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30th November 2015 
 
 
Dear Ms Balcan 
 
Thank you for your letter of 25 September requesting a response to the Public Audit 
Committee (PAC) Report on Scotland’s Colleges 2015, which sets out the findings 
and recommendations arising from the Committee’s scrutiny of the Auditor General 
for Scotland’s report. 
 
I will respond to each of the recommendations in turn.  Given that most are, 
however, directed at both the Scottish Government (SG) and the Scottish Funding 
Council (SFC), I have explained the respective roles of the two organisations where 
appropriate.  Taken together, I hope the responses from both organisations provide 
the information you require.  
 
Paragraph 29: Merger savings 
As noted at paragraph 24 of the Committee’s report, an explanation has already 
been provided to the Committee, by the SG, detailing how the £50m expected 
efficiency savings will be realised, from 2015-16; that is, through reduced unit costs 
of provision, alongside increased levels of activity in colleges. By way of providing 
more detail, the SFC will set out more fully (as I believe it has already done for the 
Auditor General) the basis of this figure.  In addition, through its post-merger 
evaluation process, the SFC will gather information at college-level of the savings 
made as a result of merger that have allowed colleges to operate more efficiently.    
 
Paragraph 31: Publication of information on the costs and savings 
In its written submission to the PAC of 9 June, the SFC committed to working with 
both the SG and Audit Scotland to publish financial information on the costs and 
savings achieved. This detailed information will become available through the SFC’s 
post-merger evaluation programme. Working with SFC, we will provide to the PAC 
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both the financial information and the wider evaluations as soon as they are ready 
for publication.  
 
Paragraph 47: Standard process for post-destination analysis of students  
The Committee has recommended that the SG and SFC outline a standard process 
to be used in future for post-destination analysis of college students.  The 
Commission for Developing Scotland’s Young Workforce suggested a similar 
indicator, in its final report of June 2014, suggesting a baseline of the number of 
young college students moving into employment or higher level study. In our 
subsequent implementation plan we included  college leaver destination analysis as 
a key milestone, and said that  during 2016-17, the SFC would report on the 
destinations of for 2014-15 college leavers.  The SFC will however, this December, 
produce experimental statistics (that is, data in development) for the 2013-14 
academic year .   
 
Paragraph 48: Financial and pastoral support (students from deprived 
backgrounds) 
The SFC has previously provided statistics detailing how colleges are delivering for 
students from the most deprived communities, and making clear that in 2013-14, 
16% of college provision is delivered to those from the 10% most deprived postcode 
areas.  SFC’s Outcome Agreement Guidance asks colleges to widen access still 
further – aiming for 17% of learning activity for learners from the 10% most deprived 
postcode areas by 2016-17.  
 
We are also investing significantly to support college students: this year, the further 
education (FE) student support budget is at a record high of over £105m in 
bursaries, childcare and discretionary funds, an increase of 29% in real-terms since 
2006-07.  Students are also eligible to apply for other financial assistance in order to 
further support them into study: 
 

 students living over 2 miles from their college can apply for help with travel 
costs;  

 students with children can apply for help with childcare costs; and 

 students can apply for funding to meet the costs of buying study materials 
they need for their course, such as equipment, tools, clothing and footwear. 

 
Each year, the SFC publishes on its website the FE student support policy. In 
addition, colleges themselves make available their own guidance on student funding, 
as well as providing advice and guidance directly to prospective students. All this 
complements our own annual guide, covering further and higher education, available 
on the SG website. 

SFC’s Outcome Agreement Guidance for 2016-17 makes clear colleges are 
expected to demonstrate how learners are supported to complete their studies and 
achieve successful outcomes.  In particular, colleges are asked to explain how they 
will address barriers to participation, retention and success experienced by different 
groups of learners, from protected characteristic groups, areas of deprivation, and 
those with experience of care. 



