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Part 1: Skills Delivery Landscape  

1. If there was one thing you would like to see change in how our skills landscape is structured and delivering, 
what would it be? 

 
Universities are key players in responding to the challenges of the economy: enabling recovery from the impact of 
Covid, moving to net zero, promoting fair work and a fair society, delivering technological change and more. As the 
evidence paper for the National Strategy for Economic Transformation recognised, a highly skilled and engaged 
workforce is a key requisite for a successful economy and universities are equipping people with those high-level 
skills. It is key to recognise that universities provide both meta-skills and vocational skills; the two are not 
exclusionary but exist on a curated continuum. 
 
Universities’ contribution to skills is inextricably linked to the research and innovation which so strongly distinguishes 
universities in the tertiary sector. University students, at all levels, are working with academics who themselves are 
frequently generating intellectual property, patents, spin-out companies, and major, measurable economic benefit. 
These links help us develop deep links with employers to benefit our students and research and innovation. 
 
Universities work closely with industry and employers to respond to skills needs in Scotland and in their regions. 
Employers are involved in many ways in universities, including provision planning, curriculum planning, work 
placements, career events and providing scenarios for work related learning. Many employers also participate in 
university enterprise, and entrepreneurship centres, advisory boards, and subsidiary companies. University research 
activities are also at the forefront of future economic growth areas and this experience informs curriculum and skills 
development in universities.  
 
As well as employers, universities have a long history of working with local authorities, the Scottish Government and 
its public bodies, colleges and each other to responds to the skills needs for their region and for Scotland for all their 
students and graduates.  
 
Far from skills or work-based and work-related learning being new to universities, universities routinely deliver skills 
and work-related learning in undergraduate, postgraduate and short course provision and this is embedded across 
curricula. In addition to traditional work placements in vocational areas such as education, nursing or social work, 
universities continually develop new and innovative ways of embedding work based or work-related learning in their 
programmes. SRUC, for example, support a range of student internships in consultancy, education and through 'one 
off' projects such as Project Dandelion. GCU have developed Career Tracks for Biological Science students including a 
trimester long placement in Industry. At the University of Edinburgh,  Graphic Design students form design agencies 
that operate as profit-generating companies over the four year Design Agency module. Many science and engineering 
degrees offer a year in industry as part of the overall study experience. There are too many examples to list here and 
universities will welcome the opportunity to provide more examples across their subject areas.  
 
Universities have considerable experience of teaching the softer/meta skills and behaviours such as adaptability, 
resilience, and self-motivation alongside subject knowledge, which allows individuals to proactively manage their 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotland-national-strategy-economic-transformation-evidence-paper/documents/
https://www.teaching-matters-blog.ed.ac.uk/a-real-leveller-improving-a-year-long-team-based-project-for-undergraduates-and-professional-industry-mentors-during-lockdown/
https://www.teaching-matters-blog.ed.ac.uk/design-agency-100-employable/


 

 

careers and to recognise that the ability to upskill and reskill is essential. Universities also offer opportunities for 
students to develop enterprise and entrepreneurial skills, recognising the value of intrapreneurs as well as those who 
start new businesses.  
 
We would therefore like to see an environment that allows universities the scope to flexibly respond to Scotland’s 
skills needs for employers and individuals.  
 
That requires: 
 

• Enabling universities to maintain and build on the good work they are already doing. 

• Longer term funding commitments to allow for better planning, e.g., for graduate apprenticeships.  

• Targeted interventions that the sector shapes with public bodies, the Scottish Government and employers to 
address specific needs. Recent examples of this include graduate apprenticeships, upskilling/reskilling and an 
internship scheme for graduates.  

• Information flow on future labour market needs for the nation, regions and particular industries. Sharing 
more granular information would be helpful. This could include, for example, responses to consultations on 
future apprenticeship frameworks. Current GA framework arrangements are restrictive and do not allow for 
more responsive expansion. 

• Fewer skills (and related) strategies so we can focus more on what we need to do to deliver the changes we 
need for Scotland.  

• Public bodies could helpfully facilitate links with industry sectors that complement existing, extensive, 
individual institution links with employers. This could look at work to address specific issues, for example 
work to encourage graduates to enter certain careers or other measures to address skills gaps. 

• A funding model that allows for public investment in part time short course skills development to allow for 
meaningful upskilling of individuals, especially in the context of current costs of living. 

 
 
 

2. Thinking about the vision in the Terms of Reference for a system that is simple, people-focused and built on 
collaboration, how well are we doing against that vision just now? Can you provide specific examples of:  

 a) success in the 
work of 
public 
agencies or 
the 
private/third 
sector 

The latest Scottish Employer Perspectives Survey found that 80% of employers who 
responded viewed university leavers as ‘well’ or ‘very well’ prepared for work, 
compared to 68% for school leavers.  
 
Many university degree programmes are accredited by a professional, statutory, and 
regulatory bodies (PSRBs), which represent employers and, in some instances, 
completing an accredited degree is a necessary pre-condition for entering the 
profession. 
 
