
Progress as a precursor to a 
pivot: fair access in Scotland in 
2026 and beyond

Annual Report 2025/26

February 2026



 
 

Page 2 of 86 
 

Commissioner for Fair Access Annual Report 2025/26 
 
 
Table of Contents 
 
Foreword ........................................................................................................................... 3 
An Introduction to fair access in Scotland for 2026 ............................................................. 4 
Executive summary ............................................................................................................ 6 
Glossary ........................................................................................................................... 13 
1 - Introduction: If not now, then when? .......................................................................... 14 
2 - Improvement and innovation in challenging times ...................................................... 16 
3 - The evidence base: on track to achieve fair access by 2030? ........................................ 31 

3.1 – Introduction to the CoWA Targets ....................................................................................... 31 
3.2 - The Central CoWA Target ..................................................................................................... 32 
3.3 - The core CoWA metrics ........................................................................................................ 36 
3.4 - The wider RoWA evidence base ........................................................................................... 42 
3.5 - Student Finance and Wellbeing Study Scotland ................................................................... 55 
3.6 - Public perceptions of Higher Education funding in Scotland ................................................ 58 

4 - Considerations for innovation and evidence ................................................................ 59 
4.1 – Evidence ............................................................................................................................... 59 
4.2 - Presentation ......................................................................................................................... 64 
4.3 - Provision ............................................................................................................................... 65 

5 - The Commissioner’s report card: reviewing previous recommendations and action 
points .............................................................................................................................. 67 

5.1 - Holding the Commissioner to account ................................................................................. 67 
5.2 – Review of the priority actions specified in 2024 .................................................................. 67 
5.3 – Review of the recommendations made in 2024 .................................................................. 69 

6 - The future for fair access in Scotland – an expansive conception of fair access as a 
national mission .............................................................................................................. 74 
7 - Conclusion: the immediate priorities for fair access in Scotland .................................. 76 

7.1 - My priority actions ................................................................................................................ 76 
7.2 - My recommendations .......................................................................................................... 77 

Annex 1: Engagements since January 2024 ....................................................................... 79 
Annex 2: Keynotes, panels and presentations since January 2024 .................................... 84 
 
  



 
 

Page 3 of 86 
 

Foreword 
 
 
This is my second report as Commissioner for Fair Access, and the seventh Commissioner 
report since the Scottish Government acted on the recommendation of the Commission on 
Widening Access (CoWA) to appoint a Commissioner to provide impartial policy advice to 
develop best practice, improve the evidence base, and hold to account all those with a role 
in advancing fair access to higher education. 
 
Having engaged in 203 meetings and events across 2024 and 2025, I am grateful to far too 
many people to mention individually in a short foreword. However, I wish to acknowledge 
that the time afforded to me by busy practitioners, office holders, and sector leaders has 
been greatly appreciated. I own the recommendations and the priorities that are outlined in 
this report, but these continue to be shaped by the thinking and practice of many. 
 
I firmly believe that fair access is a goal worth pursuing. My measured opinion is that we can 
achieve fair access, but that the challenge cannot be under-estimated. 
 
I end this foreword by reiterating the simple commitment I made back in 2024. I will 
endeavour to match your commitment to fashion a nation in which those with ability, and 
potential ability, from Scotland’s most disadvantaged backgrounds can realise their 
potential through higher education. 
 
 

 
Professor John H. McKendrick  
Commissioner for Fair Access 
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An Introduction to fair access in Scotland for 2026 
 
1. What is fair access? Fair access is the name given to work to help people from 

disadvantaged backgrounds access higher education in Scotland. 
2. What is the national target for fair access? By 2030, students from the 20% most 

deprived backgrounds should represent 20% of entrants to higher education. 
Residency in the 20% Most Deprived Areas is used as the indicator of 20% most 
deprived backgrounds. Full-time and higher education refers to first-time, first-
degree entrants to Scottish universities as a whole. 2030 refers to academic year 
2030-31, outcomes from which will be reported in the Report on Widening Access in 
2032. 

3. Are we there yet? No. Currently, 16.7% of entrants to higher education are from the 
20% most deprived areas. 

4. Are there interim targets to be met before 2030? Yes. A target of 16% was set for 
2021 (and met). The next target is that by 2026, 18% of entrants to higher education 
will be from the 20% most deprived areas. 2026 refers to academic year 2026-27, 
which will be reported in the Report on Widening Access in 2028. 

5. Are we headed in the right direction? Perhaps. Although the 2021 target was 
achieved two years in advance (in 2019-20) and has continued to be exceeded in the 
four years that have followed, the share of entrants from deprived areas is currently 
the same as it was three years ago (16.7% in 2020-21 and 2023-24). 

6. What is the scale of the challenge that lies ahead? Significant. Future entrants have 
had to manage learning through the COVID pandemic and a cost-of-living crisis. 
Scotland’s fiscal position also makes it more challenging to resource fair access work. 

7. Is there promising practice? Yes. There is already a wide range of actions being 
undertaken to enable fair access to higher education in Scotland. However, there is 
scope for more of this type of work to be undertaken. 

8. Do we know ‘what works’? We think so. The increased numbers of people from 
Scotland’s most deprived areas who are now accessing higher education would 
suggest that something is working. However, we need to strengthen the evidence 
base to better understand which (or which combination) of these actions is making 
the difference. 

9. Who is responsible for achieving fair access? Obviously, universities in Scotland have 
the key role to play. However, fair access is an example of an objective that is 
‘everybody’s business’ – we won’t achieve fair access unless schools, colleges, 
government, the wider ‘public sector’, third sector organisations working in this 
field, and families do what is required to enable entrants to realise their own 
potential. 

10. Is fair access only about getting people into university? No. Fair access is also about 
enabling entrants to thrive in higher education and helping them achieve positive 
outcomes after graduation. However, much of the early fair access work has, 
understandably, been focused on entry to tackle the under-representation of those 
from deprived backgrounds. 

11. Does this mean that less disadvantaged students will lose out? Not for Scotland as 
a whole. In fact, the number of entrants from the least deprived areas has increased 
by 10.0% (820 entrants) since 2013-14. The much higher increase in the number 
from the most deprived areas (41.4% since 2013-14, or an extra 1,595 entrants) is 
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narrowing the gap. Entrants from the least deprived areas are still the largest 
cohort, with 1.7 times more entrants than the most deprived areas. Furthermore, 
the growth in entry among those from the most deprived areas is not at the expense 
of those slightly less deprived areas (growth of 22.2% since 2013-14, or an extra 955 
entrants from the 20-40% most deprived areas). 

12. Should we continue to promote fair access? Yes. Fair access is about promoting 
social justice. It is, and should be, viewed as a key aspect of Scotland’s national 
mission to eradicate poverty. 
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Executive summary 
 
The time is now 
 
Over next few months, work will be completed that will determine whether Scotland has 
met the next interim target milestone set by the Commission for Widening Access back in 
2016, i.e., “By 2026, (Scottish-domiciled) students from the 20% most deprived backgrounds 
should represent at least 18% of full-time first-degree entrants to Scottish universities as a 
whole”. With the support of school teachers, college lecturers, and access and participation 
practitioners, school pupils and college students will be working hard to achieve the grades 
needed. Adult returners with unconditional acceptances will be laying the groundwork for a 
return to full-time education to manage the challenges that will bring alongside its 
opportunities. Within universities, a range of professionals will perform a diverse range of 
duties - induction programmes will be further improved, arrangements for Clearing will be 
made, estimations of the numbers of new entrants will be counted, calibrated and 
modelled, and academics will be thinking of how best to embed new students into their 
chosen programme of study. The UCAS’ end of cycle report toward the end of 2026 will give 
an early indication of the likelihood of the 2026 target being met, as will the Early Access 
Returns of the Scottish Funding Council that will be available early in 2027. However, official 
confirmation will not arrive until the publication of the Report on Widening Access (RoWA) 
in 2028. 
 
Time to up the ante 
 
Whatever the outcome of the 2026-27 admission cycle, there is a now a need to pivot and 
introduce a new phase of work to achieve fair access to higher education in Scotland. I 
understand that some may retort that the time is not right, making reference to the 
challenging financial circumstances with which the tertiary sector is grappling, or the fact 
that we already have an ambition for fair access and should be focusing all our attention on 
achieving this. I do not accept either as a valid reason for being less ambitious. First, as I 
argue in this report, the many challenges that tertiary education faces render it more 
important that we are more ambitious in our work to achieve fair access. Second, as the 
RoWA of 2023-24 evidences, we can strengthen our commitment to fair access from a 
position of strength – recent progress has been achieved on many fronts, despite the 
challenges that present. 
 
Where to next? 
 
We have achieved much, but there is much more to be done. The priority actions I suggest 
are a mix of contemporary action and reflection, and necessary actions to strengthen the 
foundations for the future of fair access work:  
 
• First and foremost, we need to ensure we do all that is reasonable over the next few 

months to achieve the 2026 Interim Target, and then reflect on the outcome and 
respond to it. 

• We need to commit resource and develop a plan to introduce a single student identifier 
that would enable us to better understand student journeys through education, identify 



 
 

Page 7 of 86 
 

‘what works’ best, and evaluate the efficiency of investment (public, private, and 
charitable). 

• A preferred individual-level indicator must be identified, at the very least to complement 
if not replace, the area-based indicator that is currently used to appraise whether those 
from ‘deprived backgrounds’ are accessing higher education. 

• A national framework for early intervention is required - in the Broad General Education 
of schools, and in Community and Adult Education – with a focus on raising awareness, 
familiarisation, and inspiration, which would allow existing national, regional and local 
access programmes to focus more squarely on conversion and progression.  

• We need a more inclusive focus for fair access, i.e., one that is sharply focused on, but 
not limited to, the entry to undergraduate higher education in universities, of full-time, 
first-degree students of Scottish-domicile. 

 
Something for the pessimists, something for the optimists 
 
There is plenty of evidence to please those who view the world with a glass half full: 
 
• The 16.7% of entrants from the 20% Most Deprived Areas in Scotland (SIMD20 areas) in 

2023-24 matches the highest proportion previously recorded (2020-21) and the number 
of such entrants (5,445 in 2023-24) is just short of the highest number of such entrants 
previously recorded (5,595 in 2021-22). Notably, 2023-24 returned the highest 
proportion and highest number of SIMD20 entrants outside the exceptional 
circumstances of entry to higher education during the COVID pandemic years. 

• Five institutions reported their highest ever proportion of entrants from SIMD20 areas in 
2023-24, with a further six institutions reporting their highest ever proportion in 2023-
24, outside the ‘pandemic years’. 

