/review/

72 Scottish Government, Tertiary education and research - Scottish Funding Council review: Scottish Government
response, (Oct. 2021), https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-governments-response-scottish-funding-councils-

review-tertiary-education-research-scotland/documents/
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Fit for the Future

In June 2023, James Withers provided Scottish Ministers with the Independent Review of the Skills
Delivery Landscape report. The Review considered skills functions and remits of Scotland's national
public bodies, making 15 recommendations for future adaptations to support the National Strategy
for Economic Transformation®. He concluded, ‘In the face of the challenges ahead, this may be the
most important element of national infrastructure investment that Ministers could make over the next
decade. Our skills delivery landscape should aspire to be world-class. It should be an area of distinct

competitive advantage for Scotland.’

He proposed a new structure which would take responsibility for national skills planning from Skills
Development Scotland (SDS) and Scottish Funding Council (SFC) to the Scottish Government and
create a single funding body. SDS would be left to develop the careers service and enterprise agencies
would have a remit to support businesses with workforce planning.

Figure 1: Potential Future Public Bodies Landscape

Scottish Government New National Qualifications Body
Strategic policy direction and leadership, Post-school qualifications, skills
system governance, budget setting frameworks and occupational standards

and skills planning.

Scotland's
Post-School
Learning System
New Careers Body (reformed SDS) Public Body
Embedding careers advice and education Landscape
within the learning system and communities

Enterprise Agencies (SE, HIE and SOSE)

Integrated business development and
workforce planning advice and support

New Single Funding Body

Funding and delivery of all post-school
learning and training provision

His operational recommendations included short-term measures around developing the purpose and
principles, establishing new skills planning processes, determining a new funding model, carrying out
an audit of post-school qualifications, and establishing the network of national and regional employer
boards. He recognised that others would require longer-term structural changes, including funding
options for living costs for those who want to study part-time/flexibly, a national lifetime digital

training record, and private sector investment.

80 Scottish Government, Fit for the Future: developing a post-school learning system to fuel economic transformation,
(June 2023), https://www.gov.scot/publications/fit-future-developing-post-school-learning-system-fuel-economic-

transformation/
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His proposals around private sector investment matched the Scottish Government’s approach to Fair
Work practices. He proposed expanding this approach to learning by requiring relevant grantees or
loan recipients to demonstrate how they are actively supporting workforce development through the
provision of learning opportunities or match-funding and how they are building workforce planning
into their business plans. This could include consenting and licensing regimes (ScotWind as an
example), including a requirement for investment to support post-school learning provision.
Respondents to the consultation also highlighted that private sector providers should be subject to

inspection and the same level of performance reporting as public sector providers.

He highlighted the importance of Trade Union bodies in ensuring that the ‘industry’ voice takes
account of not just the needs of employers but employees. However, how that is accommodated in
the ‘employer boards’ was unclear. Employer engagement is a feature of many government initiatives,
but as we identified with Fair Work, it requires more than simply providing a structure. There are
particular challenges in engaging small and medium-sized enterprises.

His recommendation for a new funding model and structure is based on the assertion that public
investment is too focused on programmes and institutions. He argues that the various funding
arrangements increase the risks of inefficiencies, create unnecessary competition, contribute to
complex delivery environments and impede parity of esteem between different types of learning and

training.

The responses to the Withers review have been broadly supportive, and the report reflects many of
the consultation responses®!. However, some argue that it may simply involve moving the deck chairs
around the Titanic without additional funding. Respondents to the consultation also highlighted a
need for sustainable funding. There were many calls for better labour market data. This has been a
long-standing concern in Scotland, which the current arrangements have not fully addressed. Not
everyone favours rationalising the landscape. Paul Sheerin, chief executive of Scottish Engineering,
argued, ‘If removing dissenting voices from your circle of influence is the path to solving our skills crisis,
then | am clearly missing something important, as the absence of diversity of thought, like any other
measure of diversity, is seldom a winning strategy for any organisation.’®?