Scottish universities deliberately ensure their degrees give students opportunities to 
develop meta skills alongside specific subject knowledge and skills. Not only that, but 
universities help students reflect on the skills that they are developing so that they can 
articulate these to employers and know where their development needs are. 
Universities’ academic and careers staff have been working increasingly close together 
to deliver this and the Career Review recognised the value of the work of universities. 
 
These meta skills support graduates in meaningful careers –a recent report notes that 
highly educated workers are more likely to use the abstract and social skills  more 
intensively and roles that do so have seen larger wage growth in the last 25 years 
(Train-in-Vain.pdf (resolutionfoundation.org)) 
 
Universities’ expertise in developing work based and work-related learning has helped 
inform the development of Graduate Apprenticeship degrees and they are an excellent 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-employer-perspectives-survey-2021-2/
https://economy2030.resolutionfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Train-in-Vain.pdf


 

 

example of universities reaching different learners. Universities have worked with SDS 
and employers to develop the frameworks and they are a valuable addition to the range 
of provision and pathways that universities offer. Graduate Apprenticeships are 
typically more expensive to provide, and their scalability will depend on the availability 
of additional resource and on the willingness of employers to recruit apprentices. 
Future development would benefit from more direct involvement of universities (and 
colleges) in the earlier planning stages alongside employers and SDS. 
 
SFC has worked with universities to introduce upskilling and reskilling courses. 
Universities created approximately 120 new courses in 2020/21 and covered provision 
relating to building a just transition to Net Zero, business, finance and change 
management, healthcare and care, cybersecurity and digital skills, and the creative 
industries. SFC is evaluating the impact of the work, but we already know that learners 
are reporting positive outcomes such as promotions and universities are keen to 
increase provision providing sustainable funding is available. 
 
 
 

 b) elements 
that don’t 
work, are 
confusing or 
need to be 
improved?  

There are many, many overlapping strategies published too frequently. Fewer 
strategies would be helpful, as would giving public bodies a role in producing a useable 
overview. Currently, there is a risk that too much time is spent responding to 
consultations and trying to keep a track of actions and this has the potential to distract 
from delivery.  
 
Some of our members think there is a lack of coherence between the policy drivers and 
the funding and regulatory environment, particularly the restrictions of the current 
funding model (from SFC, SDS and student funding). For instance, whilst FT 
undergraduates benefit from free study (for a first degree), PT students often have to 
fund their own studies which is a disincentive to upskilling.  
 
There is a narrative from some quarters that work-based learning models are the only 
way to produce skills and are far superior to courses from universities and colleges. Of 
course, there are always ways to enhance what we do, but universities have a fantastic 
track record of equipping people with skills through our undergraduate, postgraduate 
and short courses. This delivers for Scotland and is reflected in graduate outcomes and 
in demand for our programmes from international students. We should not talk our 
success down, particularly given the value to the economy of the universities’ activity. 
For every 1,000 graduates that universities are able to support through to successful 
outcomes, the Scottish Government gains £22.4 million in net present value through 
the additional income tax contributions. (Biggar Economics (2020) Universities in 
Advanced Economies. Recovery and Transformation, Productivity Growth & Fiscal 
Returns). The recently published London Economics report on the Education and Skills 
Impact Framework notes that “the return on investment for all university qualifications 
are high for both the qualifier and the Scottish exchequer.” (Education and Skills Impact 
Framework (ESIF) - university provision: contextual summary report 2022 - gov.scot 
(www.gov.scot)) 

 
Some universities feel that they see much less engagement from SDS than others and 
this feels like a disadvantage in funding bids (which may not be highlighted to them) 
and means SDS will be less informed of existing activity when proposing anything new, 
which risks duplication of effort. 
 
Some members feel that the current skills infrastructure is not utilising the powerful 
concept of graduate apprenticeships to true impact – the restrictive approach to 

https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Universities-In-Advanced-Economics-Productivity-and-Fiscal-Returns-29May20.pdf
https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Universities-In-Advanced-Economics-Productivity-and-Fiscal-Returns-29May20.pdf
https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Universities-In-Advanced-Economics-Productivity-and-Fiscal-Returns-29May20.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/education-skills-impact-framework-esif-university-provision-contextual-summary-report-2022/documents/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/education-skills-impact-framework-esif-university-provision-contextual-summary-report-2022/documents/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/education-skills-impact-framework-esif-university-provision-contextual-summary-report-2022/documents/


 

 

procuring GAs to a very limited set of SDS agreed frameworks significantly limits 
capacity in this. Following the removal of specific funding for Graduate Apprenticeships 
and their inclusion in the overall SFC funding, these should be treated equivalent to 
other provision delivered by autonomous universities with the ability to deliver 
(branded) GAs in disciplines aligned to market need and as determined by individual 
institutions in partnership with industry. 
 
The term ‘skills’ has a wide variety of meanings and applications, and it might be clearer 
to be more specific about what aspect is being referred to at any given time. 
 
 

3. Thinking about the different national agencies and partners involved in skills delivery, are there areas where 
more clarity is required about roles and responsibilities or where you think the balance of responsibilities should 
be changed? 
 

