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Education is the Scottish Government’s defining mission. As the national strategic 
body for colleges and universities, the Scottish Government has charged the Scottish 
Funding Council (SFC) with driving forward excellence and equity across the 
education and skills landscape in Scotland through the Outcome Agreement process.  
 
As this summary shows, Scotland’s universities are helping deliver the Scottish 
Government’s vision for a smarter, fairer, wealthier and greener Scotland. This year, 
in return for the Scottish Government’s £1 billion investment, universities have 
agreed to intensify their contribution and commitment to:  
 

• Improving access to those from under-represented backgrounds, including the 
implementation of the Commission on Widening Access (CoWA) 1 
recommendations. 

• Delivering high quality learning, and retaining and supporting students to 
completion, and prioritising provision that meets known skills gaps. 

• Delivering internationally competitive and impactful research. 
• Supporting innovation and strengthening collaboration with industry. 
• Continually improving the quality of their governance and enhancing their 

financial and environmental sustainability.   
 
Intensification 
 
The then Minister for Further Education, Higher Education and Science, in 
acknowledging the progress made through the Outcome Agreement process to date, 
made clear her expectations – made explicit to Principals at her meeting with them 
on 8 November 2017 – that from 2018-19 the process should be ‘intensified’, 
ensuring a clearer line of sight from the Government’s investment in the sector to 
institutions’ delivery of national priorities. Two key aspects of the Minister’s vision 
for an intensified process are:  
 

• The requirement for more ambitious and challenging targets; and  
• More open and transparent reporting of institutions’ progress to create a 

robust basis for assessing the impact of investment.  
 
This report will review progress of Scotland’s higher education institutions in relation 
to our key priorities to date, and looking forward, set out University’s commitments 
and ambitions for progress consistent with the intensification agenda and the 
recommendations of CoWA.   
 

                                                           
1 A Blueprint For Fairness: The Final Report of the Commission on Widening Access 

UNIVERSITIES: PROGRESS & AMBITIONS 
 

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00496535.pdf
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SFC has used the most recent available data to assess progress in this report. In most 
cases this is HESA2 data for academic year 2016-17. The data draws on the measures 
of progress identified in SFC’s University Outcome Agreement Guidance for  
AY 2018-193. A full explanation of these measures can be found in the technical 
annex of the guidance (Annex B). Refreshed guidance and technical guidance will be 
issued during October 2018. Data for the Open University in Scotland (OUiS) is not 
included in this report. The OUiS has agreed a set of parallel bespoke OA measures 
with the SFC that better reflect its unique contribution to enabling flexible, part-time, 
non-linear and modular student journeys. The OU is funded by the SFC on 
completion rather than registrations, with no restriction on the number of 
registrations. To this end OUiS OA targets have been set in FTE proportions of its 
student body, rather than FTE numbers which may fluctuate according to demand.  
 
  

                                                           
2 Higher Education Statistics Agency  
3 Guidance for the development of University Outcome Agreements: 2017-18 to 2019-20 

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications-statistics/guidance/guidance-2016/SFCGD222016.aspx
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Key achievements and successes  
 
• The number of Scotland-domiciled undergraduate entrants to Scottish HEIs has 

grown by over 10% in the last five years, from 32,350 in 2012-13 to 35,603 in 
2016-17. 

 
• SFC allocated over £716m in teaching funding (including Scottish Government 

ring-fenced places) during 2016-17 to deliver over 126,000 funded places for 
Scotland-domiciled and EU students. This will rise to over £737m to deliver over 
128,000 funded places in 2018-19. 

 
• 83% of students at Scottish institutions were satisfied with the overall quality of 

their programme of study in the 2017 National Student Survey, the same 
proportion as for the UK as a whole. 

 
• The number of undergraduate entrants declaring a care experienced background 

has increased from 266 in 2013-14 to 334 in 2016-17. 
 

• In 2016-17 13.8% of full-time first degree undergraduate entrants were from the 
20% most deprived areas in Scotland. Institutions’ Outcome Agreement 
commitments, if met, would increase this to 16.7% by 2020-21.     

 
• The proportion of graduates entering positive destinations – that is employment 

or further study – stood at 95.7% in 2016-17.  
 

• During 2016-17 SFC invested over £231m to support research excellence through 
the Research Excellence Grant. This core research funding enabled institutions to 
leverage an additional £775m4 in research income for the sector. SFC will allocate 
£242m through the Research Excellence Grant during 2018-19.  

 
• In 2016-17 Scottish HEIs had over 32,000 knowledge exchange interactions with 

public, private and voluntary organisations – over 21,000 of them based in 
Scotland – enhancing productivity and economic growth. This activity generated 
over £470m in income for the sector.  

 
• All 19 universities have committed to work collaboratively to deliver the national 

outcomes of the University Innovation Fund (UIF). 
 

• Fourteen Scottish universities and 87 individual academic departments hold 
Athena SWAN awards recognising their work to advance gender equality.       

                                                           
4 Total research income for Scottish HEIs in 2016-17 not including UK funding bodies grants (HESA/SFC)  
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Universities are improving access to people from under-represented 
backgrounds 

Improving access to university for people from deprived and under-represented 
backgrounds is a key priority for the Scottish Government. The Government has 
asked that SFC use the Outcome Agreement process to drive forward improvement 
towards fairer access, securing progress with the challenging targets set out in the 
final report of the Commission on Widening Access (CoWA), alongside institutions’ 
statutory obligations to ensure fair treatment of protected characteristic groups.  
 
SFC’s Triennial Review5 of widening access published in August 2017 tells us that 
universities’ student intake by disability and ethnicity is broadly comparative to the 
Scottish population. There is also a high intake from younger students. But the 
review highlights significant under-representation from the most deprived 
communities and males in our universities. Recently available data for 2016-17 
confirms this overall picture.  
 
Undergraduate entrants from deprived areas  
 
In the four years to 2016-17 SFC funded 2,639 additional access places targeted at 
high demand institutions with the aim of supporting greater recruitment of students 
from the 20% and 40% most deprived areas. From 2017-18 we ‘mainstreamed’ these 
places and asked institutions to ensure that this extra capacity is used to facilitate 
recruitment of those from the 20% most deprived datazones, to secure progress 
towards CoWA recommendations that by 2021 students from these areas represent 
at least 10% of entrants to every Scottish university, and 16% of entrants for the 
sector as a whole.   
 
The CoWA recommendations were published and accepted by the Scottish 
Government in March 2016, toward the end of the 2016-17 UG admissions cycle. 
This means that the initial impact of the Commission’s recommendations and targets 
is unlikely to be apparent in entrant data until 2017-18. Our data for 2016-17 shows 
a small fall to 13.8% in the proportion of UG full-time, first degree entrants from 
SIMD20 datazones (14% in 2015-16). However, the sector has responded positively 
to the Minister’s call to intensify the OA process in 2018/19, with institutions 
committing to ambitious but realistic access targets for the three years to 2020-21. 
Our modelling of these commitments show that the sector is on a trajectory to meet 
the Commission’s milestone for 2021, reaching 16.7%, towards equalised access to 
HE by 2030, (assuming the overall number of entrants to the sectors stays similar to 
2016-17 levels).  
 

                                                           
5SFC Triennial Review on Widening Access  

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications-statistics/corporate-publications/corporate-publications-2017/SFCCP032017.aspx
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CoWA recommendation 32: Proportion of full-time first degree Scottish-
domiciled UG entrants from 20% most deprived datazones (baseline and OA 
targets for 2018-19 to 2020-21)  
 

 
 Source: SFC/HESA.  
* SFC modelling of OA commitments assuming overall entrants similar to 2016-17  
 
Behind the sectors overall performance sits a range of contributions from individual 
institutions. Universities located in or close to concentrations of deprivation, (c80% 
of MD20 datazones are in West Central Scotland) and with a strong focus on 
addressing regional skills needs, e.g. Glasgow Caledonian and the University of the 
West of Scotland, have the highest proportion of entrants from SIMD20 
backgrounds.  
 
Institutions more remote from concentrations of deprivation, or where demand for 
places is significantly in excess of the number available, face greater challenges in 
widening access to their undergraduate programmes. Nevertheless, Scottish 
universities recognise that widening access and reducing the barriers to higher 
education is a core responsibility for all institutions, not a niche activity for a few.  
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CoWA recommendation 32: Proportion of full-time first degree Scotland-
domiciled UG entrants from the 20% most deprived SIMD datazones  
 
  Baseline trend OA targets to 2020-21 

  2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 
Aberdeen 5.3% 4.3% 5.1% 4.5% 5.3% 6.3% 
Abertay 15.6% 16.7% 15.1% 19.0% 19.0% 19.0% 
Dundee 15.0% 14.3% 15.5% 14.8% 15.3% 15.8% 
Napier 10.0% 10.7% 10.7% 12.0% 14.0% 16.0% 
Edinburgh 6.0% 5.6% 6.4% 8.7% 9.3% 10.0% 
GCU 20.9% 22.6% 20.9% 20.0% 20.0% 20.0% 
GSA 22.1% 14.6% 21.1% 14.1% 15.0% 15.4% 
Glasgow 12.7% 12.1% 12.3% 12.7% 13.2% 13.8% 
HWU 10.8% 9.8% 8.5% 12.4% 12.7% 13.3% 
QMU 11.0% 9.1% 9.1% 13.0% 15.0% 15.0% 
RGU 7.0% 6.7% 6.4% 7.2% 7.6% 10.0% 
RCS 7.4% 13.1% 13.3% 15.5% 15.3% 16.0% 
St Andrews 5.0% 5.1% 5.5% 7.5% 8.5% 10.0% 
SRUC 10.5% 8.3% 7.5% 8.5% 9.3% 10.0% 
Stirling 14.1% 12.3% 12.0% 16.0% 16.5% 17.0% 
Strathclyde 12.3% 13.7% 14.5% 14.2% 14.8% 15.4% 
UHI 11.0% 8.0% 7.3% 8.8% 8.9% 9.0% 
UWS 27.7% 27.5% 27.5% 25.0% 25.0% 25.0% 
TOTAL 13.9% 14.0% 13.8% 15.4%* 16.1%* 16.7%* 
Source: SFC/HESA. 
* SFC modelling of OA commitments assuming overall entrants similar to 2015-16  

 
Looking forward, Outcome Agreements to 2020-21 have secured institutions’ 
commitment to increase the number of UG entrants from deprived backgrounds, 
setting targets that recognise their own particular context, challenges, and progress 
thus far. As a minimum we expect each institution to ensure that 10% of its full-time, 
first degree Scotland-domiciled entrants are from MD20 datazones by 2021. They 
must also demonstrate that they are on a trajectory to support delivery of the 
national target for 20% of UG entrants from these areas by 2030 – in line with the 
recommendations from CoWA (recommendation 32).   
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CoWA have recognised the particular challenge in using SIMD as a marker for 
deprivation for institutions in areas remote from concentrations of deprivation, and 
SFC continue to explore additional measures to monitor the progress towards CoWA 
targets, to better reflect the link between deprivation and access in the local 
population.  
 