• The number and proportion of care-experienced students continues to increase: 2023-
24 marked the seventh annual increase in the number of entrants who are care 
experienced. 

• 16,115 (19.2%) of Scottish-domiciled entrants to higher education in Further Education 
Institutions (FEIs) and Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) (together) in Scotland were 
drawn from SIMD20 areas in 2023-24. 

• After two rounds of falling rates in retention, there was a three-percentage-point 
increase in 2023-24 in the proportion of fair access entrants returning to study in year 2. 

 
On the other hand, praise must be qualified, and complacency should be avoided: 
 
• Rates of retention in 2023-24 were lower than at any time since 2013-14, other than 

2022-23. One in seven fair access students are not returning for a second year of study. 
• If each HEI had matched their highest ever proportion of entrants from SIMD20 areas in 

2023-24, 17.5% of entrants would have been from one of Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived 
Areas. This is considerably higher than the 16.7% of entrants that was reported, but still 
less than the 18% that is the next Interim Target for 2026.   

• There is significant variation across disciplines in the proportion of entrants from the 
most deprived areas, ranging from 27.4% in ‘Combined and General Studies’ to 7.0% in 
‘Geography, Earth and Environmental Studies’ in 2023-24. 
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• The proportion of entrants from SIMD20 areas articulating into higher education from a 
college route fell for the fourth consecutive year in 2023-24, with those students now 
comprising just under one-third of such entrants. 

 
The strengthening of the foundations 
 
Evidence matters, but student numbers do not convey the breadth of innovations and 
action that have been introduced to achieve fair access in the last few years: 
 
• Replacing the flat-rate 10% target for individual HEIs with a stretch target, calibrated 

separately for each.  
• Improving the utility of the RoWA by disaggregating SIMD data beyond quintiles. 
• Reviewing and revising the National Schools Programme. 
• The focus in 2025 of the Scottish Parliament’s Education, Children and Young People 

Committee on ‘widening access to higher education’. 
• Introducing fair access criteria in applications for postgraduate studentships to the 

Scottish Graduate School of Social Science. 
• Some individual academic disciplines are focusing on fair access. 
• New investment in fair access by charitable trusts in Scotland. 
• Adoption and strengthening of personalised and preventative models of support to fair 

access students after they access higher education. 
• Strengthening of connections between the academic research community in Scotland 

and those access and participation practitioners concerned to measure impact. 
• Closer working between the Commissioner for Fair Access, Scottish Funding Council 

(Student Interests, Access and Quality team) and Scottish Government (Student 
Equalities and Fair Access team). 

 
These developments are most welcome, but even this list is not the sum total of new 
innovation with many other developments also strengthening the infrastructure to support 
fair access. 
 
Further improving the existing evidence base 
 
As noted above, fair access in Scotland is already underpinned by much good practice and is 
informed by a rich evidence base. However, there are ways in which both evidence and 
practice could be strengthened. The Scottish Funding Council (as author of the RoWA) is 
receptive to suggestions to increase the utility of the RoWA. In my report, I make ten 
recommendations to strengthen the RoWA evidence base, and three further suggestions to 
strengthen evidence beyond RoWA: 
 
• Introduce a more accurate way of describing and/or explaining what are presented as 

‘retention data’ in the RoWA. 
• Disaggregate ‘retention data’ to provide data for each year of study within the degree. 
• Examine the practicalities of disaggregating retention data for the second and third year 

of a four-year degree to enable comparison between students who, at the start of that 
year, (i) articulated and commenced degree study, and (ii) those who continued with 
their degree studies. 
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• Present data on the retention rate of students from SIMD20-100 areas, alongside 
existing data on retention rates for all students and for students from SIMD20 areas. 

• Examine the practicalities of disaggregating exit qualification data by the Scottish Credit 
and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) Level of qualification.  

• Disaggregate totals to provide data for Graduate Apprenticeships where data are 
already provided for Scottish-domiciled full-time first-degree entrants. 

• Disaggregate totals to provide data for Scottish-domiciled part-time first-degree 
entrants where data are already provided for Scottish-domiciled full-time first-degree 
entrants and Scottish-domiciled entrants (all modes of study) to sub-degree courses of 
higher education. 

• Examine the practicalities and utility of presenting data on higher education in colleges 
for courses of less than 160 hours duration. 

• Disaggregate totals in the RoWA where data are already provided (currently for courses 
of 160 hours or more duration) to distinguish between part-time and full-time students 
pursuing higher education in colleges.  

• Present data for subject areas on each of the three Scottish Credit and Qualification 
Framework (SCQF) ‘levels’ of entry (articulation) to university education for college 
students. 

 
And, beyond the RoWA, more information is needed on: 
 
• Early withdrawals 
• Experiences and insights from access and participation practitioners 
• Access to postgraduate education 
 
These asks are purposeful. Each would provide focused insight into aspects of fair access 
work that are currently obscured or unknown. The object is to use this insight to improve 
practice and inform decision-making. 
 
Recommendations 
 
In this report, I reinforce the 20 recommendations I made in 2024. Four of these are re-
introduced as recommendations for renewal, having already been achieved since my last 
report (Recommendations 1, 2, 4 and 20): ten more remain recommendations, with 
progress having been made for each (Recommendations 3, 7, 8, 9, 12, 13, 14, 17, 18 and 
19). In this summary, I have already indicated that I consider three of these should be 
considered priority actions (Recommendations 7, 17 and 19). Finally, six have been 
amended (Recommendations 2, 3, 4, 12, 13 and 14): 
 
• Recommendation 1. The primary focus for fair access should continue to be improving 

outcomes for those who experience or have experienced socio-economic disadvantage.  
• Recommendation 2. Retain SIMD as the central metric to indicate national progress in 

achieving fair access, until it is practicable to adopt an individual-level metric.  
• Recommendation 3. To strengthen the utility of SIMD to understand fair access, 

institutions are encouraged to report evidence in deciles up to SIMD40, in addition to 
quintiles.  
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• Recommendation 4. Monitor the impact of the new institutional commitment, which 
will be introduced in 2026-27, and which challenges each HEI to improve upon, or at 
least match, the highest proportion and number of SIMD20 entrants that it achieved 
(outside the ‘pandemic years’) since 2013-14, and to make continuous annual 
improvements thereafter. Where it can be demonstrated that it is not possible for an 
institution to now match what they have previously been able to achieve, it is 
reasonable that an alternative benchmark is proposed. 

• Recommendation 5. For universities in Scotland to collectively specify a basket of 
indicators from which individual HEIs may draw to demonstrate their wider work in 
promoting fair access.  

• Recommendation 6. The Scottish Government should consider strengthening the remit 
of the Commissioner for Fair Access to assume responsibility for advising on fair access 
to the whole of tertiary education.  

• Recommendation 7. The Scottish Government should take the necessary preparatory 
steps to embolden the fair access agenda beyond 2026 by transitioning toward 
individual-level indicators of socio-economic disadvantage, and thereafter to challenge 
institutions to achieve fair access for prospective students who have experienced such 
disadvantage.  

• Recommendation 8. The fair access agenda should be recalibrated to give equal weight 
to entry, student experience, and outcomes.  

• Recommendation 9. The primary focus on fair access should remain on Scottish-
domiciled, full-time, first-degree entrants. However, for a rounded perspective on fair 
access to higher education, it is necessary to also focus on Graduate Apprenticeships, 
part-time undergraduate study, and postgraduate study.   

• Recommendation 10. Wherever practicable, data on fair access should be disaggregated 
to understand the relative contributions of different pathways (direct entry from school; 
articulation; and adult wider access).  

• Recommendation 11. The Scottish Funding Council (SFC), in conjunction with 
participating universities, should ensure that disaggregated data are available for each 
of the disciplines that comprise the ‘high demand professions’ that are part of the 
Access to High-Demand Professions (AHDP) programme (to enable the national impact 
of this work to be appraised) and the Transitions programme.  

• Recommendation 12. SFC should act on the recommendation contained within previous 
Commissioner for Fair Access reports, to commit to more secure and longer-term 
funding for the Scottish Community of Access and Participation Practitioners.  

• Recommendation 13. The work of SCAPP should be monitored to ensure that it remains 
a vehicle to support the development and professionalisation of a widening access and 
participation practitioner community in Scotland.   

• Recommendation 14. The breadth of evaluation activity and the impact of evaluation 
activity research, which underpins the fair access agenda should be appraised.  

• Recommendation 15. For universities in Scotland to collectively agree what intelligence 
is in the national interest to promote fair access (as opposed to that which is 
commercially sensitive), and thereafter to ensure that this intelligence is made available 
to all relevant stakeholders in Scotland.  

• Recommendation 16. Should the decision be taken to withdraw funding for an 
intervention that had been integral to promoting fair access, or if an element of such 
work is to be radically altered, providers should undertake (and funders should 
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encourage) an impact assessment to ascertain the impact on pupil cohorts who have 
previously benefited from this provision.  

• Recommendation 17. School leaders in Scotland, the SFC and its National Schools 
Programme, SCAPP and Universities Scotland should examine if, and if so what, steps 
should be taken to underpin the fair access agenda within the broad general education 
phase in Scottish education.  

• Recommendation 18. SFC, Universities Scotland and Skills Development Scotland should 
examine the prospects of introducing an easily accessible user-centred web-based 
resource that provides a single point of reference to inform prospective students and 
other stakeholders of the programmes and resources that are available to support 
access to higher education.   

• Recommendation 19. Stakeholders should explore the prospects for introducing a single 
student identifier to improve tracking and to facilitate more robust evaluation of the 
impact of fair access activity.  

• Recommendation 20. Stakeholders and leaders should reaffirm their commitment to 
promote fair access and commit to take those actions necessary to attain the next 
interim target for 2026. 
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My priorities 
 
I conclude this Summary by outlining my priorities for 2026.  I add two additional priority 
actions (Actions 11 and 12) to the ten I specified in 2024. Two of the original actions are re-
introduced, having already been achieved since my last report (Actions 1 and 7): five more 
remain priorities, albeit that progress has been made for each (Actions 4, 5, 6, 8 and 10). 
Three have been amended (Action 2, 3 and 7): 
 
• Priority 1. To follow up on each of my recommendations and to report on progress in my 

next annual report.  
• Priority 2. To produce a third annual report, early in the Summer of 2026, soon after the 

publication of the next RoWA.  
• Priority 3. To produce briefing papers to report in a timely manner on specific 

developments in relation to my recommendations.  
• Priority 4. To engage with school leaders and universities in Scotland to explore whether 

inefficiencies in SCQF Level 7 can be addressed through system change and-or 
institutional practice.   