We think there is overlap in terms of responsibilities between SFC and SDS with Graduate Apprenticeships which 
leads to some confusion, especially in reporting. Some members report a high level of bureaucracy in both competing 
to secure the GA framework and in reporting on students on programme Our preference would be for SFC to lead on 
reporting through existing SFC and HESA mechanisms. This would enable greater alignment with data on other 
university provision, whilst allowing for reporting data specific to Graduate Apprenticeships.  
 
The diversity of students at Scottish universities in terms of domicile, age and stage of learning can sometimes be 
missed in the development of policy at national level. Our students are a diverse mix of learners from different 
educational backgrounds and different geographical locations, with 64% of our students from Scotland and 24% from 
outside of the UK. Every year more than 65,000 students from more than 180 countries study in Scotland. This 
diversity brings significant advantages to both our students and the wider university community as well as generating 
a £1.94bn net contribution to the Scottish economy.  
 
Our student population includes those who study undergraduate courses, many of whom are mature students (33% 
of Scottish domiciled FTFD entrants in 2020/21 were aged over 21 HESA ), as well as postgraduate taught courses and 
postgraduate research degrees. These students have very diverse and sometimes highly niche career aspirations and 
advice needs – and some students will already have substantial career experience. It would be helpful if skills 
agencies recognised this highly diverse and international context: not all students are young, Scottish school leavers.  
 
Some students will want to build lives and careers beyond Scotland so universities must consider these needs – 
though there are also opportunities for Scottish Government and its agencies to enable policies to encourage some of 
these students to stay and to support employers to recruit international students (we know some employers have 
concerns about navigating visa requirements).  
 
 

4. Thinking about how our economy and society is changing and the Scottish Government’s ambitions for a skilled 
workforce as set out in NSET, do you have any evidence on where the current skills and education landscape needs 
to adapt or change and how it could be improved? Please provide evidence to support your answer. 
 

We think it is important to build on the strengths we already have. Universities can and do innovate and need to be 
given the opportunity and support to do so. The education landscape is similarly continuously changing and adapting. 
 
We therefore also need to plan for a future “knowledge” economy. To build a knowledge economy needs skills, 
innovation and entrepreneurial minds and an integrated approach to this is needed to drive transformational change 
and align with NSET. As one report says, “we cannot just think about skills demand in a static way; we must also plan 
for a future economy that will look very different to the one we currently occupy. The share of jobs that are high-skilled 

https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2022-11-02/debates/3C4BEC2C-86AC-4508-85CF-16CD1B0AC9A9/InternationalStudentsContributionToTheUK
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/whos-in-he#characteristics


 

 

is forecast to grow. As emerging technologies disrupt markets, high value will lie in roles that are less routine and can 
pair cognitive with complex non-cognitive skills. And as we continue to mature as a knowledge economy, more jobs will 
be generated in sectors that disproportionately employ graduates. High-innovation economies, like South Korea, Japan 
and Canada, understand this and have boosted higher education; participation rates in these countries are already 
between 60 per cent and 70 per cent. We cannot afford for policy to remain steeped solely in today’s challenges, and 
our ambition should be to join them” We Don’t Need No Education? The Case for Expanding Higher Education, Tony Blair Institute for Global Change, 

April 2022.  

 
 
We would be happy to work with the Scottish Government and public bodies and we think there is scope to work on 
the following:  
 

• Look at how the Scottish Government and public bodies can encourage employers to retain graduates from 
Scottish universities. This could be an important strand of the talent attraction work. There are opportunities 
for Scottish and UK domiciled graduates, but also for international graduates. For international graduates in 
particular, there are opportunities for helping businesses navigate visa requirements, which many expect to 
be more onerous than they are. Our careers services will have useful expertise to offer here (for example, 
note the work of AGCAS on international graduates. 
 

• The current skills landscape narrative is focused on upskilling and reskilling the older demographic in 
Scotland and that is important. However, there is a significant population surge in England that could fuel 
long term economic recovery and growth if we could attract these students to our universities with the 
necessary policies and incentives.  

 

• A focus on upskilling and reskilling of staff in employment and a reflection on employers’ responsibilities to 
train and develop their workforce. Universities are continually developing and delivering more flexible 
provision in terms of short courses and CPD courses and a refreshed funding and regulatory environment 
would enable funding for individuals/employers to take up these opportunities. 

 
Universities have been working to widen access and therefore to widen access to graduate opportunities. We are 
keen to continue to support this work to make Scotland a fairer society.  
 

5. Can you provide any evidence of skills structures in other places that are delivering outcomes in line with 
Scotland’s ambitions which Scottish Government should look to in achieving its ambitions? 
 

One of our members has suggested France would be a useful comparison, particularly the diverse higher education 
system.  

Part 2: Apprenticeships  

6. Do you have any evidence relating to the outcomes of the current funding and delivery of apprenticeship 
programmes (Modern Apprenticeships, Foundation Apprenticeships and Graduate Apprenticeships) in terms of 
either outcomes for learners and/or the needs of employers? 
 

Universities are well placed to co-design the curriculum content of graduate apprenticeships with employers to meet 
skills needs and provide the expertise and assurance of a high-quality learning experience. This builds on universities’ 
already well-established and wider approach to both meta-skills and to work-based and work-related learning which 
is already embedded in the undergraduate curriculum.  
 