The minister responded, ‘We have heard loud and clear the calls for reform and won’t shy away from
decisions which will deliver better services for learners and employers and simplify the operating
environment for our colleges, universities and training providers. We intend to work in partnership with

81 Craigforth, Scotland’s Skills Delivery Landscape. Analysis of responses to the consultation exercise, (April 2023),
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/independent-report/2023/06/fit-future-

developing-post-school-learning-system-fuel-economic-transformation/documents/skills-delivery-landscape-review-call-

evidence-analysis/skills-delivery-landscape-review-call-evidence-analysis/govscot%3Adocument/skills-delivery-

landscape-review-call-evidence-analysis.pdf

82 paul Sheerin: Scottish skills landscape review misses mark, (Herald, 19 June 2023),
https://www.heraldscotland.com/business hq/23594634.paul-sheerin-scottish-skills-landscape-review-misses-mark/
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the agencies affected, legal and HR professionals and the relevant unions, to consider the practicalities
of implementation and will set out our next steps, in the wider context of lifelong education and skills
reform, in due course.’?

It’s Our Future

It’s Our Future is the report of the Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment, chaired by
Professor Louise Hayward®*. The report was commissioned to evaluate the existing qualifications and
assessment system to ensure it meets the needs of students, employers, and society as a whole.

The report identified several strengths of the current system, including the credibility of qualifications,
the stability of exam boards, and the reliability of marking. However, it also highlighted significant
shortcomings, such as an overreliance on exams as the primary mode of assessment, limited
opportunities for vocational education, and concerns about the accessibility and fairness of
assessments for all students. It emphasised the need for a broader range of assessment methods to
better cater to diverse learning styles and abilities.

The report recommended a shift towards a more balanced assessment approach, incorporating a mix
of exams, coursework, practical assessments, and other forms of evaluation. It called for greater
recognition of vocational qualifications and skills, aiming to provide more pathways for students to
pursue their interests and talents. Additionally, the report advocated for improvements in the
standardisation and moderation processes to ensure consistency and fairness across different
assessment methods and institutions. The three elements of the proposed Scottish Diploma of
Achievement (SDA) offer a wider range of evidence for colleges, employers and universities to use to
support better decisions about admissions to courses and programmes.

Purpose and Principles for Post-School Education, Research and Skills

The Scottish Government claims to be embarking on a widespread reform programme across the
lifelong education and skills system to ensure it is fit for the future. This is articulated through its
Purpose and Principles report®. It outlines the overarching goals and guiding principles for Scotland's

83 G.Dey MSP to Convener, Education Children and Young People Committee, (June 2023),
https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/committees/education-children-and-young-people-

committee/correspondence/2023/independent-review-of-the-skills-delivery-landscape-withers-review.pdf

84 |t’s Our Future: Report of the Independent Review of Qualifications and Assessment (June 2023),
https://www.parliament.scot/-/media/files/committees/education-children-and-young-people-committee/report-of-

the-independent-review-of-qualifications-and-assessment.pdf

85 Scottish Government, Purpose and Principles for Post-School Education, Research and Skills — Initial priorities, (June
2023), https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/strategy-plan/2023/06/post-school-

education-research-skills-purpose-principles/documents/post-school-education-research-skills-initial-priorities/post-

school-education-research-skills-initial-priorities/govscot%3Adocument/post-school-education-research-skills-initial -
priorities.pdf
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education and skills sector. It emphasises the importance of education beyond school age, including
higher education, vocational training, and research. Key points include a commitment to lifelong
learning, ensuring access and equity for all learners, promoting excellence and innovation in education
and research, fostering collaboration between education providers and employers, and supporting
sustainable economic growth and social inclusion. The report aims to provide a framework for policy
development and decision-making in Scotland's education and skills sector.