• Priority 5. To engage with Universities Scotland and Colleges Scotland to better 
understand the prospects for increasing the proportion of HN students articulating with 
so-called ‘Advanced Standing’ into SCQF Level 8 and 9.   

• Priority 6. To examine retention rates for SIMD20 entrants, focusing on why these have 
not improved substantially since the introduction of the CoWA agenda.  

• Priority 7. To appraise emergent evidence to better understand how students’ financial 
situation impacts on fair access.  

• Priority 8. To explore possibilities to enhance and promote regional intelligence, and to 
strengthen cross-institutional collaboration in regions to advance the fair access agenda. 

• Priority 9. To review the deployment of contextual admissions and Minimum Entry 
Requirements across Scottish HEIs to appraise whether the impact on fair access is 
optimal.  

• Priority 10. To engage with professional bodies, Programme leads, and Heads of 
Department (or equivalent) to promote shared responsibility for the fair access agenda 
in Scotland.  

• Priority 11. To explore the prospects for acting on the three supplementary data issues 
and three provision issues introduced in the Considerations for innovation and evidence 
section in this report. 

• Priority 12. To work with SFC to explore the prospects for acting on the ten 
recommendations outlined in the Considerations for innovation and evidence section in 
this report to strengthen the RoWA evidence base. 
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Glossary 
 
CEO  Chief Executive Officer 
 
CoWA  Commission on Widening Access 
 
FEI  Further Education Institutions (colleges in Scotland) 
 
FTFD full-time, first-degree 
 
HEI Higher Education Institutions (universities and equivalent specialist 

institutions) 
 
HESA  Higher Education Statistics Agency 
 
HN  Higher National (qualifications) 
HNC  Higher National Certificate 
HND  Higher National Diploma 
 
NSP   National Schools Programme 
 
RoWA  Report on Widening Access 
 
SAAS  Student Awards Agency Scotland 
 
SCAPP  Scottish Community of Access and Participation Practitioners 
 
SCQF  Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework 
 
SFC  Scottish Funding Council 
 
SIMD  Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation 
SIMD10 One of Scotland’s 10% Most Deprived Areas 
SIMD20 One of Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas 
SIMD20-40 One of the areas in Scotland that are within the second lowest quintile, 

according to area deprivation ranking (marginally less deprived, compared to 
SIMD20) 

SIMD20-100 Not one of Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas 
 
SLC  Student Loans Company 
 
SWAP   Scottish Widening Access Programme 
 
UCAS  Universities and Colleges Admissions Service 
 
WARF   Widening Access Retention Fund  
 



 
 

Page 14 of 86 
 

1 - Introduction: If not now, then when? 
 
The ninth Scottish Funding Council Report on Widening Access1 (RoWA) would have been 
warmly welcomed by those working toward and those responsible for Scotland’s 2030 
target to achieve fair access to higher education. There was evidence of progress, with the 
first uplift in three annual rounds for those from the 20% Most Deprived Areas in both the 
proportion accessing higher education in HEIs and the proportion returning to study in year 
2. There was also a return to an uplift in the proportion of those from the 20% Most 
Deprived Areas among qualifiers following the sharp fall reported in the 2022-23 report.2  
 
The timing of the release for this seventh report of the Commissioner for Fair Access 
requires some explanation (and perhaps an apology) for those who have waited for this 
follow-up to the previous report3. As will become apparent, these RoWA data from 2023-24 
provide a very different context for my report, than had it been written to reflect on the 
RoWA data of 2022-23.  The unavoidable delays and staged publication of RoWA 2022-234 
led to the release of data that seemed to contrast with the then current realities that were 
being reported by HEIs as they prepared their submissions for the SFC’s Early Access 
Returns. I judged it to be counter-productive to publish my seventh report at the start of 
2025, when it seemed probable (as it transpired) that RoWA data to be published a few 
months later in the middle of 2025 would report a very different trajectory for fair access.    
 
There were four other (partly data-driven) reasons that delayed the publication of this 
seventh report. First, as signposted in my sixth report, I was keen to take time to digest 
learning from the Student Finance and Wellbeing Study Scotland report (commissioned by 
the Scottish Government), which was published in December 2024, with detailed data 
tables released in October 2025.5 I was also keen to incorporate insights from Public 
Perceptions of Higher Education Funding in Scotland, which was commissioned by the 
Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland and published in March 2025.6 Third, it was 
prudent to reflect on the report on Widening Access to Higher Education that was published 

 
 
1  Scottish Funding Council. (2025). Report on Widening Access 2023-24. [Online]. Edinburgh: SFC.  
2  When data on qualifiers was presented in the RoWA for 2023-24, a note accompanying Table 3 asserted 

that “The year-on-year decline in university qualifiers in 2022-23 is in part due to a Marking and 
Assessment Boycott in 2022-23, which prevented some HEIs from submitting qualifications within the 
reporting period.” Although this provides helpful explanation for why the number of Qualifiers was lower 
than expected, it is unclear whether those from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas were more likely 
than those who were not to be impacted by this boycott, i.e., whether the boycott would account for the 
year-on-year decline from 2021-22 to 2022-23 in the share of those from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived 
Areas among Qualifiers. If so, and qualification was deferred from 2022-23 to 2023-24, there may not 
have been an uplift from 2022-23 and 2023-24 in the proportion of those from the 20% Most Deprived 
Areas among qualifiers.  

3  Commissioner for Far Access. (2024). Renewing the Alliance for Fair Access: Annual Report 2024. 
Edinburgh: Scottish Government.  

4  Initial publication on October 22 2024 (without articulation and retention data), with a fully-inclusive 
update published on December 17 2024. 

5  Minty, S. et al. (2024). Student Finance and Wellbeing Study (SFWS) Scotland 2023-24. Edinburgh: Scottish 
Government.  

6  Abernethy, S. and Gray, E. (2025). Public Perceptions of Higher Education Funding in Scotland. Survey 
2024/25. Dunfermline: Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland.  

https://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications/report-on-widening-access-2023-24/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/renewing-alliance-fair-access-annual-report-2024/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/student-finance-wellbeing-study-sfws-scotland-2023-2024-main-report
https://carnegie-trust.org/public-perceptions-of-higher-education-funding/
https://carnegie-trust.org/public-perceptions-of-higher-education-funding/
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in May 2025 following the inquiry of the Scottish Parliament’s Education, Children and 
Young People Committee.7 Finally, the RoWA for 2023-24 was released in stages in 2025, 
with articulation data added in October 2025.8 
 
This body of evidence – together with the wider work that is discussed in this report – leads 
me to propose that there is a need to pivot and introduce a new phase of work to achieve 
fair access to higher education in Scotland. I understand that some may retort that the time 
is not right, making reference to the challenging financial circumstances with which the 
tertiary sector is grappling,9 or the fact that we already have an ambition for fair access and 
should be focusing all our attention on achieving this. I do not accept either as a valid reason 
for being less ambitious. First, as I will argue in this report, the many challenges that tertiary 
education faces render it more important that we are more ambitious in our work to 
achieve fair access. Second, as the RoWA of 2023-24 evidences, we can strengthen our 
commitment to fair access from a position of strength – recent progress has been achieved 
on many fronts, despite the challenges that present. Although I present the future of fair 
access as a new phase of work, it is perhaps more accurate to view what should lie ahead, 
as a consolidation of, and evolution from, work that the sector is already pursuing.  
 
The report opens with a review of recent developments to promote fair access in Scotland. I 
showcase ten developments, but make reference to a much wider range of work. I want to 
acknowledge the energy, commitment and innovation that this agenda continues to attract 
from a wide range of stakeholders across Scotland. The second part of the report is a deep 
dive into the evidence base. This starts with an appraisal of the core RoWA metrics, before 
drawing on the wider evidence base that the RoWA comprises.  As alluded to above, the fair 
access evidence base has been strengthened with several key contributions beyond RoWA, 
all of which are used in this report to deliver a comprehensive and rounded appraisal of 
progress with fair access in Scotland. The third part of this report reflects on existing 
innovation and evidence to make recommendations on very specific ways in which we 
should strengthen our routine fair access practice. The focus on recommendations 
continues in the fourth section when I review progress with each of the twenty 
recommendations and ten priority action areas that I set in my sixth report, before I outline 
a vision for fair access in Scotland that carries us up to 2030 and moves beyond. The report 
concludes by updating my recommendations and outlining priority actions for the year 
ahead. 
 
 
  

 
 
7  Education, Children and Young People Committee. (2025). Widening Access to Higher Education. [Online]. 

Edinburgh: Scottish Parliament.   
8  Initial publication on July 30th 2025 (without articulation data), with an update including articulation data 

published on October 21st 2025. Scottish Funding Council. (2025). Report on Widening Access 2023-24. 
[Online]. Edinburgh: SFC. 

9  For example, for Scotland’s universities: Education, Children and Young People Committee. (2025). 
Financial Sustainability of Scotland’s Universities. [Online]. Edinburgh: Scottish Parliament.  

https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/committees/current-and-previous-committees/session-6-education-children-and-young-people-committee/business-items/widening-access-to-higher-education
https://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications/report-on-widening-access-2023-24/
https://www.scottishparliament.tv/meeting/education-children-and-young-people-committee-june-4-2025
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2 - Improvement and innovation in challenging times 
 
Over the last few years, a range of innovation has been introduced from a range of 
stakeholders, ten examples of which are described to evidence the breadth and depth of 
the on-going commitment to fair access in Scotland. 
 
1. Strengthening the metrics.  
 
In my last report10 I recommended that the existing institutional target should be withdrawn 
and replaced with a commitment from each HEI to take action to increase the proportion of 
those from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas among its entrants or, if this is 
demonstrably not possible without adverse consequences, to match the highest proportion 
and number of SIMD20 entrants that it achieved since 2013-14. Background work was 
undertaken to engage with universities (through Universities Scotland and the Access 
Delivery Group) to clarify the rationale underlying this recommendation,11 and to 
acknowledge the concern of some HEIs that this would be an unreasonable ask if it required 
them to match exceptionally high levels of access that were thought to characterise the 
‘pandemic years’12.  Consequently, I refined this recommendation taking account of the 
exceptional circumstances of the ‘pandemic years’ that might otherwise have led to 
benchmarks being set that were exceptional, rather than optimal. The Minister has written 
to SFC’s CEO confirming this change in policy direction (which was the initial Commission on 
Widening Access (CoWA) recommendation 32 in A Blueprint for Fairness13). SFC will work 
with officials in Scottish Government and the sector to introduce this change for academic 
year 2026-27, which will add further focus to work towards achieving the 2026 and 2030 
widening access targets of increasing the proportion of entrants from Scotland’s 20% Most 
Deprived Areas. 
 