This is the value that universities bring to the experience and is often misunderstood. This expertise could be better 
utilised. SDS has sometimes been reluctant to engage universities in this process until much further down the line and 
we believe that there would be benefit from involving universities (and colleges) much earlier. As well as benefits for 

https://institute.global/policy/we-dont-need-no-education-case-expanding-higher-education
https://institute.global/policy/we-dont-need-no-education-case-expanding-higher-education
https://www.agcas.org.uk/International-Graduates-and-UK-Employment


 

 

the programme itself, the current reporting and funding arrangements could have been made less bureaucratic and 
time consuming  

 
Our members who offer graduate apprenticeships can provide evidence first hand of the impact on graduate 
apprentices. There are examples of young people choosing a work based route which has offered a better fit with 
their preferred learning style and personal circumstances; of mature learners returning to education who could not 
have done so if they had had to give up their employment; of career changers being offered a second chance to go to 
university, gain a degree and improve their and their family’s prospects; and examples of career progression amongst 
Graduate Apprentice achievers. Members will also be able to offer evidence of the direct business impact that 
investing in Graduate Apprenticeships is having on employer partners as well as supporting staff recruitment, 
retention and succession planning. 
 
There continues however to be outstanding challenges in the current funding and delivery of GA programmes. 

 

• The current frameworks for GAs are restrictive and we would welcome these being lifted. This would enable 
individual institutions to deploy GAs to meet the needs to local and national industry partners and the 
identified skills requirements. This would mirror the abilities institutions have to develop degree programmes 
without government intervention and would enrich skills delivery. 

 

• Responsibility for funding graduate apprenticeships has moved to SFC, but no funding was transferred, and 
no additional funding is available. This is difficult for universities because it is squeezing existing provision that 
is already developing people with the skills and aptitudes for success in the world of work. This therefore 
reduces opportunities overall.  
 

• Funding for Graduate Apprenticeships is confirmed too late, which makes discussions with employers 
difficult. Really, we need to know funding a year in advance to give employers certainty and for both 
employers and universities to be able to plan. 

 

• Graduate apprenticeships often reach a different demographic of learners rather than replacing existing 
provision. We are pleased about this, but it does increase the risk of displacement. There is a danger it will 
make universities reluctant to engage with graduate apprenticeships. We would suggest that there should be 
some flexibility around the balance between GA numbers and Scottish funded UG numbers such that 
universities can balance the fluctuation in demand.  

 

• The current funding model does not enable government and student funding for part-time study, which 
would allow for more flexible GA provision and more flexible exit points and more part-time opportunities for 
a more diverse group of learners. 

 

• The success of a Graduate Apprenticeship programme is dependent on quality opportunities within the 
workplace for learners to apply their knowledge. Employers need to be able to commit the time to fully support 
an employee throughout the four-year programme. This can be easier for larger employers than for SMEs. This 
also presented some challenges during covid lockdowns and may again in the current economic climate, though 
we are hopeful that SDS will once again be able to assist these learners. 

 

• Given the proportion of SMEs in Scotland’s economy, we think there would be merit in considering how a 
graduate apprenticeship model (or another system) could benefit these businesses too.  

 

• This has a regional dimension, too, since rural areas may have disproportionately more SMEs and therefore 
not realise the benefits from this work. It would also be worth considering whether new graduate 
frameworks are necessary to cover rural industries as some of the existing ones are more suited to more 
urban areas.  

 

• It would be helpful to publish more data on graduate apprenticeships and their costs. This can be difficult to 
find at present.  



 

 

 
Whilst there is room for growth (if funded), there will be some limits on scaling up: 
 

• SFC funded 1,378 Graduate Apprenticeship places for AY 2021-22. This is less than 5 per cent of the students 
in the sector.  
 

• 1% of employers said they had an apprentice on a Graduate Apprenticeship programme in 2021.  
 
 

• Graduate Apprenticeships are typically used by medium-sized or larger enterprises. Of those employers who 
did offer a Graduate Apprenticeship in 2021, the majority were in organisations that employed over 100 
people, which is significant given the predominance of SMEs in the Scottish economy (c. 55% of private sector 
employment is in SMEs).  
 

• Graduate Apprenticeships are typically for people who are already employed, rather than for new entrants to 
the labour market. 11% of GAs in 2020/21 are new employees, recruited specifically by the employer for the 
GA, though this does vary significantly by framework. Overwhelmingly, the people doing graduate 
apprenticeships are existing employees; presumably motivated by the desire to increase their skill level. 
 
 

• Graduate Apprenticeships as currently designed attract a typically male participation. 76% of entrants to 
graduate apprenticeships in 2020/21 were male and 24% female. Many of the individual Graduate 
Apprenticeship frameworks (by subject) have a greater gender imbalance than this average. 

 
 

7. The Terms of Reference sets out an ambition for apprenticeship programmes to be an embedded part of the 
wider education system to ensure that there are a range of different pathways available to learners. Do you have 
any views or evidence on how changes to the operation of apprenticeship programmes could support this 
ambition? 
 