OA Measure 2: Proportion of Scotland-domiciled UG entrants from the 20% 
most deprived SIMD datazones  
 
 Progress to date  OA targets to 2020-21 

  2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 

Aberdeen  5.5% 4.8% 5.1% 4.5% 5.3% 6.3% 
Abertay 15.4% 17.0% 16.3% 19.0% 19.0% 19.0% 
Dundee  14.4% 14.1% 14.8% 15.9% 15.9% 16.0% 
Napier  9.5% 10.4% 10.2% 12.0% 14.0% 16.0% 
Edinburgh 5.9% 5.6% 6.3% 8.7% 9.3% 10.0% 
GCU 19.2% 21.2% 20.0% 20.0% 20.0% 20.0% 
GSA 20.3% 13.6% 17.1% 32.2% 34.9% 34.9% 
Glasgow 13.2% 12.3% 12.6% 13.5% 13.5% 13.8% 
Heriot Watt 10.8% 9.9% 8.5% 12.8% 13.1% 13.7% 
QMU 11.0% 8.9% 9.3% 13.0% 15.0% 15.0% 
RGU 6.8% 6.7% 6.1% 7.4% 8.0% 10.0% 
RCS 7.4% 13.1% 13.3% 15.5%* 15.3% 16.0% 
St Andrews 4.6% 4.5% 4.6% 7.5% 8.5% 10.0% 
SRUC 11.1% 11.3% 11.4% 13.0% 14.0% 15.0% 
Stirling 12.9% 11.7% 12.0% 15.0% 15.5% 16.0% 
Strathclyde 12.6% 14.0% 14.6% 15.3% 15.9% 16.5% 
UHI 8.5% 7.8% 8.1% 8.8% 8.9% 9.0% 
UWS 25.1% 25.4% 24.3% 25.0% 25.0% 25.0% 
TOTAL 13.4% 13.6% 13.4% n/a** n/a** n/a** 
Source: SFC/HESA. 
*RCS only recruits to its BA Performance in BSL and English programme every 3 years 
** We are unable to provide aggregate data for the sector at this time 

 
Universities have developed their own bespoke recruitment and access strategies to 
suit their particular needs and context, but common approaches to securing progress 
include:  
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• Contextualised admission processes, with entry tariffs for students with an 
access marker that better reflect the grades required to succeed. 

• Greater use of transferable qualifications, and the development of articulation 
pathways with partner colleges.     

• Enhanced comparability, with greater clarity and transparency on required 
grades and subject requirements to study UG programmes.  

• Outreach programmes that provide targeted support at particular 
underrepresented groups, and sustained interventions to support and prepare 
students for HE programmes.  

• Assistance with accommodation and financial support.  
 

Examples of these approaches to widening access are featured in the case studies 
below.  
 
Case study: free accommodation for students from deprived areas  
 
The University of Aberdeen offers all students from MD20 areas free 
accommodation in student halls in their 1st year of study. This has resulted in a 50 
per cent uptake by MD20 students in 2017-18 from the previous year. As well as 
providing financial relief for students who the University has previously struggled to 
attract, the initiative encourages closer integration with the wider University 
population – key to underpinning student retention. This offers eligible students 
greater opportunity to form friendships and social networks that will play a 
significant role in helping them make the most of life at University, both socially and 
in terms of academic achievement. 
 
Case study: pathways back into education 
 
Access to Higher Education at Abertay Dundee (AHEAD) is a part-time evening 
programme run by Abertay University designed to give access to a wide range of 
degrees for those who have been out of education for three years or more and who 
don't have sufficient qualifications for traditional routes into higher education 
programmes. AHEAD provides individuals with the core academic and study skills 
necessary to successfully complete a higher education degree. The University has 
plans to recruit 40 students to the programme during 2018-19 and subsequent years, 
with around half expected to progress onto degree programmes at the University.  
 
Noting the First Minister’s ambition for equality of access to University, alongside the 
enhanced focus on those from the 20% most deprived communities, we have 
secured institutions continued commitment to enhance access to entrants from both 
the first and second quintiles of deprivation (i.e. the MD40), ensuring that progress 
towards CoWA targets is achieved alongside greater fairness across all groups.   
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OA Measure 2: Proportion of Scotland-domiciled undergraduate entrants 
from the 40% most deprived datazones 
 
 Progress to date  OA targets to 2020-21 

  2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 
Aberdeen 15.7% 15.4% 15.6% 16.0% 17.0% 18.0% 
Abertay 34.4% 38.0% 34.2% 35.0% 35.0% 35.0% 
Dundee 35.5% 35.4% 36.6% 35.5% 35.5% 35.6% 
Napier 27.0% 27.3% 28.6% 28.0% 29.0% 30.0% 
Edinburgh 18.9% 17.3% 18.0% 18.0% 18.5% 18.5% 
GCU 40.6% 42.0% 39.8% 40.0% 40.0% 40.0% 
GSA 38.8% 30.9% 41.1% 40.3% 41.3% 43.0% 
Glasgow 28.1% 29.4% 27.8% 27.5% 27.5% 27.5% 
Heriot-Watt 28.8% 26.4% 24.6% 28.8% 28.5% 28.5% 
QMU 29.6% 25.1% 28.3% 27.0% 28.0% 28.0% 
RGU 17.5% 18.5% 19.2% 21.8% 22.2% 22.7% 
RCS 24.3% 33.8% 28.7% 31.1% 29.3% 30.0% 
St Andrews 14.1% 16.1% 17.1% 20.0% 21.0% 22.0% 
SRUC 27.2% 28.8% 29.8% 29.0% 30.0% 31.0% 
Stirling 34.7% 32.2% 33.0% 37.5% 38.0% 38.5% 
Strathclyde 28.0% 29.1% 31.9% n/a n/a n/a 
UHI 27.1% 27.9% 26.5% 27.5% 28.0% 28.5% 
UWS 50.8% 49.1% 47.9% 45.0% 45.0% 45.0% 
Total 30.8% 31.4% 31.2% n/a* n/a* n/a* 
Source: SFC/HESA 
* We are unable to provide aggregate data for the sector at this time 

 
Articulation 
 
Articulation is an alternative to the traditional route of progressing to year one of 
university from school, allowing students with Higher National Qualifications (HNQs) 
gained at college to progress into university degree programmes. Articulation with 
advanced standing allows students with the appropriate qualifications to move into 
second or third year of a degree programme with no time lost.  
 
Articulation has proved an effective means of ensuring a fairer and more equal 
distribution of students from under-represented groups in HE programmes, including 
adult returners and students from deprived and minority ethnic backgrounds, and 
the higher proportion of males favouring this routes helps ensure a fairer and more 
balanced undergraduate intake. Progress with growing the number students 
progressing from college to university is also central to the delivery of the Scottish 
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Government’s vision, outlined in the recently published 15-24 Learner Journey 
review6, for a more fully aligned college and university education systems, ensuring 
full recognition of prior college learning.  
 
National Articulation Database 2: transforming our understanding of the learner 
journey from college through university and beyond 
 
Over the past year SFC has been reimagining and rebuilding the National Articulation 
Database (NAD2) to create a more effective and detailed resource for SFC and 
institutions. The database will allow examination of all movement from college to 
university, and offer improved analytical detail along with a set of accessible 
analytical tools developed in consultation with institutions. NAD2 will also be of 
benefit to the understanding of the nature of articulation in the college and 
university sectors and will inform Outcome Agreements discussions and future 
articulation policy. 
 
The next stage of development of NAD2 is engagement with individual institutions to 
ensure that their data is an accurate reflection of their articulation activity. This 
critical stage will ensure high confidence in the dataset moving forward, and will 
allow faster turnaround of articulation information when new data becomes 
available each year. With HESA’s Data Futures project7, along with the ongoing 
improvements to the FES collection, the endeavour would be to bring the date 
forward as far as is manageable as soon as relevant robust data is available from 
both datasets.  
                                                                                      
Once in place NAD2 data will triangulate with the college performance indicators and 
the College Leaver Destinations data – and eventually the Longitudinal Educational 
Outcomes (LEO Project) when this becomes available – along with HESA’s outcomes 
for previous articulating students as they emerge. This will provide SFC, institutions 
and others with an unprecedented and transformed understanding of the learner 
journey from college through university and beyond, leading to better informed and 
more effective policy interventions. 
 
The expectation is that the quality assurance process on historic data will be finalised 
during 2018, with publication of data available each year thereafter following receipt 
of the HESA data by SFC starting in 2019 (relating to articulation year 2017-18). This 
will give us robust baseline data for Outcome Agreement Measure 18 going into next 
year’s OA negotiations, and allow for a more detailed summary of progress in the 
next years report.    

                                                           
6 The 15-24 Learner Journey review 
7 HESA Data Futures  
8 OA Ms 1: Number and proportion of Scotland-domiciled HE entrants from college articulating with advanced 
standing 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2018/05/4774
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/innovation/data-futures


11 

SFC has developed a 10 year national strategy for articulation9, with ambitions for 
sustained growth of c700 students articulating with full recognition of prior learning, 
representing 75% of all articulating students by 2025-26. In each of the four years to 
2015-16 SFC provided over 1,000 additional places10 to expand guaranteed 
articulation partnerships between colleges and universities. Institutions reported 
100% enrolment to these places. We provided a fourth and final tranche of 1,118 
places in 2016-17.  
 
OA Measure 1: Number of Scotland-domiciled HE entrants from college 
articulating with advanced standing, and as a proportion of all articulating 
students  

 
Source: SFC/HESA 
 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that the number of articulating students for 2015-16 
and 2016-17 may be significantly higher than 2014-15 and we await the finalisation 
of the National Articulation Database 2 to confirm this. Nevertheless, we believe 
there is scope for further growth in articulation with advanced standing, with an 
increased focus on student choice and improving curriculum links between college 
and university courses.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
9 SFC 10 Year Strategy for Articulation 
10 1,020 additional places in 2013-14; 1,089 in 2014-15; 1,118 in 2015-16; and 1,118 in 2016-17 
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OA Measure 1: Number and proportion of Scotland-domiciled HE entrants 
from college articulating with advanced standing 
    2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 

Aberdeen 
HN entrants from college 125 130 135 
% with advanced standing  35.0% 40.0% 40.0% 

Abertay 
HN entrants from college 500 520 525 
% with advanced standing  77.0% 80.0% 85.0% 

Dundee 
HN entrants from college 450 450 450 
% with advanced standing  17.8% 17.8% 17.8% 

Napier 
HN entrants from college c.900 c.900 c.900 
% with advanced standing  >74% >74% >74% 

Edinburgh 
HN entrants from college 85 85 85 
% with advanced standing  27.0% 27.0% 27.0% 

GCU 
HN entrants from college 1490 1490 1490 
% with advanced standing  68.0% 68.0% 68.0% 

GSA 
HN entrants from college 80 82 84 
% with advanced standing  50.0% 51.0% 52.0% 

Glasgow  
HN entrants from college * * * 
% with advanced standing  * * * 

Heriot Watt 
HN entrants from college 290 300 300 
% with advanced standing  50.0% 51.7% 55.7% 

QMU 
HN entrants from college 290 290 290 
% with advanced standing  60.0% 61.0% 62.0% 

RGU 
HN entrants from college 593 593 593 
% with advanced standing  77.6% 77.6% 77.6% 

St Andrews 
HN entrants from college 20 20 20 
% with advanced standing  20.0% 25.0% 25.0% 

SRUC 
HN entrants from college 70 70 70 
% with advanced standing  88.6% 88.6% 88.6% 

Stirling 
HN entrants from college 546 552 478 
% with advanced standing  11.0% 12.0% 13.0% 

Strathclyde 
HN entrants from college 450 450 450 
% with advanced standing  33.3% 33.3% 33.3% 

UHI 
HN entrants from college 185 190 195 
% with advanced standing  79.0% 80.0% 81.0% 

UWS 
HN entrants from college 2,008 2,000 2,000 
% with advanced standing  61.2% 60.0% 60.0% 

Source: SFC 
*No target submitted  
NOTE: This table does not include baseline data from 2017/18 because the quality assurance process on historic 
articulation data for the NAD is not yet complete. The data will be finalised during 2018, with publication of 
data available each year thereafter following receipt of the HESA data by SFC starting in 2019 relating to 
articulation year 2017-18 
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Following the expansion in articulation places to 2016-17 described above, 
institutions are seeking to consolidate and sustain levels of articulation over the 
current OA cycle to 2020-21. Institutions continue to work with colleges to develop 
the necessary infrastructure for articulation, including smoother admissions and 
transitions processes, and joint curriculum planning, to increase the number and 
effectiveness of articulation pathways. Some institutions, however – including the 
University of the West of Scotland – note that for some of their established 
articulation pathways, student numbers on college programmes have reduced, 
reducing in turn the pool of articulation applicants for all institutions. Nevertheless, 
in developing a more balanced network of pathways across the breadth of their 
provision with college partners, institutions see long-term growth in articulation 
levels.         
 