 
 
10  Commissioner for Far Access. (2024). Renewing the Alliance for Fair Access: Annual Report 2024. 

Edinburgh: Scottish Government.  
11  This was also discussed at the Ministerial Roundtable on Widening Access on January 21st 2025. 
12  For full-time, first-degree entrants, the vast majority of the 2019-20 cohort would have entered study by 

September 2019. These entrants are pre-pandemic.  
 However, entry for academic years 2020-21 and 2021-22 would have been impacted by decisions taken in 

relation to managing the pandemic.  Notably, examinations in Scotland were cancelled and certification in 
the senior grade was based on teacher assessments (an Alternative Certification Model). Without 
question, these two years should be considered ‘pandemic years’ for the purpose of appraising entry to 
university/higher education.   

 The status of academic year 2022-23 is less straightforward. However, I recommend that this is also 
considered a ‘pandemic year’ for the purpose of appraising entry to university/higher education. Most 
pupils in Scotland progress to higher education from S6, rather than S5. Therefore, more of the cohort of 
entrants to university/higher education in 2022-23 (the S6 cohort) will have been accepted to 
university/higher education on the basis of SCQF Level 6 qualifications awarded in 2021-22 (a ‘pandemic 
year’) and SCQF Level 6 and 7 qualifications awarded in 2022-23 (not a pandemic year). As it reasonable to 
conclude that many entrants to university/higher education in 2022-23 will have been accepted, at least in 
part, for qualifications gained in the ‘pandemic year’ of 2021-22, it is recommended that 2022-23 is also 
considered a ‘pandemic year’ for the purpose of appraising entry to university/higher education.  

13  Commission on Widening Access. (2016). A Blueprint for Fairness: Final Report of the Commission on 
Widening Access. Edinburgh: Scottish Government.  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/renewing-alliance-fair-access-annual-report-2024/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/blueprint-fairness-final-report-commission-widening-access/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/blueprint-fairness-final-report-commission-widening-access/


 
 

Page 17 of 86 
 

This is a significant development, which reinforces the commitment of the sector to fair 
access, demonstrates the willingness of the sector to be challenged to achieve more, and 
indicates that the Scottish Government is open to shifting focus, where such pivots 
strengthen the commitment to achieve the fair access goals. 
 
Table 1 highlights the levels that institutions will be asked to exceed. Highlighted in yellow is 
the highest level of intake of students (Scottish-domiciled, full-time and first-degree) from 
Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas for each of the 18 HEIs to which the target pertains. 
For example, for entry in academic year 2026-27 the Robert Gordon University should aspire 
to exceed the 7.2% of entrants who came from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas in 
2023-24. This is a lower target that the previous flat rate target of 10% that was set for all 
institutions. In contrast, the University of Glasgow, which always exceeded the previous 10% 
target, will now be asked to exceed the 16.1% of entrants from Scotland’s 20% Most 
Deprived Areas that it achieved in 2023-24. Notably, this is a lower target than the 16.7% 
that was achieved in 2021-22, one of the ‘pandemic years’. 
 
However, it is acknowledged that exceptional circumstances may have led to an institution 
achieving its highest intake and that to now ask that institution to match such a level is 
unreasonable. Similarly, it is acknowledged that the conditions under which an institution 
achieved its highest intake may no longer apply. Where it can be demonstrated that it is not 
possible for an institution to match (and then exceed) what they have previously been able 
to achieve, it is reasonable that an alternative benchmark is proposed. 
 
The new target asks HEIs to build on recent progress, with eleven institutions achieving their 
highest intake, outside the ‘pandemic years’, in 2023-24. 
  
2. Strengthening the evidence base through disaggregation.  
 
In my last report, I also recommended that SFC and institutions should report evidence in 
deciles up to SIMD40, in addition to quintiles. The thinking behind this recommendation was 
partly defensive and partly progressive. It was defensive in the sense that it would provide 
the evidence that would allay concerns that a focus on fair access for the very most 
disadvantaged would displace – or be at the expense of – those who were marginally less 
disadvantaged. It was progressive in the sense that it would open fair access work to 
scrutiny to appraise whether the very most disadvantaged (those from the 10% Most 
Deprived Areas) were benefiting equally from fair access work.  
 
Although I have not yet examined the extent to which institutions have acted on this 
recommendation, the new background table in the RoWAs of 2022-23 and 2023-24 has 
replicated CoWA Table 1 providing data on the number and proportion of entrants in each 
FEI and HEI for the four most deprived SIMD decile areas since 2013-14. These data are used 
later in this report (Wider RoWA evidence base). 
 
This is another significant development, which reinforces the willingness of the Scottish 
Funding Council to strengthen an already strong evidence base. Further considerations of 
how this evidence base could be improved to better serve the sector are suggested later in 
this report. 
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Table 1: Proportion of SIMD20 Entrants (FTFD) by HEI, 2013-14 to 2023-24 
 

Higher Education Institution 13-14 14-15 15-16 16-17 17-18 18-19 19-20 20-21 21-22 22-23 23-24 Target 
Aberdeen, University of 4.2% 5.3% 4.3% 5.1% 6.0% 4.4% 8.6% 7.9% 7.9% 6.9% 6.5% 8.6% 
Abertay University 15.5% 15.6% 16.7% 15.1% 19.1% 15.1% 16.3% 16.8% 18.7% 20.1% 19.8% 19.8% 
Dundee, University of 14.9% 15.0% 14.3% 15.5% 15.8% 16.2% 16.2% 16.4% 16.0% 16.9% 17.6% 17.6% 
Edinburgh Napier Univ. 11.3% 10.0% 10.7% 10.7% 10.9% 12.4% 15.1% 12.5% 13.4% 13.1% 11.9% 15.1% 
Edinburgh, University of 6.1% 6.0% 5.6% 6.4% 8.1% 10.8% 10.8% 9.1% 10.2% 13.1% 10.6% 10.8% 
Glasgow Caledonian Univ. 22.7% 20.9% 22.6% 20.9% 23.5% 22.6% 22.5% 23.0% 22.1% 22.2% 22.8% 23.5% 
Glasgow School of Art 14.4% 22.1% 14.6% 21.1% 13.9% 18.8% 21.1% 25.8% 23.9% 21.7% 22.6% 22.6% 
Glasgow, University of 13.3% 12.7% 12.1% 12.3% 12.3% 13.3% 13.5% 14.8% 16.7% 15.0% 16.1% 16.1% 
Heriot-Watt University 8.2% 10.8% 9.8% 8.5% 11.2% 10.9% 11.0% 13.4% 11.5% 9.5% 9.9% 11.2% 
Univ of Highlands & Islands 12.0% 11.0% 8.0% 7.3% 8.3% 10.0% 10.5% 8.6% 12.1% 12.2% 14.3% 14.3% 
Queen Margaret Univ. 10.7% 11.0% 9.1% 9.1% 9.9% 11.7% 13.8% 13.1% 13.8% 13.1% 13.8% 13.8% 
Robert Gordon Univ. 6.4% 7.0% 6.7% 6.4% 6.5% 6.7% 5.2% 6.1% 6.2% 7.1% 7.2% 7.2% 
Royal Conservatoire of Scot. 8.2% 7.4% 13.1% 13.3% 13.2% 15.0% 19.4% 21.6% 16.7% 11.7% 16.5% 19.4% 
SRUC 5.5% 10.5% 8.3% 7.5% 10.4% 10.5% 10.1% 13.5% 5.1% 11.8% 11.3% 11.3% 
St Andrews, University of 5.2% 5.0% 5.1% 5.5% 7.5% 10.6% 11.0% 10.2% 14.9% 12.9% 12.5% 12.5% 
Stirling, University of 11.7% 14.1% 12.3% 12.0% 15.9% 14.4% 13.1% 13.4% 12.9% 11.6% 11.7% 15.9% 
Strathclyde, University of 11.8% 12.3% 13.7% 14.5% 16.6% 17.4% 19.6% 21.6% 17.7% 18.8% 20.5% 20.5% 
West of Scotland, Univ. of 24.3% 27.7% 27.5% 27.5% 29.4% 28.2% 29.6% 29.9% 30.7% 29.0% 31.4% 31.4% 

Legend 
Highest proportion (outside ‘pandemic years’)   
Highest proportion (‘pandemic years’)  
Target = highest proportion (outside ‘pandemic 
years’)  

Highlighting indicates whether the target was also the highest ever proportion (during 
or outside the ‘pandemic years’) or whether the target is a lower proportion than what 
was achieved during the ‘pandemic years’. 

Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: CoWA Table 1B.  
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3. Reviewing, with a view to strengthening, the National Schools Programme. 
 
In the Spring of 2025, the Scottish Funding Council announced the formation of a Strategic 
Advisory Group (SAG)14 to oversee and monitor the implementation of the fifteen 
recommendations that concluded the review of the National Schools Programme (NSP),15 the 
report from which was published at the end of 2024. 
 
It is widely accepted that the NSP is a cornerstone of work in Scotland to achieve fair access 
to higher education, comprising a combination of four targeted programmes, organised and 
delivered across four regions, in a non-partisan manner.16  It is the most tangible form of fair 
access as a collective endeavour, with most HEIs actively involved in supporting its work. As 
recommendation 2 acknowledges, it makes a very specific contribution to fair access work - 
supporting Senior Phase pupils in Scotland from backgrounds of socioeconomic 
disadvantage and underrepresented groups to access higher education in university. 
Notably, it is not the sum total of access work or institutional outreach, nor is it a vehicle for 
recruitment to individual institutions. 
 
The Review demonstrates the sector’s commitment to this work, but also conveys a desire 
to build on its success. Recommendation 6 outlines the ways in which it is envisaged that 
future work to promote fair access through the NSP could be strengthened, which will be 
the focus of task groups, as set out below: 
 
• Better understanding regional needs and differences including eligible pupil population 

size, distribution/rurality, geography amongst other factors. 
• Agreeing core eligibility criteria, targeting and selection methodology. 
• Exploring a national approach to supporting Senior Phase-aged students who have left 

school and are pursuing qualifications in college.  
• Developing an agreed upon minimum baseline offer for NSP participants.  
• Developing a national credit rated programme (aligned with SCQF).  
• Portability of NSP participation and recognition for HE admissions.  
• Reviewing, and if required refreshing, the definitions of, and subject offer under the 

Access to High Demand Professions provision of the NSP. 
 

If this wide-ranging list is delivered, it will greatly strengthen the core framework of support 
for fair access in schools across Scotland. 
  
4. Widening Access to Higher Education – the report following the inquiry of the Scottish 
Parliament’s Education, Children and Young People Committee. 
 