Graduate apprenticeships are part of the wide portfolio of graduate level skills and education that universities already 
offer. The majority of learners on GA pathways are returners to education and a large proportion of these learners are 
existing employees who have the opportunity through a GA to work towards a fully funded degree without having to 
give up employment. We welcome and celebrate the benefits that a GA can provide for these learners. There may be 
scope for growth (if it is fully funded) but it is not a replacement for undergraduate provision and there is unlikely to 
be capacity within Scotland’s business sector to scale-up to replace significant amounts of undergraduate provision 
 
Employers are increasingly asking for greater flexibility to meet the changing needs of the workplace, but the current 
GA model does not allow for that. Nor does it allow for employers to package learning from different subject areas to 
meet specific needs – e.g., packaging elements of business management learning with data science and a bit of cyber 
security. There is also increased interest in micro credentials, and it would be positive to see some developments 
within the GA space. 
 
Clarity from SDS on the vision for GA’s would be helpful as the growth in the number of frameworks to date has been 
limited. Universities would value greater autonomy and flexibility to respond to industry needs and develop this 
provision but are currently limited by long approval processes. Universities may develop their own non branded 
versions as part of their existing engagements with employers and industry. 
 
The Edge Foundation’s review of graduate apprenticeships recommended a flexible delivery system for a diversity of 
people and employers and we agree that would help with the operation of the programme.   
 

Graduate apprenticeships are full-time, but it would be helpful to have part-time options and the ability to return to 
an apprenticeship or to another qualification if someone has to leave a graduate apprenticeship before completion.  

https://www.edge.co.uk/research/projects/research-reports/edge-graduate-apprenticeships-report/


 

 

 
Flexibility around length of programmes would also be beneficial. Many of the upskillers with significant job roles 
struggle if they are still expected to do their substantive role. There could be value in enabling the degree study to be 
more similar paced to a part-time degree, so that workload can be better balanced or better still flexibility up to the 
length of a part time degree. 
 
Longer lead times for new initiatives and changes and involving universities in those conversations would be helpful. 
 
New, innovative delivery models - e.g., shared apprenticeships – could offer opportunities to engage with a wider 
industry base and may be more suitable for specific sectors and/or geographical locations. 
 

 
Foundation Apprenticeships can be used as an admissions qualification to university. 
 
The apprenticeship landscape is cluttered and confusing with differing provision offered across the UK, which may be 
confusing for people seeking apprenticeships. Information and guidance for applicants can be difficult to find when 
apprenticeships are advertised across different platforms. Increasing awareness of GA programmes and offering 
certainty and clarity of provision were two recommendations from the Edge Foundation Report and would begin to 
address the skill needs of a broader cross-section of industry. 
 

8. Apprenticeships are often described as being ‘demand-led’. Do you have any evidence about how process for 
developing and approving apprenticeship frameworks responds to skills priorities? Please include suggestions of how 
the development process could be enhanced. 
 

This is relatively opaque to us. Our members report a lengthy and slow development and approvals process with SDS 
for new frameworks which could potentially stifle innovation and prevent demand led provision.  
 
There are certainly areas where members have identified demand for new frameworks from employers but there has 
been no follow up. One of our members for example has proposed a new HRM/People Development GA framework 
but it is still under review. Similarly, another member has suggested social work would benefit from a graduate 
apprenticeship option. It is unclear whether this is a resourcing issue, an issue relating to the future strategic 
development of GAs or that the scale of demand does not meet the selection criteria.  
 
A long-term vision for, and commitment to, apprenticeships to enable universities to invest in programme 
development and to give employers the confidence that the system will support their investment in recruitment and 
upskilling is required.  
 
As mentioned in question 6, improved access to SDS and other agency data on where the demand is essential for 
universities as all institutions are investing significant resources in employer engagement and recruitment and yet too 
many cohorts are not of a financially viable size. 
 
Transparency is a wider consideration as it is difficult currently to access up-to-date information on which universities 
are delivering which Frameworks/Pathways and uptake.  
 

9. SAAB and AAG are described as employer-led groups. Do you have evidence on the benefits or risks of employer 
leadership in apprenticeship development or the impact it has on outcomes for apprentices and/or employers? 
Please include suggestions for how the governance of apprenticeship design and delivery could be strengthened 

Graduate Apprenticeships are a tripartite partnership between the learner, employer and the university or college 
and therefore it seems appropriate to include institutions on the group.  
 

https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/46393/foundation-apprenticeship-to-degree-opportunity-march2021-1.pdf


 

 

We think there could be advantages in remaining employer led as employers are a valuable part of the design and 
delivery process but enabling universities to co-design GA frameworks to meet the skill needs of their employer 
partners and networks – e.g., through Regional Economic Partnerships/Growth Deals – could help to create a more 
flexible, responsive system. 
 
Some of our members have reported that the needs of SMEs may not be appropriately met given that often only 
larger organisations have the resources to release staff and time to contribute to apprenticeship developments. 
 
We would welcome longer lead times for new initiatives and changes that involve universities in the conversation. 
 
 

Part 3: National Occupational Standards  

10. Do you have any evidence on how the current arrangements for NOS are delivering against the intended 
ambitions of the NOS Strategy? 
11.  The NOS Strategy positions NOS as the foundation of vocational training and learning in Scotland. Do you have 
any evidence to support how changes to the delivery landscape for developing and championing NOS could 
support this ambition? 

