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Key messages

1.

Universities are committed to widening access and proud of the progress made since
2016. Action led by universities over the last decade made Scotland a pioneer in the UK
in progressive admissions policies. There is still more to do, and the support of
Government and Parliament will be vital. There are actions all parties can commit to in
the next election to support continued success in widening access.

Our “40 Faces” campaign in 2024 called on the Education, Children and Young People
Committee to run an inquiry into the progress being made towards the 2030 goals. We
welcome the Committee's 2025 inquiry and several of the report’s recommendations.
However, it was a missed opportunity not to make full use of the Committee’s remit, to
take stock of progress in a more holistic way, including the role of schools given the
poverty-related attainment gap remains a major obstacle to equity in post-school
options for our young people. We would like to see more connectivity between the
progress made in schools and progress that can be made at university, as we go into the
next Parliament.

There is financial and non-financial support the Scottish Government could offer to
assist universities to meet the 2030 targets. Widening access is a resource intensive
activity for every institution, yet there has been no additional resource from Scottish
Government, coupled with increasing funding pressures facing universities. Unlocking
data sharing would help target investment and evaluation and improve transitions for
students.

The 2030 Fair Access goals remain important, but we need to start looking beyond that,
to really consider what types (and ages) of learners will be accessing higher education,
with the scale of Scotland’s demographic changes, coupled with fewer school leavers
from 2030 onwards, to support the country’s long-term economic goals.

Progress achieved":

Scotland’s universities have introduced the most progressive contextual admissions in
the UK, including minimum entry requirements, a guaranteed offer for care experienced
students, a guarantee of fairness statement, disabled applicants guidance (and
principles for institutions), common language in admissions.

SIMD20. 2025’s SQA results saw record numbers of SIMD20 17- and 18-year-olds
achieve a place at university, with 2,290 accepted applicants. Reflecting further back,
universities hit the sector-wide interim target, which was to get to 16% of entrants from
SIMD20 in 2021. The latest, annual figure (for 23/24) is sitting at 16.7% which means the
rate of progress has slowed and we have concerns that achieving the next interim sector
COWA target of 18% by 2026 is increasingly unlikely.

" Data source, Report on Widening Access 2023-24, SFC (2025)
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e Care experience. 2023-24 saw 620 care experienced students enter higher education, a
67% increase compared to 2013-14 entrants.

e Articulation. We are seeing an increase in the percentage of students articulating with
full credit recognition (53.6% of FTFD students entering with a HN in 23-24 vs 49.9% in
21-22)% and it continues to be an important route for SIMD20 students (25.8% of
students articulating with full credit were from SIMD20 in 2023-34). However, there has
been a decline in the number of HNC/D entrants, which means absolute numbers of
articulating students has decreased.

e SFCis starting work to withdraw the institutional SIMD 20 targets and replace it with a
commitment to increase the proportion of SIMD 20 entrants or to match the highest
proportion they have achieved since 2013-14. This change in approach is particularly
helpful in areas with a smaller pool of SIMD20 data zones, and we would welcome the
introduction of other measures to identify disadvantaged students who are currently
overlooked due to only using SIMD20.

The Committee’s recommendations and next steps

e Funding: student funding

o Studentfinance - last year’s student finance and wellbeing survey® found
students were struggling and we think our widening access students will be
struggling most. Student finance is an important, and sometimes overlooked
element to both the perception and affordability of university. Several of our “40
Faces” mentioned the additional, non-repayable, financial support they received
which made attending university possible, including scholarships and
discretionary hardship funds.

o More non-repayable financial support and more targeting to those who need it
most would be more aligned with the access agenda and the Scottish
Government’s commitment to end child poverty. Last year’s student finance and
wellbeing survey noted student loans were seen as necessary for attending
university, but students from widening access backgrounds were increasingly
nervous about taking on debt*.

o Universities receive funding from the Scottish Government via SAAS for
discretionary hardship funds to help students who are in financial difficulties.
But this funding was cut in 2024. Our budget case for 2026/27 has asked for an
inflationary uplift to last year’s £12million (costing an extra £200,000) but our ask
of parties going into the election is that they make a manifesto commitment to
restore student discretionary funding in full to 2023/24 levels of £16million.

o We welcome the Scottish Government’s review of funding for part-time students
and would encourage the findings from this to be published and actioned as
soon as possible.

2Within 3 years of finishing the college course.