In May 2025, the Education, Children and Young People Committee of the Scottish 
Parliament published the report arising from its inquiry into Widening access to higher 

 
 
14  Scottish Funding Council. (2025). National Schools Programme. Fair Access to University. Review and 

Implementation. [Online]. Edinburgh: SFC.   
15  Scottish Funding Council. (2024). NSP Review. Final Report and Recommendations. Edinburgh: SFC.  
16  Scottish Funding Council. (2025). National Schools Programme. Fair Access to University. Programme 

Structure.. [Online]. Edinburgh: SFC. 

https://www.sfc.ac.uk/student-interests/fair-access/national-schools-programme/implementing-the-national-schools-programme-review/
https://www.sfc.ac.uk/student-interests/fair-access/national-schools-programme/implementing-the-national-schools-programme-review/
https://www.sfc.ac.uk/student-interests/fair-access/national-schools-programme/national-schools-programme-review/
https://www.sfc.ac.uk/student-interests/fair-access/national-schools-programme/implementing-the-national-schools-programme-review/
https://www.sfc.ac.uk/student-interests/fair-access/national-schools-programme/implementing-the-national-schools-programme-review/
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education.17  The Inquiry collected written evidence and conducted four sessions with 
witnesses during February and March. It sought to explore five issues: 
 
• What is needed for colleges and universities to meet the 2026 interim target.  
• Which access initiatives are showing success . 
• What impact widening access is having on other SIMD groups . 
• Whether the work of the Scottish Government and partners to introduce additional data 

measures is progressing, and when and how this might be incorporated into targets . 
• What access challenges exist for disabled, Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) and care 

experienced students outwith SIMD20 areas, and what might be done to address these 
challenges. 

 
Following deliberations, the Committee identified a number of issues for further 
consideration, most of which have featured in this and previous Commissioner reports. The 
Committee: 
 
• Questioned whether the financial support available to students being targeted under 

widening access initiatives is adequate (paragraph 87). 
• Proposed that further measures are introduced to improve access for disabled and BME 

students as part of the widening access agenda. (para. 88, 91). 
• Asks for greater consistency of support for care experienced students to be delivered 

(para. 92). 
• Asks that data is improved on estranged students (para. 93) and former armed forces 

personnel (para. 97). 
• Asks that greater consistency of advice is made available to students from career 

advisors (para. 96). 
• Concurred with the proposal to adopt a different approach for the institutional target 

(para. 154). 
• Advises that the remit of the Commissioner should be extended to include colleges 

(para. 159). 
• Asks the Scottish Government to consider consulting on including part-time students 

within widening access work (para. 160, 161). 
• Asks for the focus on retention to enable analysis across the whole period of study 

(para. 162). 
• Opines that work to improve retention must acknowledge the importance of financial 

barriers and mental health (para. 163). 
• Recommends that the Scottish Government works with stakeholders and the 

Commissioner to introduce a basket of measures to identify person-centred 
characteristics for widening access measures (para. 212). 

• Requests that the Scottish Government sets out how it will take forward plans to 
introduce Free School Meal (FSM) data as an access measure at a national level, 
including timescales attached to this work and any legislation required. (para. 215). 

 
 
17  Education, Children and Young People Committee. (2025). Widening Access to Higher Education Inquiry. 

Edinburgh: Scottish Parliament.  

https://bprcdn.parliament.scot/published/ECYP/2025/5/15/72f3d996-1fb4-4f23-a4d2-4f6f32453662/ECYP-S6-25-05.pdf
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• Strongly agrees with the value of introducing a Unique Learner Number (ULN) to track 
students' educational journey and allow a better understanding of what works regarding 
transitions in the longer term … The Committee recommends that the Scottish 
Government now commits to the introduction of a ULN, and outlines how this will be 
achieved. (para. 218). 

 
5. The introduction of fair access criteria in applications for postgraduate studentships to 
the Scottish Graduate School of Social Science. 
 
Although postgraduate education was not the focus of the Commission on Widening Access 
and subsequent work to act on its recommendations, it is an important part of the business 
of higher education, and progression to postgraduate study is considered one of the positive 
outcomes of an undergraduate education. If we are concerned with fair access in tertiary 
education, we should have an interest in access to postgraduate study.   
 
The Scottish Graduate School of Social Science describes itself as the “UK's largest facilitator 
of funding, training and support for doctoral students in social science”. It combines the 
expertise of sixteen universities across Scotland, facilitates world-class PhD research, with 
funding from the Economic and Social Research Council and the Scottish Funding Council. In 
recent years, it has taken steps to try and widen participation and inclusion in doctoral 
programmes, and has intimated an ambition to strengthen its work to promote fair access.  
For example, part of the application process for the student-led open competition invites 
applicants to reflect their preparedness for PhD study and to explain how they might 
flourish as a result, advising that “Drawing on your own background (including your life 
experiences, journey to/through university, work experiences or volunteering) please 
provide a summary of why you are ready to undertake a PhD now and how you will flourish 
as a result of PhD funding. You might include, for example, personal challenges that you 
have overcome or achievements that you are proud of in your work, study or life 
experiences and how these map onto the skills required to flourish in a PhD programme. 
Challenges could include, but are not limited to, protected characteristics, socio-economic 
status and of being first-in-a-generation to university or care-experienced.” Furthermore, in 
its profiling of applicants, it includes metrics such as free school meal entitlement at school, 
and whether applicants are first-in-family.   
 
The timeliness and quality of the research proposal, the ability of the candidate, and the 
supervisory fit and research environment into which they will become a part, remain critical 
considerations in determining successful candidates in this highly competitive scheme.  
However, it is positive that fair access considerations have been introduced in the process. It 
would be interesting to review the impact of these innovations, and to consider the extent 
to which fair access is being promoted in postgraduate education more generally. 
 
6. Adopting a disciplinary focus - National Medical Students Widening Participation 
Forum. 
 
The National Medical Students Widening Participation Forum is a UK-wide initiative that was 
established in 2015 to “promote equity in access to medical education”, with aims to: 
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• Support students not just into medicine, but through it—helping them progress and 
thrive. 

• Develop collaborative work across widening participation (WP) teams in UK medical 
schools. 

• Champion the inclusion of students from underrepresented and WP backgrounds. 
 

It has convened seven annual conferences, the most recent of which was hosted by the 
University of Glasgow in July 2025.18 Since 2017, it has convened a student working group. 
 
Medicine and dentistry are high demand professions, which have been successful in 
facilitating access for applicants from disadvantaged areas in recent years (see Figure 11 in 
this report). Medicine is one of the subject areas that is supported by Reach19 as part of the 
National Schools Programme. More generally, it is an example of what can be achieved 
when subject experts take an active interest in who gets to access their discipline. 
 
In addition to the work of the Forum and Reach programmes, a body of knowledge is 
developing to support work to widen access in medical studies. Gibson Smith and colleagues 
have explored the ways in which medical students from a widening participation 
background have found their own experiences of adversity to be an asset.20 Although 
Simpson and colleagues also acknowledge that individual resilience is an factor that enables 
success, they also identify many institutional constraints and ways in which the education 
system – both before and during medical studies -  discourages and disadvantages students 
from widening access backgrounds.21 Krstic and colleagues also explore entry, through the 
administration of a survey of ‘prospective Scottish-domiciled applicants to medical schools’ 
to better understand perceptions of the NHS, medical careers, and barriers to medical 
school.22 Complementing this work is the study of Alexander and colleagues, which engages 
secondary school teachers to better understand their thinking when offering advice on 
entry to medical education in higher education.23 

 
 
18  National Medical School Widening Participation Forum (2025) 7th Annual Conference 2025. [Online]. 

NMSWPF.   
19  University of Aberdeen. (n.d.). Reach. [Online]. Aberdeen: University of Aberdeen. 
 University of Dundee. (n.d.). Reach. [Online]. Dundee: University of Dundee. 
 University of Edinburgh. (n.d.). Reach Edinburgh. [Online]. Edinburgh: University of Edinburgh. 
 University of Glasgow. (n.d.). Reach Programme. [Online]. Glasgow: University of Glasgow. 
 University of St. Andrews. (n.d.). Reach at the University of St. Andrews. [Online]. St. Andrews: University 

of St. Andrews.   
20  Gibson Smith, K., Cleland, J. A., Walker, K., Lumsden, C., & Laidlaw, A. (2025). " I'd keep going until 

somebody said no and nobody ever said no": exploring identity-strengths amongst medical students from 
widening participation backgrounds. Frontiers in medicine, 12, 1530738. Available from: Frontiers in 
medicine 

21  Simpson, A., Hope, D., Harden, J., Marson, L., & Tallentire, V. (2025). Equity Beyond Entry: A Capability 
Approach to Understanding Widening Participation in Medical Education. Perspectives on Medical 
Education, 14(1), 871–881. https://doi.org/10.5334/pme.2071  

22  Krstic, C., Fletcher, E., Owen, C., Curtis, S., Garrud, P., & Nicholls, G. (2025). Perceptions, barriers, and 
career priorities among prospective medical school applicants in Scotland. BMC Medical Education. 
Available from: DOI: BMC Medical Education 

23  Alexander, K., Smith, D., Cleaver, J., & Zhyzhyn, A. (2025). Widening access for graduates: Policies, 
pathways and technology. Medical Education. Available from: DOI: Medical Education 

https://nms-wpconference.co.uk/what-we-do-3/
https://www.abdn.ac.uk/study/undergraduate/widening-access/reach/
https://www.dundee.ac.uk/reach
https://study.ed.ac.uk/undergraduate/access-edinburgh/secondary-school-students/reach-edinburgh
https://www.gla.ac.uk/study/wp/reach/
https://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/study/access/projects/reach/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/medicine/articles/10.3389/fmed.2025.1530738/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/medicine/articles/10.3389/fmed.2025.1530738/full
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-025-08218-z
https://doi.org/10.1111/medu.70069
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A disciplinary focus on fair access in Scotland is not limited to medical education, with 
recent contributions including studies from Games Development,24 Geography,25 Initial 
Teacher Education,26 Mathematical Sciences,27 Nursing education28 and Social Sciences29. 
 
7. The investment in fair access by charitable trusts in Scotland. 
 
Scotland’s many independent charitable trusts have a history of supporting access to 
tertiary education in Scotland. Many of these are small-scale, offering support to ease the 
burdens associated with the cost of study. Some target support to particular population 
groups or discipline areas, while others offer support to residents, regardless of background. 
The Student Awards Agency Scotland (SAAS) lists those actively involved in providing 
education endowments, and describes conditions of eligibility.30 
 
One of the largest providers of support have strengthened their commitment to fair access 
in 2025. The Robertson Trust has awarded funding to ‘test and demonstration’ projects 
through its Education Pathway. Projects funded include: 
 
• Abertay University. Abertay+ Scheme: Reimagining Admissions Criteria, aims to ensure 

fair access to higher education by removing barriers and supporting student success for 
under-represented students through student success coaching.  