For colleges, the report points to greater flexibility in how institutions use the available investment
but with greater accountability for their contribution to Scotland’s economy and society at home and
abroad. One of the case studies looks at college-to-university pathways. Retention and success rates
for these types of degrees tend to be higher as there is greater peer support, people benefit from
moving as a tight cohort, and they pick up an HNC/HND level qualification before starting on the
university element.

College regionalisation inquiry

The Scottish Parliament’s Education, Children and Young People Committee investigated college
regionalisation in March 20238, The committee drew on the analysis by Audit Scotland of the funding
challenges facing colleges (see above) and heard that, ten years after regionalisation took place, there
are ever more challenging financial issues to address, including the ongoing costs of consolidated pay
settlements, pensions and depreciation of assets, the maintenance requirements of the college
infrastructure and the current inflationary crisis.

The committee welcomed work on a fairer distribution across the sector and called for a clear
overarching strategic direction from the Scottish Government. They recognised several positives from
regionalisation. However, they also identified some frustration, particularly about the current financial
position and funding model and a general lack of flexibility to be able to respond to economic and
societal needs and priorities. They concluded that ‘Colleges need more funds to be able to deliver what
is being asked of them.’” The Scottish Government has recently announced a consultation on ending
regional governance arrangements for colleges in Glasgow and Lanarkshire, which may point to future

reform®’.
International Experience

The Withers Review call for evidence flagged specific examples of skill structures in other countries.
The Nordic countries, similar to Scotland, often have very local structures to facilitate closer working

86 Scottish Parliament, Education, Children and Young People Committee, College Regionalisation Inquiry, March 2023),
https://bprcdn.parliament.scot/published/ECYP/2023/3/21/3fa3e3fe-5e9f-4ff7-a92a-43bb39423136-
2/ECYPS062023R2.pdf

87 C.Ross, Shake up of Glasgow and Lanarkshire colleges, (The Scotsman, 17 May 2024),
https://www.scotsman.com/education/snp-announce-universities-funding-review-and-colleges-shake-up-4631650
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with employers. They also closely link skills development to local labour market needs and long-term
economic opportunities. Germany and Switzerland are often identified as the ‘gold standard’ in terms
of vocational and work-based learning systems, with a clear, well-established structure that ensures
parity of esteem for apprenticeships and other work-based learning and that programmes correctly
align with economic needs.

Closer to home, Wales has established a single commission with overall responsibility for all tertiary
education and training. Student financing in Wales enables part-time students to receive maintenance
support equivalent to that available to full-time students. Organisations in Scotland have highlighted
that ‘Many programmes are currently aimed at young people, but we need to widen provision for other
age groups, particularly if we are asking people to transition to more ‘nature positive' jobs or more
‘nature positive’ ways of doing existing jobs.’8®

As always, with international examples, the policy must recognise the different cultures that their
structures support. In this case, the levels of collaboration and employer engagement which may not
be the norm in Scotland.

Trade union concerns

] . ===y The main trade unions representing staff in Further Education
Pay Period & Inflation o

=4

have understandably been focused on industrial relations and
v securing fair pay and conditions for their members. At the
heden e oaon - time of writing, both EIS/FELA and UNISON Scotland are in

2022/2023 3728 47084 44856 dispute over pay

2023/2024 2966 50050 46856

awas | s | st aasss Addressing the 2023 EIS/FELA conference, General Secretary
e Andrea Bradley set out the principles behind their Fighting for

In a nutshell... ) . g9

the Future of Further Education campaign®’;

What we needed just to
keep up with inflation the 8445
past 3 years...

e Establishing accountable and supportive college

...vs what we were
5000 offered...

management
~meaning we are still 3445 e  Securing a commitment to fund the FE sector fairly

owed

e  Protecting quality learning and teaching for all FE

Clock
THIS OFFER IS A
1 4 e  Embedding Fair Work practices for all

¢ Reducing the burden of unnecessary workload
e Afair pay rise for all lecturers.

88 |bid, consultation responses to the Withers review, p.59.

