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The ease with which students from poorer backgrounds can or cannot access universities

and higher education in Scotland is very much to the fore of public debate in Scotland at

the moment. Barely a week goes by without a story on the issue appearing on the front

page on Scotland’s media outlets, often linked with questions around funding, student

support and tuition fees. [The issue is particularly potent because, with Scottish and EU

domiciled students not paying tuition costs, the comparison with England where they

do, and seemingly better widening access figures south of the border over recent years

feeds a quasi-political debate on the relative merits of each system.] Since the publication

of the findings of the Commission for Widening Access1 in 2016 there has been a broad

political consensus on many of the report’s recommendations with opposition really

only becoming apparent when the debate moves to consider the question of reducing

entry grades for poorer students in a system with a restricted number of places, and

who might miss out on a place as a result.

The commission recommended that by 2030 students from the 20% most deprived

backgrounds as defined in the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD20) should

represent 20% of entrants to higher education. As a stepping stone towards that the

commission challenged the sector that, by 2021, they should number at least 16%. In

the years following the commission’s report it looked like Scotland was making slow

progress with figures showing that to hit the 2021 figure we need to increase the number 

of students from SIMD20 backgrounds by 2% over the next three years when over the

past three it has risen by only 0.3%. It seemed that a step change in the speed of

progress was required. More recently, substantial progress has been made. In fact in 

January 2019 the HESA statistics for 2017/18 showed that 15.6% of entrants were from

SIMD20, just 0.4% of the 2021 target.

1 https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00496535.pdf
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MEASURES AND TABLES
UCU Scotland submitted evidence to the Commission on Widening Access in 2015 and,

following the publication of the commission’s final recommendations, called for their 

implementation by government. Rather than simply repeating the arguments on why

widening access would be a societal and economic positive, UCU’s submission focused

on the expertise we can add to the debate, namely the role of and impact on staff of 

increasing access. In particular, that staff – both academic and support staff – have a 

key role to play both in students from non-traditional higher education backgrounds 

accessing university but also in their retention and successful completion of studies. 

We argued that the effort needs to be recognised in staffs’ workloads. This is an extension

of the same question the fair access commissioner, Peter Scott, posed in his discussion

paper2 on league tables where he considered the fact that institutions are graded in

league tables based on issues such as student surveys and research results, but not on

fair access. On that basis, why then would autonomous organisations prioritise questions

of access when they are being judged, and judged in a competitive market, on different

measures. While UCU clearly aren’t advocating more league tables, or increased 

commercialisation in the sector, it is true that staff are subject to intense scrutiny of

their work through the REF and, increasingly, the TEF but that the additional work many

do to support and retain students from non-traditional backgrounds isn’t recognised in

the current way performance is judged and managed by employers. 

As well as the question of tables, there is also the question of how we determine who

we want to access universities who do not do so under the current system. The Scottish

Government uses Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation3 statistics to determine who to

measure and target the progress of towards accessing higher education. Universities

Scotland, and others, argue that SIMD is too blunt a tool to support progress and, 

particularly in a rural context, is too broad brush to pick up pockets of poverty in areas 

of relative wealth meaning people who we should be trying to support miss out and that

the opposite can also be the case in cities where relatively prosperous people can live in

an area which otherwise shows as being one of the 20% most deprived in the country.

By way of response, the Scottish Government initially argued that the SIMD index is

long standing and well understood and the best measure they have. Recent thinking 

indicates that it is likely that the Scottish Government will, in addition to SIMD, also use

eligibility for free school meals.

University principals also argue that there are institutions where there are not a high

enough number of SIMD20 areas local to the university to allow them to meet the 

targets the commission set. Universities Scotland in their response4 to the Commission’s

recommendations falling on them to implement begin to argue for regional targets (as well

as institutional and national targets). While they appear to simply suggesting this as an
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2 https://www.gov.scot/publications/commissioner-fair-access-discussion-paper-league-tables/pages/1/
3 https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/SIMD
4 https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/publications/working-to-widen-access/
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area for future discussion it lead the Herald newspaper to comment in an editorial5 on the

same day the Universities Scotland response was published that there is little to stop 

collaboration on widening access at the moment at present and that universities must

have their own institutional targets on access to meet.  