With finite resource, institutions develop models of engagement that work for them 
and their particular context.  This gives a diversity and richness to the sector’s access 
activities that, taken together, create an effective and evolving access ecosystem 
that engages the broadest spectrum of underrepresented groups and communities. 
For some institutions articulation is at the core of their access strategies , e.g. UWS 
and GCU. Others, such as the University of Glasgow, have found a broader approach, 
including direct engagement with schools and local authorities, to be more effective.  
Nevertheless, we expect all institutions to ensure better alignment with college 
provision and to grow the number of pathways for articulating students as a key 
aspect of their access activities.          
 
Case study: shorter learning pathways into nursing  
 
A new articulation agreement between Forth Valley College and the University of 
Stirling will allow college students to progress onto a nursing degree programme. 
The agreement will offer students on the college’s HNC in Care and Administrative 
Practice the opportunity to advance their studies by entering into Year 2 of the 
Stirling’s nursing degree programmes in Adult or Mental Health Nursing. 
Students on the HNC programme must complete 600 hours of placement during 
their year of study and gain an A in their Graded Unit to be eligible for consideration. 
The agreement provides progression opportunities for HNC students who are 
committed to furthering a career in Nursing, with students coming through this 
articulation route able to complete their nursing degree and begin their careers in 
two years, rather three. 
 
Case Study: build your own degree with the Open University in Scotland 
 
Fife College is working with The Open University in Scotland (OU) to create flexible 
opportunities for students who wish to progress from their Higher National study to 
a part-time degree.   
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The OU’s BA or BSc (Open) degree allows students to choose from a wide range of 
OU modules tailored to their personal and vocational needs. This allows students to 
either build on the subject areas studied in college or provides the flexibility to 
develop skills and knowledge in other subject areas. Students with an HND can 
transfer up to 240 credits towards the OU’s 360 credit BA/ BSc honours degrees. A 
student with an HNC can normally transfer between 90-120 credits towards the 300 
credit BA/BSc ordinary degree, or a 360 credit Honours degree.  
 
Engagement with schools  
 
The proportion of Scotland-domiciled undergraduate entrants from low-progression 
schools taking part in the Schools for Higher Education Programme (SHEP)11 provides 
a useful measure that, taken with SIMD data and other evidence, gives a more 
rounded understanding of institutions’ progress in reducing barriers to higher 
education. Following a step change in the numbers of students from SHEP schools in 
2013-14 entering university, there has been incremental improvement with 1,681 
entrants in 2016-17.  
 
OA Measure 3: Scotland-domiciled UG entrants from SHEP schools 
 

 
Source: SFC/HESA  
 
Institutional data captures the particular success of institutions that have targeted 
their access and outreach activities on engagement with students from this group of 
schools. The universities of Edinburgh and Dundee have both performed significantly 
above the sector average with 7.6% and 8% of their entrants from SHEP schools 
respectively in 2016-17.  SFC funded SHEP and Access to High Demand Professions 
(AHDP) programmes are designed to achieve equality of opportunity and access to 
higher education, specifically targeting low progression schools and pupils from 
deprived backgrounds. SFC is developing a school’s engagement framework to 
ensure a more integrated approach to secure greater impact across our school 
engagement activities, aligning more effectively with the recommendations of CoWA 
and the Scottish Government’s Youth Employment Strategy12.      

                                                           
11 Schools in the SHEP programme typically have rates of progression to higher education that are significantly 
below the national average. 
12 Developing the Young Workforce - Scotland's Youth Employment Strategy 
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OA Measure 3: Proportion Scotland-domiciled UG entrants  
from SHEP schools 
 
  Progress to date  OA targets to 2020-21 
  2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 
Aberdeen 4.9% 4.8% 4.7% 6.0% 6.5% 6.5% 
Abertay 3.7% 5.3% 3.5% 5.0% 5.0% 5.0% 
Dundee 7.0% 5.8% 8.0% 7.2% 7.2% 7.2% 
Napier 4.1% 4.7% 5.5%  6.0%  6.0%  6.0% 
Edinburgh 9.7% 7.9% 7.6% 9.5% 9.5% 9.5% 
GCU 4.7% 3.8% 4.3% 4.2% 4.4% 4.5% 
GSA 3.3% 4.8% 3.9% 5.0% 7.0% 8.0% 
Glasgow 5.1% 4.6% 5.0% 5.0% 5.0% 5.0% 
Heriot-Watt 6.1% 4.2% 4.5% 5.2% 5.4% 5.9% 
QMU 4.8% 5.7% 6.4% 9.0% 9.6% 9.6% 
RGU 3.6% 3.8% 4.1% 4.6% 4.8% 5.0% 
RCS 0.0% 5.5% 5.3% 6.8% 6.7% 6.7% 
St Andrews 3.3% 5.2% 6.1% 4.8% 4.8% 4.8% 
SRUC 0.8% 3.0% 1.4% 4.0% 4.8% 5.5% 
Stirling 5.7% 6.0% 4.3% 6.0% 6.5% 7.0% 
Strathclyde 4.6% 5.3% 5.2% 7.0% 7.0% 7.0% 
UHI 4.0% 4.7% 4.4% 4.5% 4.6% 4.9% 
UWS 2.4% 2.7% 2.8% 2.7% 2.7% 2.7% 
Scotland  4.6% 4.6% 4.7% n/a* n/a* n/a* 
Source: SFC/HESA  
* We are unable to provide aggregate data for the sector at this time 
 
Case study: working with low progression schools 
 
Reach Tayside works with pupils who from disadvantaged background who are 
interested in studying Medicine, Dentistry, or Law. The SFC funded project is  
co-ordinated at the University of Dundee works to raise the aspirations of pupil in 
S4-S6 who attend a low progression school, who are the first person in their family to 
go to university, have care responsibilities, or are from a low income background. 
Reach helps applicants gain an insight and experience of their chosen degree through 
taster sessions with degree specific practical activities for applicants to learn new 
skills. Student Experience Days help pupils find out more about their chosen 
profession and understand what university life is like. Reach also helps applicants to 
improve their applications and to better understand the various tasks and 
assessments that will be part of their applicant journey. Reach also provides work 
experience and shadowing to help applicants gain a greater insight into their chosen 
profession. 



16 

Case study: The Wee University 
 

The University of the West of Scotland’s ‘Wee University’ initiative brings together 
the University’s Childhood Studies students and early learning and childcare centres 
to promote lifelong family learning. It aims to enhance awareness at an early age of 
future educational opportunities, help break down potential barriers around access 
to further and higher education and boost the confidence of parents and carers 
around accessing educational opportunities. Launched in February 2017 by  
Shirley-Anne Somerville, the then Minister for FE, HE and Science, the Wee 
University was set up to deliver the Scottish Government’s strategies to widen 
access, and raise attainment to provide routes to education for all.  
 
Improving outcome for learners from protected characteristic groups and those 
who are care experienced 
 
Students under-21 make up the majority of undergraduate entrants, with older 
students fluctuating at around a third of the total. There is also a strong intake of 
ethnic minority groups and students declaring a disability, compared to the Scottish 
population as a whole, although SFC continues explore under-representation within 
some categories of disability and ethnic minority groups. 
 
OA Measure 4: Proportion Scotland-domiciled UG entrants from protected 
characteristic groups and care experienced, 2012-13 to 2016-17 

 
  2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 

SIMD 0-20 13.2% 13.9% 14.1% 14.4% 14.3% 
SIMD 0-40 29.0% 29.9% 30.7% 31.2% 31.1% 

Male 42.7% 43.1% 42.3% 41.2% 41.4% 
Female 57.2% 56.9% 57.7% 58.7% 58.6% 

21 and over 32.2% 33.6% 33.3% 34.8% 33.5% 
Under 21 67.8% 66.4% 66.7% 65.2% 66.5% 

White 92.4% 92.2% 92.5% 91.7% 91.8% 
Minority ethnic  6.6% 6.8% 6.4% 7.1% 7.1% 

Disabled 9.3% 10.3% 10.8% 11.7% 12.2% 
Care experienced n/a 0.3% 0.4% 0.5% 0.6% 

Source: SFC/HESA 
 
Care experienced 
 
SFC uses the term ‘care experienced’ to refer to anyone who has been or is currently 
in care or from a looked-after background at any stage of their life, no matter how 
short. This care may have been provided in one of many different settings such as in 
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residential care, foster care, kinship care or looked after at home with a supervision 
requirement. 
 
Care experienced young people and adults are amongst the most disadvantaged in 
our society and have some of the worst educational outcomes. Currently, 6% of 
looked-after children go from school to higher education compared to 41% of school 
leavers as a whole. Nevertheless, there has been some progress made in recent 
years, with the number of UG entrants from care experienced backgrounds 
increasing from 266 entrants in 2013-15 to 334 in 2016-17.   
 
OA Measure 4: Scotland-domiciled UG entrants with care experience   

 
Source: SFC/HESA 
 
All HEIs have published their Corporate Parenting Plan. At least nine institutions 
already guarantee offers to care experienced applicants who meet the minimum 
entry requirements. All other universities are committed to making guaranteed 
offers and are on track to set minimum entry requirements for entrants starting in 
2020-21. Where HEIs do not currently guarantee offers to care experienced 
applicants they do receive additional consideration in the admissions process and are 
directed to a range of outreach and support opportunities. 
 
SFC works closely with the college and university sectors, agencies, and organisations 
such as Who Cares? Scotland13 and CELCIS14, and with these partners has set an 
ambition that there is no difference in the outcomes of care experienced learners 
compared to their peers by 2021-22. 
 
Case study: care experienced students 
 
Edinburgh Napier University is the lead partner of the Support for University and 
College for Care Experienced in South-East Scotland (SUCCESS) initiative, a regional 
hub for care experienced students. The hub works with other further and higher 
education institutions, Edinburgh City Council and third sector organisations to 
develop a common strategy to raise aspirations among those who are care-
                                                           
13 https://www.whocaresscotland.org/  
14 Centre for Excellence for Looked After Children in Care in Scotland  
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experienced, widen access to college and university, and support them throughout 
their education and into employment and further study.     
 
We also work closely with Carers Trust Scotland to support student carers and use 
their definition of a carer15. We were delighted that three institutions were awarded 
the Going Higher recognition award in 2017-18 and encourage other HEIs to fully 
support and participate in the award. We are collecting data on the number of 
student carers through HESA from 2018-19. 
 
Addressing gender imbalances   
 
In 2016-17, 41.4% of Scotland-domiciled undergraduate entrants were male and 
58.7% female, a gap of 17.2%, showing little improvement over the past five years. 
SFC recognises, however, that meaningful and sustainable progress will be secured 
only through strong leadership and partnership working – over a sustained period– 
requiring a collaborative approach with the university and college sectors, schools, 
and local authorities.  
 