3 https://www.gov.scot/publications/student-finance-wellbeing-study-sfws-scotland-2023-2024-main-
report
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Additionally, the call for retention as a priority for widening access students
recognises they may have additional barriers to remaining in education,
including financial. We support the call for retention data to be maintained
throughout a student's time in education.

We welcome the Committee’s continued interest in the funding models for
higher education, and how this may impact widening access students. However,
given competing priorities for the committee, this was not considered in-depth
as part of their pre-budget scrutiny work. Future work by the committee and/or
the Scottish Government could also include a review of student finance,
particularly for undergraduates.

¢ Funding: institutions
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Universities have had no additional funding to support widening access since
the Commission for Fair Access reported in 2016. Work to support widening
access (as well as student services and welfare such as wellbeing and mental
health support) comes from universities’ core teaching grant which has been cut
in real terms for a decade. Universities need improved and sustainable levels of
public investment in teaching. We have had significant engagement with both
the Committee and the Scottish Government on this issue this year in light of
financial pressures across the sector. Institutions will need to see meaningful
actionin 2026.

Whilst we believe long-term sustainable funding for the sector must be the
Scottish Government’s priority, there are opportunities for project funding to
improve access and close the attainment gap, including piloting new
approaches but these need to be multi-year projects to allow the sector to track
and evaluate the effectiveness of such initiatives.

e Individual metrics and moving beyond SIMD
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The usefulness of SIMD in getting to this point cannot be overlooked, however
the committee notes using SIMD alone has serious limitations in recognising
disadvantage across the country. SIMD looks at areas, not individuals.
Students who meet widening access criteria are often far less likely to have
linear pathways to university. A person-centric approach to data would help
track these pathways so we can better understand and respond to the needs of
supporting learners achieve their full potential. The Committee’s inquiry
highlighted the lack of progress on this.

Restrictions on sharing data has made gathering individual data very difficult.
Most focus to date has been on young students, but we also need to look at
mature students, and think there needs to be a concerted effort to introduce
legislation which will help us do this. Current measures also don’t take into
account access to postgraduate courses, which we think needs to change.

The sector already considers a wide range of factors for access to students and
wider recognition of these would be an extension of a person-centred approach
to the disadvantages students face in gaining access to education.
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We think receipt of free school meals in secondary school would work as a
metric for young entrants (and SG working group thinks so too), however this
needs to be collated centrally by the Scottish Government rather than by every
local authority, mirroring the arrangement that admissions body, UCAS, has with
the UK government. We welcomed the intent behind Government and
opposition amendments to the Tertiary Education and Training (Scotland) bill
which looked to facilitate data sharing in support of widening access (the
Minister’s amendment #17 was agreed on 3 December), but we still have
concerns the provision would not produce the outcome intended. We are
concerned that it will generate a lot of unfocused data and that it does not
include provision to share data with UCAS, as the admissions body, which does
not have the capacity to manage data from 32 local authorities. There needs to
be full consultation with the sector to understand what future data sharing and
legislation would look like to achieve the best outcome for students.

Other measures which could be centrally monitored include the Scottish Child
Payment as managed by Social Security Scotland.

Equally, we need a metric for older learners. We think receipt of universal credit
could be a solution and would welcome further work to explore that.

The committee’s report echoes our frustration with the lack of progress made on
a unique learner number (ULN). We are prepared to work with the Scottish
Government and the ICO to find a solution to this.

A ULN would particularly help with evaluation — it can be difficult to know how
successful access programmes are if a student goes to one institution for a

widening access programme, but then onto study at a different institution. The
success of the initial programme is not considered in instances such as this, and
we believe this is a significant part of the widening access agenda.

2026 elections and beyond

e The responsibility of widening access to university doesn’t sit with universities alone and
more needs to be done be central government to help link up the work being done by
schools, colleges and universities for the benefit of all students.

e Changes to the demographics of school leavers from 2030 will mean a change in how
students access higher education and this needs to be considered now to future-proof
accessibility for all students from disadvantaged backgrounds, no matter their age.

e Our 2026 Manifesto will ask for:
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Introduce a ULN, starting in P1 and staying with learners throughout their life.
Restore discretionary funding to 2023/24 levels of £16million and link annual
increases to at least the rate of CPI for subsequent years.

Invest in an evidence and research evaluation fund, to be overseen by the Fair
Access Commissioner, to help universities better understand the range of
widening access activities they engage in and improve accessibility for students.
Sustained investment for student mental health and wellbeing services.


https://www.gov.scot/publications/final-report-access-data-short-life-working-group/