WHO ARE WE TARGETING AND WHEN?
Another theme highlighted in our submission to the commission was to question the

focus on the socioeconomic background of school-leavers and not consider to the same

extent other groups or other reasons for people not accessing higher education. We

noted that as well as the socioeconomic reasons people don’t have the opportunity to

access higher education, there are many other reasons that contribute to people not

going onto higher education. These include race, disability and gender. We commented

too that it was important that, as well as school leavers, the commission also considered

the position of older learners. The commission didn’t heed our call on this and many of

the targets specific to those accessing university, while they are in themselves welcome,

appear concentrated on school leavers. The focus of the commission’s report and the

recommendations which the government is pushing to be implemented concentrate 

predominantly on those going to university straight from school or articulating from 

college.  This is in keeping with the focus of Scottish Government at present with much

work on education focused on schools and the learner journey up to the age of 24.  

As people working in higher education UCU members know that there are many more

routes to higher education that this and we are keen, while supporting the commission’s

recommendations on contextualised admissions, bridging programmes and articulation

to also consider those who may not wish to study full time at university, the provision of

adult education, informal learning, and also outreach courses.

It is also worth considering whether the commission, and the Scottish Government in

pursuing the commission’s recommended fair access agenda, are right to be focusing

primarily on universities in the first place. Or is doing so simply attempting to close the

barn door after the horse has bolted? This view would argue that the problem of access

is not one of universities’ making, rather that the inequity around access is a failure of

the school education system and that the answer lies in addressing attainment levels at

a much earlier stage than school leavers applying for a place. In response, government

would argue that they are attempting to take steps to address inequality in attainment

and that asking universities to take steps is part of a series of measures being taken. Is it

also the case that local authority education systems are always going to struggle against

a private education system with much smaller class sizes and pupil to staff ratios, and

likewise that middle class, educationally literate parents will, in the main, look to seek

advantage for their children? If that is the case then bringing in measures at the post

school stage is always going to be necessary to ensure a degree of fairness in access to

higher education.
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5 https://www.heraldscotland.com/opinion/15656562.Herald_View__Universities_can_work_to-

gether_to_widen_access__but_dropping_targets_would_be_the_wrong_move/
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LEVERS FOR PROGRESS
Universities are autonomous bodies who can be acutely sensitive to claims of govern-

ment interference and who are quick to defend their institutional autonomy.  On the

other hand the Scottish Government puts more than a billion pounds a year into Scottish

higher education.  Both the Scottish Government and universities proclaim their support

for the commission for widening access’ recommendations but, as indicated elsewhere

in this paper, progress has, up to now, been slow and many are still doubtful about the

likelihood of all the targets, including those relating directly to the number of people

from the poorest backgrounds accessing higher education, being met. The Scottish 

Government chairs a fair access delivery group (which UCU is represented on); appointed

Peter Scott as the Commissioner for Fair Access; and the Minister writes an annual letter of

guidance to the Scottish Funding Council outlining what they want the SFC’s priorities

for the coming year to be. The SFC can also hold institutions to agreed ‘outcome agreements’

which include targets on widening access and the SFC can withhold money in the event

of those targets not being met. These are the levers the Scottish Government has to try

and drive progress towards fair access. The question is whether these levers and drivers

are sufficient to encourage universities to make the kind of progress demanded by the

commission or whether, to have the kind of power ministers would require to do so

would cross the Rubicon toward the kind of direct ministerial control we don’t have in

UK higher education.

AREAS FOR DISCUSSION AND QUESTIONS
l Given the variable speed of current progress on targets on fair access (initially slow

but then improving towards the interim 2021 target), then is the sector likely to meet

the 2030 target? If not, then what needs to change to enable them to be met?

l Should there be a widening access equivalent to the TEF or the REF?  How could the

work staff do to support fair access be recognised by their institutions?  

l Is the Scottish Government right to focus exclusively on the commission’s 

recommendations to increase the number of university starters from the most 

deprived backgrounds? Should the actions being take currently towards fairer 

access take account of older students?

l What is the right criteria to identify widening access students?  SIMD alone as has

been the case up till now, or other measures (or mixtures of measures) such as 

eligibility for free school meals or SAAS parental income data? 

l The commission put in place both national and institutional targets for the number of

students from SIMD20 areas.  Universities Scotland have asked for a discussion on

regional targets also. Are they right to do so?

l Is widening access higher education’s problem alone?

l Given that universities are autonomous institutions, how does the Scottish Government

ensure the higher education sector takes effective action on widening access?
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