OA Measure 4: Scotland-domiciled undergraduate entrants by gender 

 
 
Source: SFC/HESA 
 
Many subject areas from school, college and university are heavily ‘gendered’ – that 
is they tend to have high concentrations of either men or women, with gender 
stereotyping discouraging girls from aspiring to careers in STEM subjects and boys 
from and teaching, health and care. At university level such courses are often those 
most closely related to particular occupations, such as nursing, engineering, 
computing or teaching, and therefore have a significant impact on students’ future 
careers, and the character of those professions.  
 

                                                           
15 The Carers Trust defines a carer as anyone who cares, unpaid, for a friend or family members who due to 
illness, disability, a mental health problem or an addiction cannot cope without their support. 
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In August 2016 SFC published its Gender Action Plan16 (GAP) in which we made clear 
our ambition that by 2030 the gap between male and female participation will be 
reduced to 5%, and that no college or university subject will have an imbalance of 
greater than 75% of one gender. All universities published their own institutional 
Gender Action Plans in 2017, and we have used the Outcome Agreement process to 
drive improvement, and have asked institutions to identify subject areas with 
significant gender imbalances (i.e. >75%), and their plans to secure improvement. 
 
Through their Gender Action Plans, institutions have reviewed their institutional and 
regional data to understand where their gender imbalances lie, and set out their 
plans, in partnership with other institutions, for improvement across five key themes 
infrastructure; influencing; raising awareness and aspiration; encouraging 
applications and supporting success.  
 
Gender balance of UG entrants by subject area (headcount) 2014-15 to 2016-17  
 

Subject area Male Female 
2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 

Subjects allied to Medicine (inc. nursing) 16% 14% 15% 84% 86% 85% 
Education (inc. teaching) 20% 17% 20% 80% 83% 80% 
European Languages, Literature and related 26% 23% 20% 74% 77% 80% 
Combined 44% 41% 22% 56% 59% 78% 
Social studies 27% 29% 29% 73% 71% 71% 
Linguistics, Classics  28% 28% 31% 72% 72% 69% 
Vet Sciences, Agriculture  35% 32% 32% 65% 68% 68% 
Law 35% 35% 34% 65% 65% 66% 
Creative Arts and Design 37% 39% 35% 63% 61% 65% 
Medicine and Dentistry 38% 33% 37% 62% 67% 63% 
Historical and Philosophical studies 43% 40% 40% 57% 60% 60% 
Biological Sciences 36% 37% 40% 64% 63% 60% 
Business and Admin 41% 39% 41% 59% 61% 59% 
Languages (non-European) 33% 50% 42% 67% 50% 58% 
Mass Communications 45% 40% 44% 55% 60% 55% 
Physical Sciences 59% 59% 57% 41% 41% 43% 
Maths and Computer Sciences 57% 63% 63% 43% 37% 37% 
Architecture, Building and Planning 69% 69% 71% 31% 31% 29% 
Technologies 76% 79% 85% 24% 21% 14% 
Computer Science 84% 84% 85% 16% 16% 15% 
Engineering 86% 87% 85% 14% 13% 15% 

Gender balance >75% 60-75% 40-60% 

   Source: SFC/HESA 
                                                           
16 SFC Gender Action Plan 

http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Corporate_publications_SFCCP052016_GenderActionPlan/SFCCP052016_Gender_Action_Plan.pdf
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Case study: inspiring young women to get involved in STEM 
  
Glasgow Caledonian University is committed to inspiring more young women to get 
involved in STEM through a partnership with the charitable organisation SmartSTEMs 
and EDF Energy to offer girls across the Glasgow the chance to learn about STEM 
study and career paths. Over 450 pupils, aged between 10 and 14 years old, from 26 
schools heard from women who work in STEM about their journeys, before taking 
part in a series of hands-on workshops delivered by academic staff, undergraduate, 
postgraduate and PhD students, and members of the University’s Engineering 
Industrial Advisory Board.  
 
Case study: attracting men to rewarding careers in nursing 
 
Across the UK currently less than 10% of students and applicants to nursing courses 
are men. At a time when NHS faces significant challenges, relying on only half the 
population to deliver health services is seen as increasingly untenable. Students and 
health workers from the University of Dundee and Ninewells Hospital have been 
working together through the #MenDoCare outreach initiative and awareness 
campaign to offer advice and share their experiences with men who may not have 
considered nursing as a rewarding and dynamic profession.  
 
Improved outcomes for students from disadvantaged groups 
 
The Minister has made clear that the access agenda should go beyond steps to 
ensure fairer access, and must include improved retention and outcomes for 
students from under-represented and disadvantaged groups. SFC Outcome 
Agreements ask institutions to outline their strategies, activities and commitments 
for ensuring that students receive the necessary support to progress and with the 
skills and aptitude they need to succeed.  
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OA Measure 5: Retention rates for Scotland-domiciled UG entrants from 
protected characteristic groups and care experienced  

 
  2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 

All 90.9% 91.3% 90.5% 90.6% 91.0% 
SIMD 0-20 87.5% 86.7% 87.2% 86.7% 87.2% 
SIMD 0-40 87.7% 87.8% 88.1% 87.7% 88.5% 

Male 89.4% 90.1% 88.8% 88.9% 89.4% 
Female 92.0% 92.2% 91.8% 92.0% 92.2% 

21 and over 87.3% 87.2% 87.1% 87.3% 88.0% 
under 21 92.2% 92.7% 91.8% 91.9% 92.2% 

White 91.0% 91.2% 90.5% 90.6% 90.9% 
Minority ethnic 89.9% 92.6% 90.7% 92.0% 92.0% 

Disability 89.4% 89.6% 89.3% 89.4% 89.4% 
Care experience n/a n/a 82.7% 84.3% 83.7% 

Source: SFC/HESA 

Retention rates for students from MD20 backgrounds were 87.2% in 2016-17, more 
than 3 percentage points behind the retention rates for all students (91%). Individual 
institution data for 2016-17 shows a wide range of retention outcomes, highlighting 
the particular challenges faced by some institutions more successful in attracting 
students from under-represented backgrounds.  

We understand that students from the most deprived communities often require 
additional support throughout their time at university. In 2015, we repurposed our 
regional coherence funding to focus support on those institutions able to 
demonstrate and maintain a significant commitment to the support, retention, and 
successful outcomes of students from the most disadvantaged and deprived 
backgrounds. The Widening Access and Retention Fund (WARF) allocates almost 
£15m funding annually to eight HEIs for this purpose. We will review this funding 
during 2018 to ensure that it continues to support access students from across the 
sector.  
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OA Measure 5: Retention rates for Scotland-domiciled UG entrants from the 
20% most deprived datazones 
 
 Progress to date  OA targets to 2020-21 

  2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 
Aberdeen 89.4% 85.7% 94.7% 92.0% 93.0% 94.0% 
Abertay 88.7% 84.2% 74.3% >85.0% >85.0% >85.0% 
Dundee 90.7% 89.8% 89.6% 92.2% 92.6% 92.6% 
Napier 87.3% 83.7% 85.6% 88.0% 89.0%  90.0% 
Edinburgh 90.5% 91.9% 88.8% 92.3% 92.0% 92.0% 
GCU 90.8% 89.1% 92.4% 90.0% 90.0% 90.0% 
GSA 100.0% 95.2% 92.6% >95.0% >95.0% >95.0% 
Glasgow 90.3% 89.2% 90.3% 90.0% 91.0% 92.0% 
Heriot-Watt 87.5% 85.0% 85.7% ~90.0% >90.0% >90.0% 
QMU 83.5% 75.9% 91.0% 91.0% 92.0% 92.0% 
RGU 90.6% 89.4% 89.7% 92.0% 92.0% 93.0% 
RCS 100.0% 91.7% 95.0% 95.0% 95.0% 95.0% 
St Andrews 100.0% 91.7% 100.0% >95.0% >95.0% >95.0% 
SRUC 80.7% 75.0% 78.7% 76.0% 76.5% 77.0% 
Stirling 93.2% 91.7% 86.0% 91.0% 93.0% 94.0% 
Strathclyde 89.1% 89.6% 85.9% 90-93% 90-93% 90-93% 
UHI 76.9% 81.5% 84.9% 84.0% 85.0% 86.0% 
UWS 82.3% 83.3% 84.9% 85.0% 87.0% 89.0% 
Scotland 87.5% 86.7% 87.2% n/a* n/a* n/a* 
Source: SFC/HESA  
* We are unable to provide aggregate data for the sector at this time 
 
In our Outcome Agreement negotiations for 2018-19 we have secured commitments 
from institutions for improvement in retention for students from the most deprived 
areas. A number of institutions, including St Andrews, GSA, Heriot Watt, RCS and 
Strathclyde have committed to ensuring that retention rates for all  
under-represented groups at least match those for the institutional overall retention 
rate.    
 
Case study: using student analytics and online tools to drive student 
attainment 
 
The University of the West of Scotland has used student analytics and online tools to 
measure usage of campus resources and systems and understand better which 
factors are affecting student success. The tools allow students to understand how 
they are engaging with their University across an array of physical and virtual campus 
resources and systems. Success metrics have been correlated with activity data to 
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determine what ‘good’ looks like, which not only allows the student to take more 
control of their learning, but also enables tutors to more effectively guide and help 
students by intervening when a student might deviate from tested pathways. The 
toolset, developed with other higher education partners, also supports decision 
making, enabling institutions to better allocate resources to where they will have the 
greatest impact on the student experience. Through reliable data analysis risks and 
opportunities are identified before they happen, covering retention, progression, 
and attainment.  
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Universities are delivering high quality learning  
 
Universities are committed to enhancing the quality of their learner experience and 
increasing the number of students who successfully complete their programmes of 
study. SFC allocated over £716m in teaching funding (including Scottish Government 
ring-fenced places) during 2016-17 to deliver over 126,000 funded places for 
Scotland-domiciled and EU students. In total over 235,000 students from across the 
world studied at Scottish institutions during 2017.  
 
SFC has a statutory responsibility to ensure the quality of HE provision in Scotland. 
We do this by working closely with QAA Scotland, institutions and student 
representative bodies in Scotland to develop and implement an enhancement-led 
approach to quality assurance in the Scottish higher education sector through the 
Quality Enhancement Framework (QEF). The QEF has been designed to support 
higher education institutions in Scotland in managing the quality of the student 
learning experience and to provide public confidence in the quality and standards of 
higher education. The framework includes: 
  
• Institution-led reviews, carried out by institutions with guidance from the SFC.  
• Enhancement-led institutional reviews (ELIRs) run by QAA Scotland that involve 

all Scottish higher education institutions over a four-year cycle.   
• Improved forms of public information about quality. 
• Strengthening the voice of students in quality processes. 
• A national programme of Enhancement Themes which encourages academic 

staff, support staff and students to share current good practice and collectively 
generate ideas and models for innovation in learning and teaching.  

 
The last cycle of ELIRs conducted by QAA Scotland concluded that all of Scotland’s 
HEIs had in place effective systems for managing academic standards and enhancing 
the student learning experience, (individual institution reports are available from the 
QAA website17).  
 
Retention 
 
Retention rates for the sector remain high, ranging from 86% to over 96%. As 
touched on above, there is a relationship between the proportion of institutions 
students from access backgrounds and lower retention rates. Nevertheless, 
institutions such as the universities of Dundee and Glasgow – with high rates of 
retention and comparatively high numbers of students from deprived backgrounds – 
have developed approaches to ensure that students in need of additional support 
are identified and supported without compromising on the quality of their provision.  
 