We do not intend to comment on this section. 

Part 4: Upskilling and Retraining   

12. Do you have any evidence to demonstrate how the existing delivery arrangements for upskilling and reskilling, 
including the specific funding programmes, are impacting on intended outcomes for learners and/or industry and 
sectors? 
 

SFC recently introduced funding for upskilling and reskilling and also had funding for short courses via NTTF. 
Universities have responded quickly to this new strand of work, but there have been some challenges for some 
institutions because it is a recent intervention and because of the pandemic. We anticipate this area will continue to 
develop and evolve and universities will build on their success. Around 3,300 people accessed courses via NTTF last 
year in a range of different courses that build on institutions’ areas of expertise. This is in on top of those who 
benefited from the upskilling/reskilling fund. NTTF in particular was targeted at underprivileged groups.  
 
 

13. Do you have any evidence about what measures, if any, should be in place to understand the quality of 
national skills programme delivery funded by public investment through independent training providers? 

There are rigorous quality assurance and enhancement arrangements for (credit-bearing) college and university 
provision. These means the Scottish Government and other stakeholders can be confident in the quality of both 
learning and teaching and the standard of the qualification/credit.  
 
It is only right that there are arrangements to assure the quality and standards of publicly funded courses at 
independent training providers. 
 
Similarly, it would be useful to collect and report on data on the courses delivered by independent training providers. 
This might include: 
 

- Level 
- Accreditation 



 

 

- Certification 
- Length/number of credits 

 

14. Thinking about the government’s ambition to optimise the existing system for upskilling and reskilling 
throughout life, do you have any evidence to support how changes to the delivery landscape could help to achieve 
this ambition? 

Most courses will have a fee element so it would be useful to consider how the Scottish Government could support 
people with this. We note the work in England on the lifelong loan entitlement, which should be extended to Scotland 
in order to ensure full equity and access, but also the Scottish Government’s commitment in NSET to develop a 
lifetime upskilling and retraining offer and it would be helpful to include this point in that work. 
 
There may be opportunities to collectively present (or at least signpost) the range of opportunities available to 
learners (and what funding is available), rather than leaving individuals to hunt through many different websites.  
 
There might be merit in looking at industry coverage across upskilling and reskilling courses. However, this is likely to 
require a longer-term funding commitment.  
 
Ensuring course provision is flexible will help ensure that learning is adaptable over time and responsive to learner 
and employer needs. The opportunity for a range of “exit” and “entry points” at different levels of education could 
help learners find a way most suited to their own personal commitments such as learning remotely, outside standard 
working hours or more “bitesize” short course formats.  
 

Part 5: Sector and regional skills planning  

15. Thinking about the overall ambition to ensure that the skills and education system is aligned to local, regional 
and national skills priorities, what aspects of the current delivery landscape are working well to support this 
ambition? 

All universities are responding to local, regional, national, and international priorities in their provision and in their 
research and innovation activities. It is important to enable universities to respond to this, especially given the lead in 
times for some activities and the difficulties of predicting skills needs years ahead.  
 
Universities work with a variety of stakeholders as they plan their courses including employers, local authorities, and 
other education providers. Universities also use a range of labour market information from SDS and beyond.  
 
There is an opportunity for delivering a more effective skills landscape in short-course, part-time opportunities which 
are co-designed with employers/industry. Universities already have experience in this and if the skills system could 
become more flexible to allow a more agile and sustained funding and regulatory model, then there will be many 
opportunities to enhance provision.  
 
We do not think detailed skills planning based on the current delivery landscape is likely to work for universities. 
 
 

• Many graduate jobs are not looking for a specific discipline and may be looking for graduates with specific 
skills that can be gained in several disciplines or indeed vacancies may be open to graduates from a range of 
disciplines. We know that employers value the diversity in thinking that comes from recruiting graduates 
from different subject areas.  
 

• The experience of workforce planning for nursing and teaching (subjects where most of the graduates work in 
the public sector and thus demand is more evident to government) shows that, despite sophisticated 
modelling, there are significant challenges which often mean there are still imbalances in the numbers of 
graduates and jobs. 



 

 

• Whilst there are some courses where universities prepare graduates for specific professions and skills needs, 
many courses are preparing graduates with the transferrable skills they will need in a broad range of jobs 
over the course of their career and therefore there is less need for detailed skills planning. In fact, employers 
frequently do not specify a particular degree subject when they advertise. 

o The British Academy )comments that evidence from the Institute of Student Employers suggests only 
14% of employers state that specific degree subjects are a selection criterion. 
 

o A 20-year analysis shows very little difference in the employment rates of arts, humanities and social 
sciences (AHSS) and science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) graduates, which 
London Economics say indicates that both types of graduates are as employable as each other. The 
same analysis suggests AHSS graduates are more likely to choose to change sector and role (without a 
wage penalty). The British Academy says this shows they have greater flexibility and choice than 
STEM graduates which it believes may be down to the meta skills developed during their degrees. 

 
 

16. The Auditor General recommended that the Scottish Government take urgent action to deliver improved 
governance on skills alignment. Do you have any evidence to support whether the current arrangements are likely 
to deliver progress? 
 