 

 

Education Scotland’s recent report, Understanding Learners Achieving with Partial 
Success, published in September 2015, found that colleges provide targeted support 
to learners who are identified as at risk of achieving only partial success.  Learners 
can receive support from a range of college services on a variety of matters, 
including financial or social and emotional difficulties, and conflicting commitments - 
such as employment or caring for others.   

 
Paragraph 50: College reviews of workforce plans 
I note the Committee endorses the Auditor General’s recommendation that colleges 
should continue to review workforce plans in light of reductions in staff, as part of 
curriculum reviews.  It is for the SFC to work with individual colleges on this 
recommendation, for example through providing outcome agreement guidance which 
makes specific provision for discussions on curriculum planning and the 
corresponding staffing and expertise required.  Additionally, the SFC’s post-merger 
evaluation process will cover the impact of mergers on staffing capacity and the 
steps that colleges have taken to respond.  The SFC will report to in due course.  
 
Paragraph 53: Compulsory redundancies 
As noted in paragraph 51, Scottish Ministers have urged that colleges do not make 
compulsory redundancies.  In 2011, the then Minister for Skills and Lifelong Learning 
wrote to college principals, asking that, along with other publicly funded bodies, they 
adopt such an approach. Ministers repeated this point in their annual ‘Letter of 
Guidance’ to the SFC in September 2011. Ministers have also made plain their 
disappointment when colleges have pursued this course, urging them to work closely 
with the SFC and others to find alternative solutions, where possible.  
 
However, colleges are not subject to public sector pay policy, though they are 
required to   have regard to it; and on the whole, colleges have been able to avoid 
compulsory redundancies.   
 
We were alerted to the North Highland College redundancies, by the SFC, as and 
when the various tranches arose. We were not alerted to the redundancies at Fife 
College, since the SFC were similarly unaware.  The SFC will say more on this in its 
response.  On the recent cases linked to Glasgow Kelvin College, it is clear that 
whilst regrettable, the staff involved were not employees of the college, but of a 
contractor.  
 
Paragraph 84: Failing to follow best practice around severance arrangements 
The Scottish Government agrees with the Committee’s view that sanctions available 
must be meaningful and effective.  The ability to withhold, or clawback, funding from 
institutions remains a key option open to the SFC.  However, as has been 
highlighted, the impact on students, staff and continuing operations at the college 
must be considered.  
The College Governance Task Group – which had its first meeting on 16 November 
– will provide a useful mechanism for the SG, SFC, and other partners to explore a 
wider range of sanctions that may be available.  In addition, I understand that the 
SFC has committed to exploring other actions that could be taken through effective 
engagement and communication with both OSCR and the Ethical Standards 
Commission.  



 

 

 
Paragraph 96: Costs of regional boards 
Regional strategic bodies are subject to the SFC’s Financial Memorandum with 
Fundable Bodies in the College Sector and the sector’s good governance 
code.  Compliance with them is a term and condition of SFC’s grant to the regional 
strategic body. The costs of a regional strategic body’s operations are met from that 
college region’s funding allocation. The SFC will explain this in more detail. 
  
The Further and Higher Education (Scotland) Act 2005 (“the 2005 Act”) has a 
number of key safeguards.  These include the following. 
 

 Section 23F places a duty on regional strategic bodies to have regard to the 
importance of ensuring that the funds they receive from the SFC are used 
economically, efficiently and effectively.   

 

 SFC can give the Glasgow Colleges’ Regional Board direction under 
paragraph 10(4) of schedule 2B in relation to Regional Board employee 
appointments (its likely largest cost).    
 

 Section 13A places a duty on SFC to secure that provision is made for 
assessing and enhancing the performance of regional strategic bodies. The 
SFC is currently developing specific monitoring processes for this purpose.   

 
I hope you find this response helpful. I would of course be pleased to provide further 
information or clarification, if necessary. 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

 
 
Paul Johnston  
Interim Director General of Learning and Justice 
 