                                                           
17 Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education 

http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/about-us/quality-enhancement-framework/institution-led-review
http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/about-us/quality-enhancement-framework/enhancement-led-institutional-review
http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/about-us/quality-enhancement-framework/public-information-set
http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/enhancement-themes
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/
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Institutions have prioritised ambitious targets for the recruitment of students from 
deprived backgrounds, students that we know face greater challenges in completing 
their programmes of study. These commitments will undoubtedly have a moderating 
impact on institutions’ overall retention performance. Recognising too that achieving 
100% retention is unrealistic, as some students will choose to leave their UG 
programmes for valid reasons, (e.g. life choices, job offers, ill health, etc.), 
universities across the sector have committed to maintain retention rates at, or 
around, current high levels, with those institutions with lower levels of returning 
students committing to further improvement.  
 
OA Measure 6: Retention rates for all Scotland-domiciled UG entrants  
 
 Progress to date  OA targets to 2020-21 
  2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 
Aberdeen 93.0% 93.7% 94.8% 95.0% 96.0% 96.5% 
Abertay 90.3% 88.9% 86.0% 91.0% 91.0% 91.0% 
Dundee 92.6% 94.6% 94.2% 93.5% 94.0% 94.0% 
Napier 89.9% 88.9% 88.4% 89.0% 90.0% 90.0% 
Edinburgh 93.7% 93.7% 94.3% 94.0% 94.0% 94.0% 
GCU 91.6% 91.3% 93.5% >90.0% >90.0% >90.0% 
GSA 97.4% 96.1% 96.8% >95.0% >95.0% >95.0% 
Glasgow 94.4% 94.1% 94.2% 95.0% 95.0% 95.0% 
Heriot-Watt 91.5% 91.0% 89.8% >92.0% >93.0% >93.0% 
QMU 87.5% 85.9% 89.5% 92.0% 93.0% 93.0% 
RGU 92.1% 92.7% 92.9% 93.0% 93.0% 93.0% 
RCS 99.2% 93.2% 97.2% 95.0% 95.0% 95.0% 
St Andrews 97.3% 96.6% 96.2% >95.0% >95.0% >95.0% 
SRUC 85.6% 83.0% 80.5%  83.0% 83.0% 83.0% 
Stirling 93.7% 92.6% 91.5% 90.0% 92.0% 94.0% 
Strathclyde 93.4% 92.5% 92.3% 90-93% 90-93% 90-93% 
UHI 80.3% 85.3% 84.8% 87.0% 88.0% 89.0% 
UWS 84.5% 84.5% 88.0% 87.0% 88.0% 89.0% 
Scotland 90.5% 90.6% 91.0% n/a* n/a* n/a* 
Source: SFC/HESA 
* We are unable to provide aggregate data for the sector at this time 
 
As the table shows, there is also a degree of volatility to retention data, (particularly 
for smaller institutions), with multiple factors beyond institutions control – such as 
the availability of maintenance support, and high employment demand – influencing 
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target setting. It should be noted too that a number of institutions are approaching 
the ceiling to what they believe is realistically achievable with respect to retention. 
Nevertheless, through the Outcome Agreement process SFC will continue to 
encourage greater ambition where we believe there is scope for improvement.  
 
Case study: supporting learners at risk of leaving       
 
Heriot Watt University’s ‘thinking about leaving’ service offers guidance and support 
to students who are considering leaving the University early. The service offers 
students, who may be facing challenges or difficulties, advice on the options 
available to them the help them continue their studies, or to pursue other positive 
outcomes, including: a change of subject or mode of study; course options; advice on 
improving academic skills; transfers to other programmes or other universities; and 
career advice. The visibility of the service has been much increased and student 
uptake grown by two thirds in 2016-17 compared with the previous year. 80% of 
students who consulted the service continued on Heriot-Watt programmes. 
 
Student satisfaction   
 
The outcome of the 2018 National Student Survey (NSS) of over 320,000 students 
across the UK provides evidence that the quality of the learner experience at Scottish 
universities has been maintained at a high standard, but is on a slight downward 
trend. In 2018 83% of students at Scottish institutions were satisfied with the overall 
quality of their programme of study – the same as the UK average – but down from 
87% in 2014.  
 
Progress: OA M7 – proportion of students satisfied with the overall  
quality of their course in the National Student Survey 
 
 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

England 86 86 85 84 83 
N. Ireland 87 89 89 85 84 
Scotland 87 86 86 85 83 
Wales 85 85 86 84 85 
UK 86 86 86 84 83 
Source: Office for Students 
 
The 2018 NSS survey ranked the University of St Andrews first in the UK for the 
quality of its learner experience with 94% of its students satisfied with the quality of 
their course (+8 points above its benchmark figure18). St Andrews has ranked as the 
                                                           
18 Benchmarks are based on the sector average satisfaction levels adjusted to reflect the mix of students at 
each institution to show where we would expect each institution to be 
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top mainstream university in the UK for ten of the last 12 years – an achievement of 
sustained excellence. The universities of Dundee (88%, +4), and Glasgow (88, +3) also 
retained their positions amongst the best performing institutions, ranking 12th equal 
in the UK. Some institutions have consistently performed below our – and their own 
– expectations. We will be discussing with them their plans for improvement as part 
of the Outcome Agreement process.  
 
Through the Outcome Agreement process all institutions have committed to improve 
or sustain the quality of their student experience as expressed through their 
commitment to improving their performance in the NSS.   
 
Progress: OA M7 – proportion of students satisfied with the overall  
quality of their course in the NSS (and variance +/- from benchmark) 

 
  2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

Aberdeen 86 (-1) 87 (-) 88 (+1) 87 (+1) 86 (+1) 
Abertay  84 (-1) 86 (+1) 88 (+3) 84 (-) 79 (-4) 
Dundee 90 (+4) 90 (+4) 91 (+5) 90 (+4) 88 (+4) 
Edinburgh 82 (-5) 84 (-3) 80 (-7) 83 (-3) 77 (-8) 
Napier 85 (+1) 84 (-1) 84 (-) 80 (-3) 74 (-9) 
Glasgow 91 (+3) 90 (+3) 89 (+2) 89 (+3) 88 (+3) 
Glasgow Caledonian 84 (-) 85 (-) 83 (-1) 81 (-2) 81 (-2) 
Glasgow School of Art 78 (-4) 80 (-1) 74 (-9) 71 (-11) 67 (-13) 
Heriot-Watt  87 (+1) 89 (+4) 89 (+4) 83 (-2) 81 (-3) 
UHI 84 (-) 80 (-4) 81 (-3) 79 (-5) 85 (+2) 
Queen Margaret 86 (+2) 85 (-) 86 (+2) 77 (-6) 82 (-1) 
Robert Gordon 87 (+3) 86 (+1) 85 (+1) 86 (+2) 85 (+2) 
RCS 89 (+8) 79 (-2) 83 (+1) n/a 77 (-4) 
SRUC 89 (-3) 81 (-5) 76 (-9) 77 (-8) 70 (-14) 
St Andrews 93 (+5) 89 (+1) 94 (+6) 94 (+6) 94 (+8) 
Stirling 87 (+1) 86 (-) 89 (+3) 86 (+1) 84 (-) 
Strathclyde 89 (+3) 87 (+1) 87 (+1) 87 (+2) 84 (-) 
UWS 84 (-1) 86 (+2) 87 (+2) 83 (-) 85 (+2) 
Source: Office for Students 
Note: the Open University submits a single UK wide data return to HESA. Scotland only data is not available 
* In 2017 RCS did not meet the publication threshold of returns and therefore does not feature in that year’s 
survey    
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Case study: innovative use of technology to enhance the student experience 
 
The University of Strathclyde has developed a free app that gives students fast, 
secure and mobile access to live information to make the best use of their time at 
university. Students are able to customise tiles to build their own unique home 
screens giving access a range of helpful features, including:  personalised class 
timetables and assignment deadlines; locations of available PCs anywhere on 
campus; library search tools and renewals; class reading lists and checklists; live 
updates on teaching arrangements; and exam timetables and results – with the 
potential to add many more. The app also helps ensure that students remain socially 
engaged with campus life, with interactive campus and city guides and maps; social 
event calendars and alerts, and the ability to check gym and fitness class availability.   
 
Case study: developing leadership skills and professional networks 
 
Edinburgh Napier University’s Get on Board programme is the first university based 
training and coaching programme in the UK to provide students with real board 
experience and responsibility.  Get on Board helps students on to the boards of local 
charities, voluntary sector organisations or public bodies, helping them build their 
professional networks, develop their skills in leadership and decision-making, and 
make a positive difference to communities. Students on the programme receive 1:1 
coaching; peer support sessions and networking events; and are supported to 
identify and apply for board vacancies using the student association’s extensive 
volunteering network. Students also receive membership of the Association of 
Corporate Governance Practitioners (ACGP), and can gain professional recognition by 
sitting ACGP exams. Get on Board helps students build unique skills that cannot be 
taught in a classroom, and – importantly – helps enhance the dynamism, innovation 
and diversity of boards and their important work.  
 
The UK Government has introduced its ‘Teaching Excellence Framework’ (TEF) to 
recognise and reward excellence in teaching and learning. Scottish HEIs can take part 
in TEF if they wish, and five institutions chose to do so in 2016. The results of the first 
TEF were announced in June 2017 with all five Scottish HEIs performing strongly. 
Dundee, St Andrews and Robert Gordon universities have been awarded TEF Gold 
awards for delivering consistently outstanding teaching, learning and outcomes for 
its students, with Abertay and Heriot-Watt universities awarded Silver awards for 
teaching and learning that consistently exceeds rigorous national quality 
requirements.  
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OA Measure 7: Proportion of students satisfied with the overall quality of 
their course in the NSS  
 
 Baseline OA targets to 2020-21 

  2017  2018 2019 2020 
Aberdeen 87% 88.5% 89.0% 89.5% 
Abertay 84% 89.0% 89.0% 89.0% 
Dundee  90% 91.0% 91.0% 91.0% 
Napier  80% 85.0% 90.0% 90.0% 
Edinburgh 83% 83.0% 84.0% 86.0% 
GCU 81% 85.0% 86.0% 87.0% 
GSA 71% 80.0% 83.0% 85.0% 
Glasgow 89% 91.0% 91.0% 91.0% 
Heriot Watt 83% 89.0% 90.0% 90.0% 
Queen Margaret 77% >84% >84.0% >84.0% 
Robert Gordon 86% 88.0% 89.0% 90.0% 
RCS 83%* 90.0% 90.0% 90.0% 
St Andrews 94% >=90% >=90% >=90% 
SRUC 77% 79.0% 82.0% 84.0% 
Stirling 86% 91.0% 91.0% 92.0% 
Strathclyde 87% 90.0% 90.0% 90.0% 
UHI 79% 85.0% 85.0% 87.0% 
West of Scotland  83% 89.0% 92.0% 95.0% 
Source: SFC/Office for Students 
 
 
Case study: internationalising the student experience 
 
The Royal Conservatoire of Scotland is currently ranked fifth in the world for 
performing arts education in the 2018 QS World Rankings. The Conservatoire’s 
international profile and standing attracts international students and staff bringing 
with them cultural insights, ideas and practices that greatly enrich the learning 
environment for all students and help define Scotland’s education and culture to the 
world.  
 
RCS has established an International Advisory Board (IAB) to help to help build its 
reputation and extend its international stakeholder networks. More specifically, the 
IAB helps in awareness-raising, advocacy, strategic student recruitment and in the 
generation of additional international scholarship. As a result of the work of the IAB, 
we have received a donation of US$200k to be used to provide student scholarships 
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in support of enhanced diversity, with a further US$500k available for student 
scholarships on a match-funding basis.  
 
Whilst the IAB is based in New York and has North America as its primary region of 
focus, there are longer term ambitions to build an international reach reflecting the 
strategic priorities of the Conservatoire and associated key international regions of 
interest including, for example, China, Singapore, Thailand and Korea.  