It is too early in the pathfinders work to be able to comment on this. We are keen to see the outputs from the 
pathfinder work and to learn from the work.  
 
Whilst we cannot comment on this work, we do think that if it builds on existing work by institutions to work with 
employers, local authorities and other colleges and universities, it is more likely to be successful (and more 
importantly useful) than the previous approach and could help to enable co-creation of delivery mechanisms. 
 

17. The NSET sets out a vision for a system which is agile and responsive to future needs, where labour market 
insights can inform strategic provision planning. Do you have any evidence to indicate how changes to the delivery 
landscape could better deliver this vision? 

NSET addresses driving economic growth, and this needs skills, innovation, and entrepreneurial minds. We think 
these should be assessed in the whole and we believe that universities sit at the intersection of these key 
requirements.  
 
Sometimes the sector and regional plans are underpinned by an assumption that all relevant education and skills 
activity will happen in the area and ignore the fact that people may move for education or for work and online 
delivery, with some regions being more ‘porous’ than others. Moreover, the regional skills investment plans often 
overlook people studying at the Open University in Scotland when that enables people to study in their region.  
 
Similarly, sector plans can imply that people entering the sector with qualifications that do not directly relate to it is a 
failure, when it may in fact bring some advantages including diversity of thinking and approaches and anecdotally, we 
know that employers often find this valuable. For example, the financial services sector approached us in 2019-20 
because they wanted to attract graduates from a wider range of disciplines and wanted to ensure that graduates 
understood the different career paths available in the sector.  
 
Universities report that there can sometimes be differences between the SDS reports and the actual experience of 
vacancies. In some instances, there is not enough detail about what employers are looking for. For instance, one 
institution commented that there appeared to be unmet demand for project planning despite new upskilling courses. 
The problem was that employers were looking for project management skills in their specific sector, but SDS reports 
were not reflecting this crucial detail. 
 
 

https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/1888/Qualified-for-the-Future-Quantifying-demand-for-arts-humanities-social-science-skills.pdf
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/284/understanding-career_paths-AHSS-graduates.pdf


 

 

18. Skills Development Scotland currently leads and coordinates approaches for Skills Investment Plans for sectors 
and Regional Skills Investment Plans. Do you have any evidence to demonstrate the success of this approach or to 
support the impacts of SIPs on sector skills outcomes or RSIPs on regional outcomes?  

See question 17. 
 

19. One of the major challenges and opportunities facing the economy is the just transition to net zero. Thinking 
about the current delivery landscape, how well is it structured to deliver this ambition? 

Universities have a critical role to play in equipping the workforce with the skills to enable a just transition to net zero 
- reports indicate that green jobs are often highly skilled (Are-Green-Jobs-Good-Jobs_Policy-brief.pdf (lse.ac.uk) and 
Green Jobs in Scotland | Skills Development Scotland) 
 
Transitioning to net zero will require training people in new skills. Some of these people will already be in the workforce, 
for example, people moving from oil and gas technologies to offshore wind. We need to be clear on what the new skills 
needs are and what the demand is. In some instances, this will require bespoke new courses. RGU for example has 
undertaken analysis of the workforce and skills needs for the transition to offshore renewables through the Making the 
Switch report. It is important that we match employer demand (which will depend on consumer demand) with 
education courses so as to develop the necessary infrastructure and supply chain at the pace required. 
 
It is also important to ensure that the funding and regulatory landscape allows for a more flexible funding and 
regulatory model, especially as many people accessing upskilling opportunities will not be recent school leavers and 
many will already be in employment in a similar industry. 
 
We should not lose sight however that in many instances, existing courses provide the necessary skills, for example in 
chemistry or engineering disciplines. A more flexible skills system will allow universities to draw on this research and 
expertise and scale up as required. 
 
Universities are also working to include education for sustainable development in their courses, which will mean that 
all graduates are thinking about sustainability issues, which is important because all jobs will need to be green in the 
future. 
 
 

Part 6:  Careers and young people  

20. Do you have any evidence to inform how the new Careers by Design Collaborative could be embedded within 
the wider education and skills system and delivery landscape to enable the recommendations of the Careers 
Review to be taken forward to ensure people can access the advice, information, and guidance that they need? 
 

We are keen to work with other partners to ensure we can deliver this. We do need to ensure that university career 
services deliver for all university learners – some of whom will be outside of the scope of the Career Review because 
of age, stage or because they want to work outwith Scotland. 
 
We welcome that the quality and professionalism of HE Careers Education, Information, Advice and Guidance (CEIAG) 
is recognised in the Career Review. As indicated in our formal response to the Career Review consultation, it will be 
important to look at how the recommendations can be aligned between the different areas and stages in universities 
in Scotland. Universities already currently use standard data sets across Scotland and the UK such as Graduate 
Outcomes or NSS and we would be happy to share our experiences to ensure there is no duplication of effort or data 
sets.  
 