• Parent Power (of The Brilliant Club). This work aims to reduce local inequalities in access 
to higher education by empowering parents and carers to become agents of change. It 
seeks to build strong community networks in two areas of disadvantage (North Glasgow 
and rural East Ayrshire), with potential to influence both local practice and wider 
systemic change. 

• Edinburgh Napier University. Supporting students who have experienced poverty and 
trauma. By tackling the underlying policies and practices that act as barriers, it aims to 
reshape institutional cultures so they are more inclusive, trauma-informed, and focused 
on wellbeing - helping more students to succeed and contributing to national Fair Access 
goals. 

 
 
24  Reid, A. J. (2025). Engaging disadvantaged young adults through collaborative game development. Journal 

of Applied Youth Studies, 1-19. Available from:  Journal of Applied Youth Studies  
25  Hunt, R., King, G., & Barnes, C. (2024). Storying student belonging in UK higher education. Journal of 

Geography in Higher Education, 48(4), 615-632. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03098265.2023.2266995 

26  McLaren, E., Gibson, L., & McKinney, S. J. (2025). Poverty Experienced by Initial Teacher Education 
Students in Scotland. Scottish Educational Review, 1, 1-22. Available from:  Scottish Educational Review  

27  Rajpaul, V. M., Law, T. C. W., & Marr, C. (2025). UK university initiatives to widen access to undergraduate 
mathematical science degrees. Report for the Academy for the Mathematical Sciences. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.5281/ZENODO.17639206 

28  Johnston, L. M. (2024). Support brings success: a longitudinal narrative study of articulating student 
nurses' transition journey from further education to higher education and graduation. PhD University of 
Edinburgh. Available from: University of Edinburgh  

29  Horrocks-Birss, R. (2024). STEP UP to University: Continuity and belonging for articulation 
students. Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice, 12(2). Available from: Journal of 
Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice 

30  SAAS. (n.d.). Register of Education Endowments. [Online]. Edinburgh: SAAS.   

https://doi.org/10.1007/s43151-024-00156-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/03098265.2023.2266995
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• University of Glasgow. Through development of an app and online platform focused on 
promoting best practice in fair access, it is hoped this project could lead to more 
effective partnership working to drive fair access to university on a national scale. 

 
The Robertson Trust is also partnering with the Carnegie Trust for Universities in Scotland 
to provide a clearer picture of Scotland’s fair access landscape - highlighting gaps and 
overlaps, and delivering a baseline from which current practice can be better understood, 
and key improvements identified. By taking a national, system-view of fair access activity in 
Scotland, this work aims to enable funders, researchers, practitioners and policymakers to 
identify opportunities to work collectively across sectors to drive progress towards a more 
equitable higher education system in Scotland. 
 
8. The introduction of a Student Success Model at the University of the West of Scotland.  
 
First approved in 2022-23, the University of the West of Scotland has been developing its 
‘Student Success Model’, which aims to “provide a personalised approach to supporting our 
students’ academic, professional and personal development, promoting student 
engagement and supporting successful outcomes”. Comprised of three core pillars - 
professional service support, academic support and peer support - it is a recognition of the 
importance of a whole institution partnership approach. Although introduced to students as 
a service that does not seek to monitor or report on progress,31 the work is informed by 
engagement data and learner analytics to anticipate needs and intervene at an earlier stage 
than hitherto, to support students at-risk of not progressing with their studies. It is a model 
that has been deployed successfully elsewhere,32 including other institutions in Scotland.33 
Although it is too early to definitely appraise the impact on student experience and 
retention of the work at the University of the West of Scotland, emerging evidence34 
suggests that this is making a positive contribution to tackling one of the emergent 
challenges in sustaining fair access in Scottish education – the persistently high rates of 
students not continuing with their studies beyond the initial year of registration. 
 
9. The strengthening of connections between the academic research community in 
Scotland and those access and participation practitioners concerned to measure impact.  
 
I am supportive of those practitioners who prefer to focus on service delivery and do not 
have the skills or inclination to formally evaluate this work – this is an acknowledgement of 
the critically important role of practitioners in enabling fair access. However, and as 
intimated in my last report, I am also strongly supportive of those access and participation 

 
 
31  University of the West of Scotland. (2024). Student Success Team. [Online}. Paisley: UWS.   
32  James Cook University. (n.d.). Student Success Officers. [Online]. Brisbane: James Cook University.   
33  Abertay University (2021). Abertay Launches Student Success Officers Thanks to Northwood Charitable 

Trust. [Online]. Dundee. Abertay University.   
34  Personal communication with Nina Anderson-Knox of the University of the West of Scotland on 3rd 

November 2025. 

https://www.uws.ac.uk/current-students/supporting-your-health-wellbeing/student-success-team/
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practitioners who wish not only to be effective and reflective practitioners,35,36 but also aim 
to develop their research skills in order to evaluate impact and improving project 
monitoring.  
 
Through its Evaluation Matters Community of Practice,37 the Scottish Community of Access 
and Participation Practitioners has been developing capacity to support evaluation of fair 
access work across Scotland. Eight case studies have been published, which showcase work 
to appraise the efficacy of fair access interventions. The links that have been established 
between SCAPP and the education research community in Scotland is a welcome 
development, which has the potential to enhance the evaluation of work pertaining to 
access and participation. The partnership of SCAPP and the Scottish Educational Research 
Association in the delivery of the Shaping the Future of Access and Participation: Sharing 
Knowledge, Valuing Impact conference (Glasgow Caledonian University, May 2025) was a 
positive development,38 as was the contribution of SCAPP officers to the annual conference 
of SERA in Aberdeen in November 2025.39 
 
Equally welcome is the breadth of academic research and evaluation that has emerged 
across Scotland in recent years, with contributions from within a range of institutions, 
including Abertay University,40 University of Aberdeen,41 University of Dundee,42 University 
of Edinburgh,43 Edinburgh Napier University,44 City of Glasgow College and Glasgow 

 
 
35  Robertson, D., & Cunningham, T. (2024). Supporting students’ transition from college to university: Staff 

perspectives on developing a coherent tertiary system in Scotland. Journal of Perspectives in Applied 
Academic Practice, 12(2). Available from: DOI: Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice 

36  Horrocks-Birss, R. (2024). STEP UP to University: Continuity and belonging for articulation 
students. Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice, 12(2). Available from: Journal of 
Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice 

37  SCAPP. (n.d.). WP Evaluation Matters Community of Practice. [Online]. Stirling: SCAPP.   
38  Scottish Educational Research Association. (2025). Scotland’s Community of Access and Participation 

Practitioners Conference. [Online]. Stirling: SERA.   
39  Scottish Educational Research Association. (2025). Scottish Educational Research Association Annual 

Conference 2025. Education for All?. Aberdeen: SERA. 
40  Reid, A. J. (2025). Engaging disadvantaged young adults through collaborative game development. Journal 

of Applied Youth Studies, 1-19. Available from:  Journal of Applied Youth Studies 
41  Gibson Smith, K., Ferguson, E., Gouveia, K., Walker, K. A., Lumsden, C., Poobalan, A., & Laidlaw, A. (2025). 

Surviving and Thriving in Medicine: Developing Theory-Based Interventions for Students From Widening 
Access Backgrounds. The Clinical Teacher, 22(3), e70076. Available from: The Clinical Teacher  

42  Horrocks-Birss, R. (2024). STEP UP to University: Continuity and belonging for articulation 
students. Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice, 12(2). Available from: Journal of 
Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice 

43  Hunt, R., King, G., & Barnes, C. (2024). Storying student belonging in UK higher education. Journal of 
Geography in Higher Education, 48(4), 615-632. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03098265.2023.2266995   

44  Haddow, C., & Brodie, J. (2024). Harnessing innovation approaches to support community and belonging 
in Higher Education. Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 61(6), 1341-1354. Available 
from: Innovations in Education and Teaching International 
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Caledonian University,45 University of Glasgow,46 Queen Margaret University,47 University of 
St. Andrews,48 and the University of Strathclyde49. It is also promising that fair access has 
piqued the interest of the next generation, with doctoral theses on fair access being 
successfully defended at the University of Edinburgh,50 University of Glasgow51 and the 
University of Strathclyde52, and work on-going at the University of Dundee53.  
 
Confirmation that specifying a target based on socio-economic disadvantage is not the only 
focus of fair access research is evident in the diversity of populations that have been the 
subject of fair access analysis in Scotland, including estranged students,54 mature students,55 
commuter students,56 students from gypsy/traveller communities and working-class 
students,57 and those from rural areas who elected not to become students58. 

 
 
45  Robertson, D., & Cunningham, T. (2024). Supporting students’ transition from college to university: Staff 

perspectives on developing a coherent tertiary system in Scotland. Journal of Perspectives in Applied 
Academic Practice, 12(2). Available from: DOI: Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice 

46  McLaren, E., Gibson, L., & McKinney, S. J. (2025). Poverty Experienced by Initial Teacher Education 
Students in Scotland. Scottish Educational Review, 1, 1-22. Available from:  Scottish Educational Review 

47  Jones, S. E., Taylor, L., & Johnson, K. (2025). Learners or consumers? Exploring the grade gap between 
widening participation and non-widening participation students. Journal of University Teaching and 
Learning Practice, 22(2), 1-18. Available from: Journal of University Teaching and Learning Practice  

48  Laurence Lasselle secured a Fellowship to the Australian Centre for Student Equity and Success (Curtin 
University, Australia) to continue her work on access of rural and remote pupils to high-tariff institutions. 

49  Burns, N. P., Young, D., Sherriff, A., Black, P., Blackshaw, A., & Kelly, L. (2025). Tracking the success of 
contextual offer students at one Scottish Higher Education Institution. Higher Education Quarterly, 79(1), 
e70011. Available from: Higher Education Quarterly. 