Universities are delivering ‘the right learning in the right place’ 

In their Outcome Agreements, institutions have committed to providing education 
that best meets the changing social and economic needs of Scotland and supports a 
flourishing and diverse culture. Examples include offering more opportunities to 
study STEM subjects (science, technology, engineering and mathematics), supporting 
the National Gaelic Language Plan, and collaborating to secure effective and efficient 
provision to meet the needs of industry and public services, e.g. engineering and 
nursing.  
 
SFC has a statutory duty to ensure coherent provision across Scotland. We discharge 
this duty by providing funded places to institutions for high quality HE programmes, 
working closely with institutions (and employers) to ensure that gaps in provision are 
identified and addressed, and staging interventions (e.g. facilitating collaboration) 
and providing strategic funding to support nationally unique and important 
provision. The number of Scotland-domiciled undergraduate entrants to Scottish 
HEIs has grown by over 10% in the last five years, from 32,350 in 2011-12 to 35,603. 
The total number of enrolments (UG and PG) to Scottish HEIs in 2016-17 was 
241,935, an increase of 2.7% on the previous year.  
 
Scotland-domiciled undergraduate entrants into Scottish higher education 
institutions  
 

 
Source: SFC/HESA  
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Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics (STEM) 
 
In October 2017 the Scottish Government published its STEM Education and Training 
strategy19, setting out its vision of a Scotland where everyone is encouraged and 
supported to develop their STEM capability, enabling them to be inquiring, 
productive and innovative, both in order to grow STEM literacy in society and to 
drive inclusive economic growth. 
 
In their outcome agreements institutions have demonstrated alignment with the 
strategies key themes of excellence, equity, inspiration and connecting in the 
delivery of STEM provision, in their research activity and in and their responsiveness 
to the needs of industry for STEM skills.   
 
SFC made available 300 additional places for four years from 2012-13 (1,200 in total) 
to support the provision of STEM subjects, with the places mainstreamed into 
institutions’ core teaching grants from 2016-17 onwards. These places were 
distributed amongst those institutions with the highest quality research in STEM 
subjects. While these places represent a small proportion of the sectors overall 
provision in science and technology, they have helped sustain the proportion of 
undergraduate entrants to STEM courses at consistently over a third of all provision, 
helping meet demand for graduates in strategic and high added value sectors such as 
the life-sciences and energy.   
 
OA Measure 8: Number and proportion of Scotland-domiciled  
UG entrants on STEM programmes  
 

 
 Source: SFC/HESA  
 
STEM places delivered by HEIs during 2016-17 were almost unchanged from the 
previous year, with a small fall in the proportion of overall funding places. The 
University of Aberdeen has seen a significant fall in the proportion of STEM places it 
delivers (from 43.8% in 2014-15 to 34.8% in 2016-17), with a smaller fall at the 
University of Dundee, due in large part to the downturn in the oil and gas sectors and 
its demand for graduates in related skills. Nevertheless, both institutions anticipate 
                                                           
19 Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics Education and Training Strategy for Scotland 
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an upturn in demand for STEM programmes as the energy sector recovers and 
diversifies, and as new industries such as gaming emerge.     
 
Case study: addressing the skills needs of emerging growth industries    
 
The Glasgow School of Art has developed a BSc degree programme in Immersive 
Systems Design, offering two pathways in 3D Modelling, and Games and Virtual 
Reality. These pathways aim to contribute to the fast-growing VR and Games 
economies by providing students equipped with both technical (programming, VR) 
and creative (3D Modelling, animation) skills. The dual-focus approach of the BSc 
Immersive System Design equips students to meet industry needs for developing 
creative interactive applications and work with state of the art equipment. The 
teaching is research-informed and industry opportunities/input are built in the 
curriculum, along with an industry-led project in Year 3. Students are encouraged to 
make career decisions early on in order to develop the most relevant portfolio on 
graduation. In addition, the significant female under representation in the digital 
sector has been recognised by the programme. Entry requirements do not include 
Computer Science as a pre-requisite (figures show poor take-up rates from females 
at secondary school) in order to keep the window of opportunity open to female 
applicants. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



33 

OA Measure 8: Proportion of Scotland-domiciled UG entrants on STEM 
programmes  
 
 Progress to date  OA targets to 2020-21 
  2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 
Aberdeen 43.8% 40.4% 34.8% 35.0% 40.0% 45.0% 
Abertay 53.9% 51.3% 57.0% 50.0% 50.0% 50.0% 
Dundee 23.5% 22.0% 20.6% 26.4% 26.4% 26.4% 
Napier 37.4% 38.5% 34.7% 38.0% 39.0% 40.0% 
Edinburgh 34.6% 35.2% 34.5% 36.0% 36.0% 36.0% 
Glasgow Caledonian 27.6% 26.5% 29.4% 27.0% 27.3% 27.6% 
GSA 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
Glasgow 39.5% 39.6% 36.3% 39.5% 39.5% 39.5% 
Heriot Watt  62.1% 56.2% 54.2% ~56.0% >56.0% ~57.0% 
Queen Margaret 14.0% 15.5% 13.8% n/a n/a n/a 
Robert Gordon 18.6% 19.0% 20.7% 21.0% 22.0% 23.0% 
RCS 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 
St Andrews  43.1% 44.9% 44.5% 45.0% 45.0% 45.0% 
SRUC 73.7% 75.3% 80.8% 76.0% 77.0% 78.0% 
Stirling 32.7% 32.8% 26.0% 38.5% 38.5% 38.5% 
Strathclyde 49.6% 47.9% 46.0% 45-50% 45-50% 45-50% 
UHI 29.6% 28.6% 30.1% 31.0% 32.0% 33.0% 
UWS 27.0% 22.1% 22.9% 22.1% 22.1% 22.1% 
Scotland  34.9% 33.5% 32.9% n/a* n/a* n/a* 
Source: SFC/HESA 
* We are unable to provide aggregate data for the sector at this time 
 
Universities are developing highly skilled graduates ready for work 
 
Institutions are committed to increasing the proportion of students entering 
graduate-level occupations, enhancing skills for the work place and developing 
students for a competitive international labour market.  
 
Longitudinal data on graduates entering positive destinations show a sustained year-
on-year increase in those leaving university for employment or further study, from 
93.5% in 2011-12 to 95.7% in 2016-17.  
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OA Measure 9A: Proportion of Scotland-domiciled graduates entering                  
positive destinations 

 
Source: HESA Destinations of Leavers in Higher Education (DLHE) survey 
 
Institutions across the sector are committed to sustaining their strong performance 
in preparing graduates for employment or further study, demonstrating the value of 
the investment made by the Scottish Government, institutions and students 
themselves in high quality programmes relevant to the needs of employers.     
 
In setting out their ambitions to 2020-21 around graduates entering positive 
destinations, institutions have largely limited their ambitions to maintaining current 
levels of performance. This caution is in part due to the limited scope for further 
improvement, and concerns around uncertainties beyond institutions control that 
could impact adversely on the employment prospects of graduates, e.g. the UK’s 
forthcoming departure from the EU.   
 
We have seen above how universities support learner journeys and deliver high 
quality learning opportunities that match the needs of business and public services. 
Through curricular and extra-curricular activities, universities across the sector are 
developing new and innovative ways to foster students’ prospects, supporting them 
in the transition to employment or further study, and in the application of their 
learning.  
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OA Measure 9A: Proportion of Scotland-domiciled graduates entering  
positive destinations 
 
 Progress to date   OA targets to 2020-21 
  2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 
Aberdeen 96.8% 95.1% 94.7% 96.0% 96.0% 96.0% 
Abertay 93.7% 93.6% 95.2% 94.0% 94.0% 94.0% 
Dundee 95.6% 96.2% 96.1% 96.4% 96.6% 96.6% 
Napier 94.8% 95.3% 94.7%  95.0% 95.0%   >95.0% 
Edinburgh 93.8% 93.7% 94.7% 94.0% 94.0% 94.0% 
GCU 96.1% 97.5% 95.2% 95.0% 95.0% 95.0% 
GSA 94.1% 92.6% 93.6% n/a n/a n/a 
Glasgow 95.0% 95.9% 96.3% 94.0% 94.0% 94.0% 
Heriot Watt 94.3% 95.7% 95.5% >95.0% >95.0% >95.0% 
QMU 92.3% 97.7% 96.8% n/a n/a n/a 
RGU 96.5% 96.5% 97.6% 97.0% 97.0% 97.0% 
RCS 96.3% 97.1% 98.9% n/a n/a n/a 
St Andrews 95.1% 93.6% 95.3% >=90.0% >=90.0% >=90.0% 
SRUC 93.1% 94.9% 93.2% 93.0% 93.0% 93.0% 
Stirling 97.3% 97.4% 97.1% 97.0% 97.0% 97.0% 
Strathclyde 96.0% 95.6% 93.8% >95.0% >95.0% >95.0% 
UHI 95.4% 96.1% 97.3% 97.0% 97.0% 97.5% 
UWS 95.1% 93.1% 95.2% 93.1% 93.1% 93.1% 
Scotland 95.3% 95.6% 95.7% n/a* n/a* n/a* 
Source: SFC/HESA 
* We are unable to provide aggregate data for the sector at this time 
 
Case study: supporting transitions into employment in key industry sectors 
 
The South East Scotland Academies Partnership (SESAP) has developed three 
pioneering academies for senior school pupils which maximise educational 
opportunities and develop transferable skills. The academies aim to smooth the 
transition between school, college, university and employment, and support the 
development of Scotland’s key growth industries. The partnership, led by Queen 
Margaret University, and including colleges and local authority administrations in 
the South East of Scotland, support skills provision in the key food and drink, creative 
industries, and tourism sectors, and demonstrated the extent to which Higher 
Education can achieve better connectivity and co-operation between education and 
the world of work, ensuring that young people at all levels of education understand 
the expectations of employers, and that employers are properly engaged. 
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Graduate apprenticeships  

Graduate Apprenticeships provide work-based learning opportunities up to Master’s 
degree level for those in work, helping drive and sustain economic growth. The 
initiative, led and funded by SFC’s partner agency, Skills Development Scotland (SDS), 
has been created in partnership with industry and the further and higher education 
sector, combining academic knowledge with skills development to enable 
participants to become more effective and productive in the workplace. Employees 
can equip themselves with higher levels of academic learning and industry 
accreditation, helping them progress as professionals, and helping employers 
develop their workforce and their skills to industry and professional standards. 

Nine of Scotland’s universities and colleges ae currently delivering Graduate 
Apprenticeships, with an initial focus on ICT/Digital, Civil Engineering and 
Engineering, with programmes in Business Management, Cyber Security and 
additional Engineering and Construction frameworks introduced over the past year. 
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Universities are delivering world-leading research 

 
The outcome of the Research Excellence Framework (REF201420) demonstrates the 
strength and depth of research activity across Scottish HEIs with 4* (world-leading) 
research carried out in all of Scotland’s nineteen HEIs. 77% of submissions from 
Scottish universities were judged to be either 4* or 3* (internationally excellent), 
compared to 54% in 2008. REF2014 was the first exercise to assess the impact of 
research on the economy, society, culture, public policy or services, health, the 
environment or quality of life. 86% of research submitted by Scottish universities was 
found to have ‘very considerable’ or ‘outstanding’ impact, outperforming the UK as a 
whole and demonstrating universities’ commitment to seeing the potential of their 
research realised to the benefit of the whole country.  
 
In their Outcome Agreements for 2018-19 institutions have outlined their plans to 
enhance their performance in the 2021 REF exercise. Common themes include a 
greater focus on interdisciplinary, high-impact and distinctive research – often with a 
focus on solving global and societal problems – and a more selective approach, with 
an expectation that staff submitted to the exercise by their institution would be of an 
internationally excellent standard.  Institutions have been keen to note however, 
that the REF, while a marker of excellence in research, is not the driver of their 
research strategies.  
 