89 EIS/FELA, Fighting for the Future of Further Education, (March 2024), https://www.eis.org.uk/fela/fighting-for-the-
future-of-further-education
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The main support staff trade union is UNISON Scotland, which highlighted the importance of resolving
the pay dispute. While the current dispute has recently been resolved with a three-year pay deal, the
agreement on no compulsory redundancies runs out in September 2024. UNISON Scotland Further
Education branch chair Collette Bradley said: ‘Colleges should be in absolutely no doubt that if they
push through job cuts then there’ll be a swift return to the chaos of industrial action and strikes.
Scottish government minister Graeme Dey has been congratulating himself for proposing this three-
year deal, but college staff still face real job insecurity. This makes a mockery of him saying he was
unable to get involved in the dispute. UNISON will now be demanding the minister does everything to
ensure employers honour the deal and work with the union to avoid redundancies for next year.’

Other proposals

The UK College of the Future Commission published a nation-specific report on Scotland in December
2020°1.

Its central recommendations included:

e Ensuring that Scotland’s post-16 education and skills system is genuinely there for everyone,
whatever their age, ability or circumstance. Ideas include (1) ensuring that institutions across the
system are funded fairly and (2) empowering anyone to learn by offering access to the grants and
loans they need whatever route they take, with flexibility to have support across FE and HE.

e Increase the impact of the post-16 education and skills system by driving further integration.
Proposals include (1) aligning and integrating the roles and responsibilities of the Scottish Funding
Council (SFC) and Skills Development Scotland (SDS) relating to skills alignment to better achieve
delivery of skills services, (2) defining the respective roles, remit and provision of colleges and
universities to lessen competition at the higher technical level.

e Unlock the potential of colleges to drive innovation by deepening links with employers.
Suggestions include (1) establishing the unique role of colleges in business support and innovation
as a core part of their remit, (2) creating a national network of specialist “hubs” to address critical
skills shortages, especially in relation to higher level technical skills (for example in STEM and
digital), and (3) creating a single FE and HE Scottish Government innovation fund.

This report drew heavily on the 2020 Cumberford/Little report, One Tertiary System, written by the
principals of Edinburgh and Glasgow colleges®?. The report's recommendations include creating a
unified funding model, simplifying qualifications frameworks, promoting flexible learning pathways,

% C.Williams, College support staff in Scotland accept pay deal, union says, (The Herald, 31 May 2024),
https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/24359433.college-support-staff-scotland-accept-pay-deal-union-says/

91 The Scottish College of the Future, (Dec.2020), https://www.aoc.co.uk/the-college-alliance/college-of-the-

future/publications/the-scottish-college-of-the-future

92 A.Cumberford & P.Little, One Tertiary System, (February 2020), https://doc.edinburghcollege.ac.uk/c-1%20report.pdf
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and establishing regional hubs to support local communities. The report aimed to enhance access to
education, drive innovation, and strengthen Scotland's position as a global leader in tertiary education.
The report fairly identified the case for more equitable funding and highlighted the critical role colleges
can and should play in Scotland’s economy. However, the report was one of many that are strong on
ambition and principles but weak on delivery. There were also some criticisms of the report, not least
its emphasis on exporting Scottish college education worldwide.
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6. Conclusion and Recommendations

One unavoidable conclusion from the above research is that Scotland does not value the college
sector. We suspect that schools and universities are the focus of education policy because the
policymakers went to universities, and their children go straight from schools to universities. Colleges
have a high proportion of young and not-so-young adults from working-class backgrounds and
communities left behind in other policy areas.

This needs to change. Colleges matter in Scotland’s economy because they generate a significant
proportion of the nation's wealth and are crucial to the Just Transition to meet our climate change
targets. Industries must upskill their existing workers and need a new generation of workers with the
necessary skills. Without adequately funded colleges, there is no viable pathway to net zero.

Staff and students are crystal clear about the state of the college sector.