50  Johnston, L. M. (2024). Support brings success: a longitudinal narrative study of articulating student 
nurses' transition journey from further education to higher education and graduation. PhD University of 
Edinburgh. Available from: PhD University of Edinburgh 

51  Ramage, E. (2024) Not going to university: Context-based rationality, with links to social class and rural 
location in the career decision-making of school leavers in Scotland. PhD thesis. University of Glasgow. 
Available from: University of Glasgow  

52  Ecochard, S. (2025). Choice of family and families of choice: stories of estranged students in Higher 
Education in Scotland. PhD. University of Strathclyde. Available from: University of Strathclyde  

53  Thomson, P., Smith, J., Duke-Williams, E., Holme, R., Srinivasan, S, Spark, G., Martindale, L, & Kinnear, S. 
(2025). What do working class students really need to succeed at university? Paper presented at 
University of Dundee Scholarship Conference 2025, Dundee, United Kingdom. Available from: University 
of Dundee 

54  Ecochard, S. (2025). Choice of family and families of choice: stories of estranged students in Higher 
Education in Scotland. PhD. University of Strathclyde. Available from: University of Strathclyde. 

55  Nathaniel, B. (2025). Non-traditional entry routes to higher education: a cross-national study of inclusion in 
access for adults in New York State and Scotland. Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Glasgow). Available 
from: University of Glasgow.  

56  Riddell, S., Tett, L., Christie, H., King, R., & Shan, S. (2025). The Experiences and Outcomes of Commuter 
Students in an Ancient Scottish University: A Social Justice Perspective. Scottish Educational Review, 1, 1-
25. Available from: Scottish Educational Review. 

57  Stewart, K. (2025). Widening access to higher education: Learning from the lived experiences of 
Gypsy/Traveller and working-class communities might enhance inclusion policy and practice 
outcomes. Journal of Australian Indigenous Issues, 28(1-2), 35-58. Available from: Journal of Australian 
Indigenous Issues  

58  Ramage, E. (2024) Not going to university: Context-based rationality, with links to social class and rural 
location in the career decision-making of school leavers in Scotland. PhD thesis. University of Glasgow. 
Available from: University of Glasgow  
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As the central CoWA metric focuses on equity of access, it is reassuring that this issue is 
being appraised by the wider research community. In addition to the work of Krstic and 
colleagues that was mentioned earlier;59 Nathanial, in a cross-country study explored ‘non-
traditional trajectories’ into higher education by canvassing the experiences of adult 
learners;60 Reid and Sutherland report on the retrospective analysis of school experiences of 
‘gifted’ students in higher education who hail from areas of deprivation;61 and, Horrock-Birrs 
describes the work of STEP UP and how an approach to access that emphasises continuity, 
rather than difference can assist students who articulate from college to university.62 
 
The work of Horrock-Birrs demonstrates that fair access is more than entry to higher 
education. Better understanding what works to facilitate successful transitions to university 
from college students in Scotland has also been explored by engaging staff63 and students64. 
More generally, the experiences of fair access students in higher education in Scotland has 
involved work that reports on strategies to engender a sense of belonging,65 inclusion,66 and 
connection67; what would be required to achieve a more just and equitable university 
experience for commuter students in institutions that traditionally have a lower proportion 
of such students;68 and the extent to which, and ways in which, poverty is encountered by 
university students69.   
 

 
 
59  Krstic, C., Fletcher, E., Owen, C., Curtis, S., Garrud, P., & Nicholls, G. (2025). Perceptions, barriers, and 

career priorities among prospective medical school applicants in Scotland. BMC Medical Education. 
Available from: DOI: BMC Medical Education 

60  Nathaniel, B. (2025). Non-traditional entry routes to higher education: a cross-national study of inclusion in 
access for adults in New York State and Scotland. Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Glasgow). Available 
from: University of Glasgow.  

61  Reid, C., & Sutherland, M. (2025). Looking back: gifted young people’s reflections on learning in areas of 
deprivation. Gifted and Talented International, 1-16. Available from: Gifted and Talented International 

62  Horrocks-Birss, R. (2024). STEP UP to University: Continuity and belonging for articulation 
students. Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice, 12(2). Available from: Journal of 
Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice 

63  Robertson, D., & Cunningham, T. (2024). Supporting students’ transition from college to university: Staff 
perspectives on developing a coherent tertiary system in Scotland. Journal of Perspectives in Applied 
Academic Practice, 12(2). Available from: DOI: Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice 

64  Johnston, L. M. (2024). Support brings success: a longitudinal narrative study of articulating student 
nurses' transition journey from further education to higher education and graduation. PhD University of 
Edinburgh. Available from:  University of Edinburgh  

65  Hunt, R., King, G., & Barnes, C. (2024). Storying student belonging in UK higher education. Journal of 
Geography in Higher Education, 48(4), 615-632. Available from: Journal of Geography in Higher Education.   

66  Jones, S. E., Appleby, J., Sartore, V., Lola-Luz, D., & Camus, L. (2025b). ‘Uplifting all voices within 
education’: What fosters widening participation students’ sense of inclusion in higher education?. Equity 
in Education & Society, 27526461251316591. Available from: Equity in Education & Society, 

67  Gibson Smith, K., Cleland, J. A., Walker, K., Lumsden, C., & Laidlaw, A. (2025). " I'd keep going until 
somebody said no and nobody ever said no": exploring identity-strengths amongst medical students from 
widening participation backgrounds. Frontiers in medicine, 12, 1530738. Available from: Frontiers in 
medicine 

68  Riddell, S., Tett, L., Christie, H., King, R., & Shan, S. (2024). Living and Studying at Home: Degrees of 
Inequality. Emerald Publishing Limited. Available from: DOI: Emerald Insight 

69  McLaren, E., Gibson, L., & McKinney, S. J. (2025). Poverty Experienced by Initial Teacher Education 
Students in Scotland. Scottish Educational Review, 1, 1-22. Available from:  Scottish Educational Review  
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The lens on fair access work in Scottish higher education has also considered outcomes. On 
one hand, Iannelli and colleagues have found that tighter student selection criteria in 
Scotland (compared to Ireland) accounts for higher rates of retention and less marked social 
inequalities in withdrawal.70 In contrast, although Burns and colleagues at the University of 
Strathclyde report that most students with contextualised admissions successfully progress 
beyond their first year and attain an Honours degree at the end of their studies, not as 
many are as successful as those who entered higher education with a standard offer. 
Furthermore, students from more deprived areas were found to be less likely to be 
successful compared to those who were not, even when they had the same level of 
attainment at secondary school.71 Further work by Burns and colleagues found that 
successful completion of Advanced Higher in Mathematics in school was associated with 
more positive outcomes in Mathematics and Statistics courses at university, leading them to 
speculate on whether access to this qualification at school was more likely to disadvantage 
candidates from more socio-economically deprived areas.72 
 
There is also a body of knowledge emerging that appraises the system as a whole. O’Toole 
and colleagues have produced a ‘semi-systematic’ literature review on widening 
participation in Scotland over one-quarter of a century leading up to 2021;73 Robertson 
reflects on the role of colleges in facilitating access to higher education;74 Finkel-Gates has 
adapted the English Social Mobility Index to evaluate the role of Scottish universities in 
promoting social mobility by examining access, retention, and graduate outcomes;75 
Simpson and Hope express concern that fair access work is only focusing on a single ‘super-
category’ of disadvantage,76 which resonates with Kourova’s cautions that the way in which 
widening access to higher education in Scotland is conceived is overly narrow and privileges 
the needs of those who are white, Scottish and urban77. 
 

 
 
70  Iannelli, C., McMullin, P., & Smyth, E. (2025). Higher education retention in Ireland and Scotland: The role 

of admissions policies. Higher Education, 89(4), 1021-1039. Available from: Higher Education  
71  Burns, N. P., Young, D., Sherriff, A., Black, P., Blackshaw, A., & Kelly, L. (2025). Tracking the success of 

contextual offer students at one Scottish Higher Education Institution. Higher Education Quarterly, 79(1), 
e70011. Available from: Higher Education Quarterly  

72  Burns, N., Young, D., & Kelly, L. (2025). The effect of Advanced Higher Mathematics on success within 
STEM degree-programs. MSOR Connections, 24(1). Available from: MSOR Connections  

73  O'Toole, M., Dunnett, S., Brennan, M., Calvard, T., & Fakeyeva, L. (2024). Widening participation in 
Scotland 1997–2021: a semi-systematic literature review and avenues for further research. British 
Educational Research Journal, 50(4), 1655-1675. Available from: British Educational Research Journal 

74  Robertson, D. J. (2025). What is college education for? Institutional purpose in tertiary education in 
Scotland. Policy Reviews in Higher Education, 1-29. Available from: Policy Reviews in Higher Education 

75  Finkel-Gates, A. (2025). Adapting the Social Mobility Index: Evaluating the Role of Scottish Higher 
Education in Advancing Equity and Inclusion. Scottish Educational Review, 1, 1-14. Available from: Scottish 
Educational Review  

76  Simpson, A. V., & Hope, D. (2024b). From policy to practice: Measuring success in widening 
participation. Medical Education. Available from: Medical Education 

77  Kourova, E. (2025). Whose Knowledge Counts? Reframing “Demographic Literacy” in Scottish Widening 
Access Higher Education Through International and Anti-Oppressive Perspectives. Populations, 1(4), 26. 
Available from: Populations 
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In summary, a rich body of evidence is emerging that supports, directs and challenges those 
involved in delivering fair access in Scotland, with access and participation practitioners 
making important contributions to this endeavour. 
 
10. Tripartite working on fair access priorities. 
 
Over the last year, closer working arrangements have been introduced between the 
Commissioner for Fair Access, Scottish Funding Council (Student Interests, Access and 
Quality team) and Scottish Government (Student Equalities and Fair Access team). Bi-
monthly meetings are convened through which key developments in fair access are shared 
and discussed. However, the primary purpose of these meetings has been to focus attention 
on the most challenging fair access priorities, i.e., (i) the prospects for replacing the area-
based metric (SIMD) for fair access targets with a household/individual metric; (ii) the 
prospects for introducing a universal student identifier to track progress across the 
educational life-cycle; and (iii) work to replace the flat rate 10% institutional target with a 
bespoke target that challenges each institution to make progress on an annual basis. As 
reported above, the new metric for institutions will be introduced in 2026-27 and work 
continues at pace to make progress on the other objectives. 
 
Collectively, these ten examples demonstrate the on-going commitment to achieve fair 
access to higher education in Scotland. However, they are not the sum total of new 
innovation with many other developments also strengthening the infrastructure to support 
fair access, such as:  
 
• The introduction of the University School at New College Lanarkshire, which in 

partnership with the University of the West of Scotland, is bringing higher education 
within reach of local communities in Cumbernauld, Motherwell, Coatbridge and their 
immediate vicinities.78  

• The second round of entrants to the BVSci Veterinary Science course at SRUC, which was 
the first new Vet School in Scotland for over 150 years when the degree welcomed its 
first intake of students in 2024, and which extends access to education in rural Scotland. 