During 2018-19 SFC will invest £236m to support research excellence through the 
Research Excellence Grant21, giving institutions a platform to compete with the best 
universities in the UK and internationally. In 2016-17 SFC core research funding for 
Scottish institutions (£232m) leveraged an additional £775m in research income for 
the sector – representing a small fall of 2.09% (£16m) on the record high the 
previous year. This included £274m in UK research council funding, some 14.7% of 
the UK total.  
 
Edinburgh and Glasgow universities, Scotland’s largest, multi-faculty research 
intensive institutions, account for over half of all research income won by Scottish 
HEIs (34% and 23% respectively). However, as the REF2014 demonstrated, there is 
research excellence in all of Scotland’s higher education institutions. Glasgow 
Caledonian and Strathclyde universities have seen dramatic growth in research 
income over the past 5 years of 46% and 30% respectively, and REF2014 ranked 
Queen Margaret University’s research into Speech and Language Sciences as second 

                                                           
20 The REF is conducted jointly by the four UK HE funding bodies (SFC, HEFCE, HEFCW and DELNI) and is the 
process for assessing the quality of research in higher education institutions in the UK, replacing the Research 
Assessment Exercise (RAE), last conducted in 2008.  
21 This figure does not include £11.6m of additional funds announced by the Scottish Government on 25 June 
2018 to support research and innovation for 2018-19 that has yet to be allocated to institutions.    
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in the UK, validating SFC’s approach that encourages and supports institutions to 
focus resource on areas of excellence and unique and specialist expertise.  
 
OA Measure 12: Total research income from all sources 2012-13 to  
2015-16 (£’000s)22 

 
 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 

Aberdeen 60,274 66,045 63,316 63,999 60,974 
Abertay 1,544 1,245 1,099 909 1,158 
Dundee 68,391 78,977 82,369 72,865 76,158 
Napier 4,718 4,513 4,654 4,607 4,693 
Edinburgh 200,123 215,934 247,391 272,895 265,252 
GCU 4,124 5,178 5,780 5,914 6,034 
GSA 2,362 2,325 3,959 4,069 3,916 
Glasgow 128,090 133,618 172,982 177,790 179,497 
Heriot-Watt 26,952 27,104 29,556 33,209 27,107 
QMU  3,458 3,113 3,170 1,759 1,601 
RGU 2,387 2,629 2,298 2,421 2,093 
RCS 35 82 162 143 72 
St Andrews 39,201 39,230 40,468 45,054 37,969 
SRUC 17,706 18,000 16,298 17,015 13,713 
Stirling 10,459 10,973 11,555 11,492 10,227 
Strathclyde 50,412 52,184 65,473 59,921 65,624 
UHI 16,295 15,204 14,858 12,738 14,431 
UWS 2,694 3,151 3,825 4,128 4,235 
Total sector income 639,225 679,505 769,213 790,928 774,754 
Annual increase  29,339 40,280 89,708 21,715 -16,174 
% annual increase  4.81% 6.30% 13.20% 2.75% -2.09% 
Source: SFC/HESA. 
Note: the Open University submits a single UK wide data return to HESA. Scotland only data is not available.  
 
The sectors total research income of £775m in 2016-17 included £274m in UK 
research council funding, some 14.7% of the UK total, but representing a 2.93% fall 
(£8.3m) on the previous year. While the small falls seen in the sector’s total research 
and research council income during 2016-17 are not themselves significant, 
representing the normal flow of large research grants, institutions have cautioned of 
uncertainty ahead with the UK’s departure from the EU and changes to the research 
landscape in the UK cited alongside other factors.  
 
 
                                                           
22 Not including SFC core Research Excellence Grant allocations. 
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OA Measure 11: Amount and percentage UK share of income from UK Research 
Councils (£'000s) 

 
Source: SFC/HESA  
 
 
Case study: global food and environmental security  
 
In April 2018 Bill Gates, the philanthropist and founder of Microsoft, formally 
launched global Academy of Agriculture and Food Security at the University of 
Edinburgh’s Easter Bush campus. The mission of the Academy is to provide  
world-leading research, innovation, education, training and consulting, in support of 
global food and environmental security, sustainable rural development, and animal 
and human wellbeing, working with a range of partners in the UK, Africa, Asia and 
Latin America, including universities, charities, NGOs and industry. The Academy 
draws on the expertise of the University, and Scotland’s Rural College to improve the 
effectiveness and sustainability of agri-food systems in its research and UG and PG 
programmes – vital to tackling the challenges of global population growth, rapid 
urbanisation, food and environmental security, and diet and health.  
 
SFC is committed to ensuring the best possible environment for the development of 
early career researchers and postgraduate students to secure Scotland’s reputation 
for world-leading research. SFC has allocated over £35m for 2018-19 through the 
Research Postgraduate Grant for institutions to invest in the environment needed for 
high quality research training, and support postgraduate research students to 
contribute to research in Scotland. Our ongoing investment in research pools23 and 
innovation centres also exposes our future research leaders to an environment of 
cutting-edge research with additional training in a range of high-level and 
transferable skills. In their Outcome Agreements, all our institutions have evidenced 
their commitment to the principles set out in the Universities UK Concordat to 
support research integrity.  

                                                           
23 During 2018-19 an independent review will examine the impact of SFC’s investment in research pooling and 
identify lessons for the future of the programme and SFC’s future investments in research.  
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OA Measure 10: Research postgraduate students (FTE) 
 

 Progress to date  OA targets to 2020-21 
  2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 
Aberdeen 860 887 872 960 1,020 1,100 
 Abertay 85 87 99 100 100 100 
Dundee 618 572 554 640 660 660 
Napier 245 271 225  300 300  300  
Edinburgh 2,814 2,913 2,958 3,004 3,087 3,227 
GCU 393 420 325 520 560 600 
GSA 28 31 41 36 38 40 
Glasgow  2,143 2,246 2,312 2,400 2,450 2,500 
Heriot-Watt 800 827 768 835 ~850 >850 
Queen Margaret 77 87 84 41** 45** 45** 
Robert Gordon 183 157 164 185 196 200 
RCS 10 12 14 23 23 25 
St Andrews  869 917 891 250** 250** 250** 
SRUC   * *  *  120 150 180 
Stirling  365 350 354 501 587 692 
Strathclyde  1,336 1,440 1,486 1,627 1,750 1,750 
UHI 62 49 73 150 155 160 
UWS 338 339 352 388 427 427 
Scotland  11,226 11,605 11,572 n/a*** n/a*** n/a*** 
* SRUC RPG degrees are currently validated by other HEIs 
** Entrants only 
*** We are unable to provide aggregate data for the sector at this time 

 
Research postgraduate students are the world-leading researchers of tomorrow and 
their numbers are a good indication of the health and vitality of research activity of 
institutions and the sector, bringing as they do, new insights, innovation and 
dynamism. The number of research postgraduate students at 11,572 remains close 
to the historic high achieved in 2015-16, with the universities of Edinburgh and 
Glasgow accounting for 25%, and 20% of this total respectively, but all our HEIs – 
including the small specialist institutions – support postgraduate research, and have  
committed to sustained, if cautious growth, to 2020-21. We encourage universities 
to ‘sustain a high-quality environment for research training and development’ and 
are beginning to see evidence emerging - for example, articulation of commitment to 
the principles in the Concordat to support the career development of researchers. 
We will look for case studies of impact in this area in the next OA cycle.  
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Case studies: public engagement with research and STEM 
 
The University of Dundee’s School of Life Sciences has been awarded a prestigious 
Gold Watermark for its work in bringing world-class science research to the wider 
community. The School is the first to receive the faculty-level Gold Engage 
Watermark award from the National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement. 
The School’s support for public engagement is embedded across many areas of its 
work, with a clear understanding of its significance and value in the staff and student 
bodies. Public engagement undertaken by the School of Life Sciences includes 
engaging local schools and groups on scientific topics and providing career-long 
professional learning opportunities for local teachers. Many of the successful flagship 
projects led by the School are built on strong creative collaborations with key 
partners within the University and in the local community.  
 
Heriot-Watt’s ‘Engage’ strategy promotes, stimulates and supports public 
engagement with the University’s leading research activity.  The University’s ‘Year of 
Robotics 2017’ involved 81 academic staff and 44 students running 27 events that 
results in engagement with over 100 schools, 1,800 school pupils, 13,000 members 
of the public. For 2018 the University’s public engagement activities will be themed 
around the ‘Year of the Seas 2018’, demystifying the world’s Oceans, with a calendar 
of engagements that will span schools, the public, academia, industry collaborators, 
funders, and policy makers.  
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Supporting innovation and strengthening ties with industry 
 
Higher education institutions are continuing to develop, and be involved with, new 
and innovative structures for industry-university collaboration and to exploit 
research for the benefit of the economy, society and our shared culture. In 2016-17 
Scottish HEIs had over 32,000 interactions with organisation in the public, private 
and voluntary sectors – over 21,000 of them based in Scotland – providing 
consultancy, research and development and other forms of knowledge exchange 
activity. This work generated over £470m in income to the sector (up from £450m in 
2015-16) to support institutions’ teaching and research activities. 
 
Innovation and enterprise  
 
Scotland’s universities are a key part of the innovation system because of the skills 
that their graduates bring to the economy, the quality of their research and their 
ability to generate new ideas, products and processes. All of which has the potential 
to support business growth and competitiveness. With colleges they also have a role 
in stimulating innovation through their close links to business and industry, 
particularly small and medium sized enterprises. 
 
SFC works closely with the sector, partner agencies and industry to maximise the 
contribution of our universities to the economy and society, through initiatives such 
as the Scotland CAN DO24 partnership with an ambition for Scotland to become a 
world-leading entrepreneurial and innovative nation – a CAN DO place for business.  

SFC will allocate £13.5m to universities during 2018-19 through the University 
Innovation Fund (UIF) to incentivise collaborative work to exploit their research 
activity to improve Scotland’s economy. Alongside their Outcome Agreements for 
2018-19, institutions have submitted plans for the use of UIF allocations in support of 
seven nationally agreed outcomes, collectively identified and agreed to by the sector, 
where they will demonstrate progress, individually and in collaboration, during the 
period 2017-2025.  

In their UIF submissions a number of common themes have emerged around 
institutions’ activities in support of the national outcomes including enhanced 
engagement with intermediary bodies such and local economic partnerships, and 
chambers of commerce to secure collaborative projects with SMEs, dedicated 
business engagement and innovation posts, to secure and manage closer relations 
with businesses, and enhanced support for students and staff starting their own 
businesses.   
 

                                                           
24 Scotland CAN DO 
25 National agreed UIF outcomes, 2017-20 

http://www.cando.scot/
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/innovation/innovation-funding.aspx


43 

Supporting small and medium-sized companies  

Scotland’s 363,235 small and medium sized companies (SMEs) are the bedrock of our 
economy accounting for 55% of private sector employment and 40% of private 
sector turnover, providing an estimated 1.2 million jobs26. SFC has sought to facilitate 
engagement between SMEs and universities to support sustained economic growth. 
One such initiative is the Innovation Voucher Programme funded by SFC and 
administered through Interface27. The £5k vouchers provide an opportunity for SMEs 
to access academic experts to help solve problems and help them grow – applying 
our universities’ world leading know-how to support companies that may not have 
the scale or resources to undertake their own research and development activities. 
 