EIS-FELA has said it ‘does not believe that colleges have been given sufficient funding to do the job they
are expected to do. It is clear that recent and current SFC funding envelopes for Further Education have
stagnated, having a detrimental effect on colleges’ abilities to plan and operate appropriately and
effectively, leading to them being unable to adequately meet increased and excessive inflationary
pressures over the past few years. This has also had a detrimental impact on college lecturing staff
receiving a suitable cost-of-living pay offer since September 2021.’

This is a view shared by students. Ellie Gomersall, NUS Scotland President, told The Herald, ‘Colleges
often serve our most disadvantaged and working class communities and are therefore key in realising
the Scottish Government’s stated goals of tackling poverty and inequality. But this laudable goal is not
being met with the commitment needed, instead we are met with chronic underfunding and budget
cuts year after year. Students, staff, and Scotland are all being let down. Education at its best is a road
for people to achieve their highest potential in life, and to see so many discouraged from this is truly
disheartening. The Scottish Government must put its money where its mouth is and fund colleges
properly now.’

We also spoke (often anonymously) to college managers and board members. While the public
discourse is couched in management speak, privately, they describe the reality in very similar language
to staff and students.

Our recommendations are based on the need for a fundamental shift in policy.

1. Scottish Government ministers must engage directly with the college sector, ending the
current arm’s length relationship. Government, colleges, students, businesses and trade
unions must work together to rebuild the sector. This should be based on a shared vision for
Further Education in Scotland.
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2. The college sector needs to return to a public service focus with collaboration, not competition,
at the heart of its mission. We are struck by the similarity to NHS Trusts before devolution,
where a competition ethos undermined patient care and industrial relations. This means an
end to expensive marketing strategies that seek to poach students from other colleges and the
introduction of shared systems. Colleges should be required to share information and
collaborate on delivering government education and social, economic, and just transition
strategies.

3. The regionalisation and merger of colleges have resulted in fewer courses and the loss of local
provision. We need a new structure that puts the local back into college provision. Fanciful
strategies that attract a handful of international students should not be the management
focus. This includes recognising the value of part-time courses for local people in all age groups.

4. The lack of proper funding is at the core of all that has gone wrong with college provision. There
has to be a sustained above-inflation increase in revenue funding to set a new baseline and a
capital budget that at least starts to rebuild the estate. The aim should be equity of funding
with other education tiers.

5. Industrial relations need a fresh start. An independent and funded review of salaries should
create a new baseline. This should be followed by joint training and a culture shift to joint
working in the sector’s collective bargaining machinery. That may require short-term outside
assistance, but that culture change has to be owned by employers and trade unions in the long
term. Fair Work principles must move from the mission statement to be delivered in practice.

6. The sector must recognise the need for and the benefits to be gained from collegiate working.
Again, this will require a culture shift in the day-to-day operations of colleges. The employee
voice provides many valuable messages; these voices must be heard and used in developing
an entirely new culture in FE.

7. College governance needs a complete overhaul. A public service ethos needs to be established,
with strict management salaries, expense rules, and a new code of practice for college boards.

8. Employers and trade unions must be part of a new engagement approach that works
collaboratively with colleges to identify future needs. This should be linked to better labour
market data.

9. Post-school education policy needs to be joined up. This should recognise the unique role of
colleges in delivering higher education and enabling access to higher education. Universities
and colleges should not be incentivised to compete for students.

10. An urgent review of ASN provision in colleges is required, taking into account the views of staff,
students, potential students, care providers, and other stakeholders. This review should aim
to identify gaps in provision, specific professional development requirements for staff, and
resources that should be made available to ASN students. The review should lead to a national
strategy being put in place to ensure that young people and adults with additional needs are

both included and safe in society and have appropriate social and employment opportunities.
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11. Equality of opportunity must be provided for students across the country, regardless of
geography, and the largely discredited model of privatisation at Shetland College has to be
reversed with the college being returned to its former status.
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