Most Scottish universities already have their own digital careers content, and we are interested in the development of 
the digital aspects of the Career Review. Digital provision can be costly and given the diverse cohorts at Scottish 

https://www.lse.ac.uk/granthaminstitute/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Are-Green-Jobs-Good-Jobs_Policy-brief.pdf
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/skills-planning/climate-emergency-skills-action-plan-implementation-plan/green-jobs-in-scotland/
https://www.rgueti.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Making-the-switch-images.pdf
https://www.rgueti.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Making-the-switch-images.pdf


 

 

universities of all ages and stages (including those upskilling as mentioned above), we would be interested in how well-
intentioned services will be financially supported over the longer term.  
 

21. Alongside Careers information, advice and guidance, do you have any evidence to demonstrate what additional 
support young people, including those from marginalised groups, might need to develop their skills and experience 
to prepare them for the world of work? Please include details about who you think should be responsible for 
providing this support. 

Universities embed the development of graduate attributes and meta skills in their courses. This is one reason for the 
excellent employability rates for graduates.  
 
Skills based placements and internships are also available across some sectors to help students develop their skills for 
future work while on programme, for example e-Placement Scotland is an employer led programme, run in 
partnership with Edinburgh Napier University and Scotland IS, giving access to high quality paid placements to 
computing students from all Scottish colleges and universities. Work based learning has known impacts (Planning for 
success: Graduates’ career planning and its effect on graduate outcomes (publishing.service.gov.uk) but has 
challenges to deliver at scale – this could be due to things like sourcing opportunities/barriers faced by students in 
being able to undertake work experience (particularly for widening participation students). Development of 
‘experiential learning’ within the curriculum – including projects/case studies/assessment etc – allows employer-led 
and real-world activities to be embedded and can enhance skill development and work-related learning at scale.  
 
Universities develop these career management skills by embedding them in the curriculum. This allows universities to 
reach students at scale and is more likely to help reach marginalised groups who often may not use services available. 
This is a cross-institutional endeavour involving Learning and Teaching and careers professionals. UWS, for example, 
have implemented ASPIRE in all programmes and allows students to develop their career management, meta-skills 
development, and experiential (work-related) learning through reflective learning. There are several other areas of 
good practice across the sector in this area and members will be happy to share their experiences and activities.  
 
However, we know that a small group of graduates every year struggle to get their career started. Graduate 
internships can be really helpful to these graduates to build their confidence and to give them experience. Graduate 
internships are valuable to the employers too. They can give employers the opportunity to get a project done, allow 
SMEs to see how a graduate could benefit the business and they can be a route to employing a graduate.  
 
There have been many graduate internship schemes over the years, but all have struggled with sustainable funding. 
yet, after a few years another scheme appears. We think it would be sensible to allocate modest funding to support 
the current YPG funded scheme, Graduate Career Advantage Scotland. This scheme is operating across the university 
sector with a range of employers. As well as offering internships, the scheme also offers enhanced support to a pool 
of applicants so that even those who do not get an internship do benefit. Currently the scheme fully funds the 
internship salary for the six-month placements, but we think it would be feasible to have variable levels of support 
depending on the employer, which could reduce the costs. The current running costs are £3M per annum. In the 
GCAS October 2022 report, all employers felt that the internship was positive for their organisation. 
 
 

Part 7: Employer engagement  

22. Do you have any evidence about how the current arrangements for employer engagement in skills and 
education are supporting delivery of Scottish Government’s ambitions and outcomes? 
 

Employers are better placed to comments on this. However, we do think it would be advantageous to bring 
universities (and colleges) together with industry and employer groups more often to support this, rather than using 
public bodies as intermediaries.  
 

https://www.e-placementscotland.com/
https://universitiesscotland.sharepoint.com/sites/UniversitiesScotland/4%20LEARNING%20and%20TEACHING/4-5%20Employability%20and%20Enterprise/4-5-21%20Skills%20%202022/Skills%20review/Planning%20for%20success:%20Graduates’%20career%20planning%20and%20its%20effect%20on%20graduate%20outcomes%20(publishing.service.gov.uk)
https://universitiesscotland.sharepoint.com/sites/UniversitiesScotland/4%20LEARNING%20and%20TEACHING/4-5%20Employability%20and%20Enterprise/4-5-21%20Skills%20%202022/Skills%20review/Planning%20for%20success:%20Graduates’%20career%20planning%20and%20its%20effect%20on%20graduate%20outcomes%20(publishing.service.gov.uk)
https://gcas.co.uk/


 

 

Employer engagement happens in lots of ways within HE whether that be through employer-led presentations to 
students, work experience opportunities, mentoring and involvement in the curriculum/curriculum design. However, 
there is a growing need for this to happen more and in a variety of ways – to address skills gaps, enhance student 
skills development and increase exposure to work-related activities. Bringing together industry and universities more 
closely and frequently will be key. 
 

23. Thinking about the different aspects of the system in which employers have an interest, and the existing 
mechanisms for feeding into policy and delivery, do you have any evidence to support how changes in the delivery 
landscape could improve the partnership working between Scottish Government, its public bodies and employers? 
 

We would welcome more support from Scottish Government and its public bodies in bringing employer groups 
together with universities to discuss and develop specific asks. We think that offering co-funding from the Scottish 
Government/public bodies to match with industry would be helpful. 
 

 

 
Ends.              
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