OA Measure 13: Innovation Vouchers (including IVs, follow-on IVs, and 
H2020 IVs) 
 

 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 Total 

Aberdeen 3 4 5 3 4 23 
Abertay 10 14 20 13 15 87 
Dundee 0 4 20 7 8 45 
Edinburgh 8 12 13 9 18 72 
Napier 15 45 32 21 14 152 
Glasgow Caledonian 24 11 14 8 4 79 
GSA 7 8 8 2 4 36 
Glasgow  4 5 9 2 3 25 
Heriot-Watt 6 9 10 5 11 52 
Queen Margaret 4 8 12 14 11 58 
Robert Gordon 3 2 0 0 7 19 
RCS 2 0 1 0 0 7 
St Andrews 2 5 4 6 7 26 
Stirling 3 4 2 2 1 17 
Strathclyde 11 10 13 14 15 78 
UWS 21 18 14 13 33 117 
UHI 7 9 11 0 4 48 
OU Scotland 1 1 0 0 0 6 
SRUC 6 6 10 4 4 37 
Source: SFC 
 
 

                                                           
26 Data for 2017 from Scottish Government 
27 Interface 

http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Business/Corporate/KeyFacts
https://interface-online.org.uk/
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Case study: supporting small enterprises and reducing inequality 
 
Glasgow Caledonian University facilitates the micro-lending initiative Grameen in 
the UK. The scheme was inspired by the Grameen system of microcredit lending in 
Bangladesh, which was created by GCU Emeritus Chancellor and Nobel Peace  
Prize-winner Professor Muhammad Yunus, and aims to alleviate economic, health 
and social inequalities in deprived communities by offering financial support to 
people to help start or develop their own business. 
 
The initiative is the first Grameen-style scheme in Western Europe and is backed by a 
number of funders including Tesco Bank, which has provided £500,000 of initial 
operating and lending capital. Borrowers are not required to provide collateral or a 
credit history and can access small loans for business development to help generate 
further income and improve their overall wellbeing. It aims to contribute toward 
addressing the deep-rooted economic and social inequalities and persistent poverty 
which affects so many individuals, families and communities in Scotland. 
 
Case study: attracting inward investment and supporting health outcomes 
 
At the Queen Elizabeth University hospital, the largest health campus in Europe, the 
University of Glasgow has partnered with NHS Greater Glasgow & Clyde to develop 
world-leading infrastructure for precision medicine within the hospital campus, 
including a Clinical Innovation Zone with 22,000 sq ft of space for industry to drive 
open innovation. The Clinical Innovation Zone hosts the SFC funded Stratified 
Medicine Innovation Centre28, and health data systems specialists Aridhia, with 
companies from Singapore, Germany and the US are in the process of locating there. 
In March 2017, the University opened the Imaging Centre of Excellence (ICE), 
incorporating Scotland’s first 7 Tesla MRI scanner, and one of the first in the world 
for clinical research use. This ultra-high resolution scanner which will be used for 
precision medicine research into stroke, dementia and neuro-oncology, and the 
advanced technology is also attracting overseas industry to relocate as opportunity 
for further technology development.  
 
This ‘triple helix’ of academic research, industry and the NHS lays the foundations for 
a centre of excellence for precision medicine, attracting international business 
investment and driving an early competitive advantage to deliver economic benefit 
for Scotland and the UK. It is estimated that 800 jobs and over £100m in economic 
benefits will be created by the University’s innovation activities at the QEUH campus 
over the over the next 7 years. 
  

                                                           
28 Stratified Medicine Innovation Centre 

http://www.stratmed.co.uk/
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Continually improving the quality of their governance and enhancing their 
financial and environmental sustainability    
 
Universities are committed to ensure continuous improvement in the quality of their 
governance, promote equality and diversity, and demonstrate enhanced 
sustainability, and secure best value for public investment of over £1 billion. In their 
Outcome Agreements for 2018-19 have reiterated their commitment and alignment 
with the Scottish Code of Good HE Governance, and have outlined steps they are 
taking taken to ensure that they meet the provisions of the HE Governance 
(Scotland) Act 2016 within the required timeframe. Institutions too have outlined 
progress and commitments to ensure that 50% of the non-executive members of 
these bodies are women.  
 
Gender equality 
 
The Athena SWAN Charter encourages and recognises institutions’ commitment to 
advancing gender equality. Originally focused on enhancing opportunities for women 
employed in delivering STEM subjects – recognising their significant 
underrepresentation particularly with respect to senior posts – the Charter has 
expanded to recognise work undertaken in non-STEM subjects and now recognises 
work to address gender equality more broadly, and not just barriers to progression 
that affect women.  
 
In 2017 14 Scottish universities and 87 individual academic departments held 
awards, up from 13 and 73 respectively in 2016. All institutions involved in the 
Charter process in Scotland that have renewed or upgraded their Athena SWAN 
award have reported significant increases in their proportion of female professors. 
The data reported in recent Charter submissions are29: 
 

• Aberdeen: 21% (2011) to 24% (2014). 
• Edinburgh: 19% (2010) to 22% (2013). 
• Glasgow: 20% (2010) to 24% (2015). 
• Heriot-Watt: 12% (2011) to 19% (2015). 
• Stirling: 25% (2011) to 33% (2016). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
29 All data from the Equality Challenge Unit 

https://www.ecu.ac.uk/
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Case study: growing the number of women in senior academic roles  
 
The University of Glasgow’s has developed an Academic Returners Research Support 
Scheme to support female academics returning from maternity leave. Academics on 
the scheme receive funding that can be used to support teaching buy-out and/or 
research assistance to provide time for a combination of intense research activities. 
The scheme is designed to help those who have taken an extended period of 
maternity leave resume a high level of impactful research activity more quickly than 
they would if they returned to a full teaching load after such a period of absence 
from their research and their field of study, avoiding lost momentum during periods 
of absence. 

Universities are working towards reducing their impact on the environment 

Our universities are becoming environmentally sustainable. All institutions in the 
sector now have Carbon Management Plans, under the Universities and Colleges 
Climate Commitment for Scotland (UCCCfS). The UCCCfS programme is delivered by 
the Environmental Association for Universities and Colleges (EAUC) and funded by 
the SFC. The commitment is a public declaration that institutions acknowledge the 
Scottish Government targets to reduce carbon emissions (80% by 2050), and will 
address the challenges of climate change and reduce their carbon footprints.  
 
Under the Climate Change (Scotland) Act 2009, the Scottish Government introduced 
mandatory reporting on climate change for all public bodies – including universities. 
Institutions are now asked to report under four headings: climate change 
management; carbon emissions; climate change adaptation; and sustainable 
procurement. Universities individual climate change reports are available from the 
Keep Scotland Beautiful website30.   
 
Case study: partnership working to develop low-carbon solutions  
 
In 2017, Edinburgh Centre for Carbon Innovation31, (ECCI), based at the University of 
Edinburgh and supported by Napier and Heriot-Watt universities, was named the 
official partner of Climate KIC in Scotland. ECCI will support Climate-KIC32 in its role as 
Europe’s largest public-private innovation partnership to support the move to a 
decarbonised future. Scottish entrepreneurs have the opportunity to bid for funding 
and dedicated support through the Climate-KIC Centre, which is supported by the 
European Union. ECCI is one of four centres in the UK and Ireland, and the first in 
Scotland, for Climate-KIC, which seeks to help tackle climate change through 
partnership between the private, public and academic sectors. The Scottish centre 

                                                           
30 Keep Scotland Beautiful: climate change reports   
31 Edinburgh Centre for Carbon Innovation 
32 Climate-KIC 

https://www.keepscotlandbeautiful.org/sustainability-climate-change/sustainable-scotland-network/climate-change-reporting/climate-change-reports/?cid=1
https://edinburghcentre.org/
http://www.climate-kic.org/
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will focus on using data to develop low-carbon solutions, and on the themes of rural 
areas and water.  
 

OA Measure 15: Gross carbon footprint, total scope 1, 2 and 3 carbon 
emissions33 (tonnes CO2e) 
 

 

Source: Keep Scotland Beautiful 

The Sector has made significant progress in 2016-17 in its collective efforts to reduce 
carbon emissions with a reduction of 4.5% from the previous year. SFC is working 
with EAUC to ensure that the Outcome Agreement process from 2018-19 is better 
aligned with these new arrangements. Institutions have been refining their data 
collection processes in response to the Act and we expect more robust and 
comprehensive reporting and commitments in the coming round of Outcome 
Agreements.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
33 Scope 1: emissions, or direct emissions, refer to emissions released directly from buildings or assets owned 
by the organisation in question; Scope 2: emissions (which can be categorised as "energy indirect‟ emissions) 
are from heat, steam and electricity purchased by the organisation for use in buildings or assets that it owns 
and controls; and Scope 3: emissions (other indirect emissions) are a consequence of organisation's actions, 
but are different in that they do not arise from assets owned and controlled by the organisation 
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OA Measure 15: Gross carbon footprint, total of scope 1, 2 and 3 carbon 
emissions (tonnes CO2e) 
 

 Progress to date   OA targets to 2020-21 

  2015-16 2016-17 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 
Aberdeen 31,355 27,989 27,739 26,478 25,216 
Abertay 2,981 2,554 * * * 
Dundee 27,248 29,268 * * * 
Napier 9,592 8,362 7,827 7,827 7,827 

Edinburgh 103,685 105,767 ** ** ** 
Glasgow Caledonian 25,410 23,217 *** *** *** 
Glasgow School of Art 3,534 2,946 3,452 3,630 3,400 
Glasgow 69,591 64,109 * * * 
Heriot-Watt 20,415 20,060 19,425 18,350 <18,000 
Open University Scotland 128 114 * * * 
Queen Margaret 2,452 1,918 * * * 
Robert Gordon 8,924 7,135 6,783 6,613 6,448 
RCS 1,096 914 1,062 1,052 1,041 
St Andrews 31,119 25,854 21,355 19,658 17,974 
SRUC 8,330 7,331 6,547 5,800 5,684 
Stirling 12,197 11,525 10,752 10,300 9,890 
Strathclyde 30,268 31,659 26,168 22,442 22,442 
UHI 291**** 298**** * * * 
West of Scotland 9,403 8,995 8,899 8,860 8,860 
Scotland 398,017 380,014 * * * 

Source: SFC/Keep Scotland Beautiful  
 
* Data not available  
** Commitment to become net zero carbon by 2040 
*** 1% reduction each year to 2020-21 
****HE estate only 

Financial sustainability 

The financial results for the higher education sector in 2016-17 show a financially 
sound position overall, with total revenue funding for the sector made available from 
the Scottish Government increasing by £11m (1.1%) to £1,025m. However, 
significant variations continue in the financial performances of individual institutions 
across the sector. The following could potentially adversely affect the financial 
performance and sustainability of universities: 
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• Impact of the UK exiting from the EU. 
• Fall in RUK recruitment in an increasingly competitive market. 
• Failure to achieve international student recruitment targets. 
• Narrow focus of the UK Government Tier 4 visa pilot (now extended to 

University of Edinburgh and University of Glasgow only in Scotland) and other 
UK Visa and Immigration regulations. 

• Further unanticipated public spending cuts in teaching and/or research 
income. 

• Impact of changes to UK research funding. 
• Failure to effectively manage major capital investment programmes and their 

financial impacts. 
• Rise in staff and pension costs, in particular the Universities Superannuation 

Scheme. 
 
The negative consequence of this could be reductions in areas of activity which are 
important for the Scottish economy e.g. research activity. SFC is continuing to 
monitor the financial sustainability of universities using a combination of financial 
returns and ‘softer’ intelligence. This should give us earlier indication of any financial 
challenges facing individual institutions. A summary financial position of the 
university sector following analysis of the 2016-17 annual accounts is available on 
our website[1]. 
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