• Glasgow Caledonian University setting an ambitious target to increase the proportion of 
Scottish-domiciled undergraduate entrants to 30% by 2030.79  

• The expansion of the Young Strathclyder programme at the University of Strathclyde, 
which now engages Primary 6 and 7 pupils at 15 Glasgow primary schools (an increase 
from an initial pilot of work with 8 schools), as well as piloting a Primary 5 programme in 
two schools, and a secondary school programme with Secondary 2 pupils in eight 
Glasgow schools.80  

 
 
78  New College Lanarkshire. (n.d.). Graduate with a Degree at Scotland’s College of the Year. [Online]. 

Motherwell. NCL.   
79  Glasgow Caledonian University (2025). KP1 in Measuring Success. Glasgow Caledonian University Strategy 

2030. [Online]. Glasgow: GCU.  
80  University of Strathclyde (n.d.). Young Strathclyder. [Online]. Glasgow: University of Strathclyde.   
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• Work to improve our understanding of articulation led by the Joint Articulation Group 
co-convened by Universities Scotland and Colleges Scotland.81   

  

 
 
81  This is work in progress, and aims to “develop more routes from wider range of qualifications. Historically, 

articulation routes have used Higher National qualifications (HNQs). HNQs are important, but other 
qualifications exist too. The Group will work to expand the definition of articulation, and help to develop 
articulation routes from other qualifications”. 
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3 - The evidence base: on track to achieve fair access by 2030? 
 
First, a reminder of the CoWA Targets is provided (3.1). RoWA evidence is then reviewed, 
starting with the central CoWA target (3.2), before broadening out to consider the other 
core CoWA metrics (3.3), and the wider RoWA evidence base (3.4). Moving beyond 
CoWA/RoWA, key insights are drawn from the Student Finance and Wellbeing Study 
Scotland report (3.5), the Public Perceptions of Higher Education Funding in Scotland report 
(3.6) and the wider evidence base (3.7). 
 
3.1 – Introduction to the CoWA Targets 
 
First and foremost, any appraisal of progress should start with the core target/s suggested 
by CoWA, agreed by the sector, and mandated by the Scottish Funding Council/Scottish 
Government. These pertain to full-time, Scottish-domiciled, first-time degree entrants at 18 
of Scotland’s HEIs,82 with ‘most deprived backgrounds’ interpreted as those living in one of 
Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas: 
 
• Interim 2021 Target. By 2021, students from the 20% most deprived backgrounds 

should represent at least 16% of full-time first degree entrants to Scottish universities as 
a whole. 

• Interim 2026 Target. By 2026, students from the 20% most deprived backgrounds 
should represent at least 18% of full-time first degree entrants to Scottish universities as 
a whole. 

• Final 2030 Target. By 2030, students from the 20% most deprived backgrounds should 
represent 20% of entrants to higher education. Equality of access should be seen in both 
the college sector and the university sector. 

• Interim 2021 Target and 2022 Action. By 2021, students from the 20% most deprived 
backgrounds should represent at least 10% of full-time first-degree entrants to every 
individual Scottish university. In 2022, the target of 10% for individual Scottish 
universities should be reviewed and a higher-level target should be considered for the 
subsequent years. 

 
RoWA data are published retrospectively. For example, the ninth RoWA report published in 
July 2025 presented data for the 2023-24 academic year. Consequently: 
 
• Interim 2021 Target. Evidence from academic year 2021-22 was presented in the 

seventh RoWA, published in 2023. This target was achieved in advance (2019-20) and 
has continued to be met/exceeded. 

• Interim 2026 Target. Evidence from academic year 2026-27 will be presented in the 
twelfth RoWA, which will be published in 2028. 
Final 2030 Target. Evidence from academic year 2030-31 will be presented in the 
sixteenth RoWA, which will be published in 2032. 

• As discussed in the previous section, the Scottish Government – with the support of 
Universities Scotland – has adopted my recommendation from 2023 that the targets 

 
 
82  As the Open University in Scotland does not deliver full-time degrees, it is not captured in this metric. 
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CoWA proposed for individual HEIs be altered to a ‘stretch’ target that is bespoke for 
each institution, as opposed to a flat-rate target to be achieved by every institution. 
Consequently, the interim targets for individual HEIs have been withdrawn.83 

 
3.2 - The Central CoWA Target84 
 
3.2.1 – Evidence of progress 
 
The RoWA for 2023-24 reports an increase in the number (Figure 1) and proportion (Figure 
2) of students from SIMD20 areas entering higher education. The 16.7% of entrants from 
SIMD20 areas matches the highest proportion previously recorded (2020-21) and the 
number of such entrants (5,445 in 2023-24) is just short of the highest number of such 
entrants previously recorded (5,595 in 2021-22. It is reasonable to frame these data as the 
highest proportion and number of SIMD20 entrants outside the exceptional circumstances 
of entry to higher education during the COVID pandemic. 
 
These data are most welcome following two annual rounds in which the proportion of 
entrants from SIMD20 areas reduced. The percentage point increase, as reported in the 
published tables, for 2023-24 (0.4%) is the highest increase for five years (since a 0.5% 
percentage point increase was reported for 2019-20).85  
 
Although there are risks in over-interpreting the significance for trends of a single year of 
data, there is wider evidence that would suggest that this trajectory will continue in the 
years ahead.86 Thus, with three more annual rounds to be reported before the Interim 
Target for 2026, it is possible that the next target will be met.87 However, it would be an 
over-statement to judge this to be probable, as it would require progress at levels that have 
not been observed in recent years. The same holds for the Final 2030 Target. 
 
3.2.2 - Wider Evidence on the CoWA Target  
 
A further three points should be made in relation to the CoWA target for entrants.  
First, as reported in Table 1, five institutions reported their highest ever proportion of 
entrants from SIMD20 areas in 2023-24,88 with a further six institutions reporting their 

 
 
83  There was no final (2030) target for individual institutions. 
84  All RoWA/CoWA data in this report are drawn from: Scottish Funding Council. (2025). Report on Widening 

Access 2023-24: Background Tables. [Online]. Edinburgh: SFC. 
85  The published RoWA data are rounded to the first decimal place, which can lead to minor discrepancies 

when percentage point changes are drawn from the published tables. For transparency, data from 
published tables are used throughout this report. 

86  UCAS. (2025). UCAS Undergraduate End of Cycle Resources 2025. [Online]. Cheltenham: UCAS.  
87  This report draws on the RoWA published in 2025, which reported on data from academic year 2023-24. 

The Interim Target for 2026 is for academic year 2026-27 (which will be reported in the RoWA of 2028). 
Two more rounds of RoWA will be published (for 2024-25 and 2025-26), before the year is reached when 
the next Interim Target is to be appraised (2026-27, which will be reported in the RoWA of 2028). 

88  University of Dundee, University of the Highlands and Islands, Queen Margaret University, Robert Gordon 
University, and the University of the West of Scotland 

https://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications/report-on-widening-access-2023-24/
https://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications/report-on-widening-access-2023-24/
https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/ucas-undergraduate-end-of-cycle-data-resources-2025
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highest ever proportion in 2023-24, outside the ‘pandemic years’.89 Three of the remaining 
seven institutions attained their highest ever proportion of SIMD20 area entrants during 
one of the ‘pandemic years’.90 Recent progress is evident across most institutions.91  
 
Second, the number and proportion of care-experienced students continues to increase: 
2023-24 marked the seventh annual increase in the number of entrants who are care 
experienced (620, or 1.9% of all Scottish domiciled, full-time, first-degree entrants in 2023-
24).  
 
Third, if a more expansive view of higher education is adopted – one that is grounded on 
parity of esteem and includes higher education in both FEIs and HEIs – then a much more 
positive conclusion can be drawn. Although lower than the record number and proportion 
of entrants pursuing higher education in Scotland in 2020-21,92 16,115 (19.2%) of Scottish-
domiciled entrants to higher education in FEIs and HEIs in Scotland were drawn from 
SIMD20 areas in 2023-24. 
 
On the other hand, more progress is required. If each HEI had matched their highest ever 
proportion of entrants from SIMD20 areas in 2023-24, 17.5% of entrants would have been 
from one of Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas.93 This is considerably higher than the 
16.7% of entrants that was reported, but still less than the 18% that is the next Interim 
Target for 2026. Scottish HEIs need to match, and then exceed, their highest ever share of 
SIMD entrants over the next three rounds of RoWA if the next Interim Target is to be 
achieved. 
 
  

 
 
89  Abertay University, Glasgow School of Art, University of Glasgow, Scotland’s Rural College, University of 

St. Andrews and the University of Strathclyde. 
90  University of Edinburgh, Heriot-Watt University, and the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland. 
91  The institutions not referred to in footnotes 35, 36 and 37 are Glasgow Caledonian University and the 

University of Stirling (both of which recorded their highest proportion of entrants from SIMD20 areas in 
2017-18), and the University of Aberdeen and Edinburgh Napier University (both of which recorded their 
highest proportion of entrants from SIMD20 areas in 2019-20). 

92  In Table 1a of the RoWA Background Tables for 2023-24 (see Note 34), it is reported that 17,735 (19.7%) 
of Scottish-domiciled entrants to higher education in Scotland were from one of Scotland’s 20% Most 
Deprived Areas. 

93  Author’s own calculation.  Applying the target figure for each HEI in Table 1 of this report to the respective 
count of Total Entrants with Known SIMD rank for that HEI in Table 1b of the RoWA Background Tables for 
2023-24 (Scottish-domiciled full-time first-degree entrants at Scottish HEIs by institution and 20% most 
deprived, 2013-14 to 2023-24). 
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Figure 1: Number of Scottish-domiciled, full-time, first-degree entrants to Scottish HEIs, 
2013-14 to 2023-24. 
 

 
 
 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: CoWA Table 1 (‘Numbers non-SIMD20’ are 
author’s calculation – see note below)  
Note: Strictly speaking, the numbers of Non SIMD20 is better described as ‘Numbers other 
than known to be SIMD20’. These data are ‘Total Entrants’ minus ‘% MD20 entrants’ from 
Table 1 of the RoWA (Scottish domiciled, full-time first-degree entrants). ‘Total entrants’ 
includes 170 entrants whose SIMD status is unknown, some of whom may be from one of 
Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas. 
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Figure 2: Proportion of Scottish-domiciled, full-time, first-degree entrants to Scottish HEIs 
who are from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas, 2013-14 to 2023-24. 
 

 
 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: CoWA Table 1  
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3.3 - The core CoWA metrics 
 
Although not formally presented as a target, the RoWA includes two core metrics in 
addition to evidence on entrants: 
 
• Retention.94 The number and proportion of students who progress to a second year of 

study. 
• Qualifiers.95 The number and proportion of students who completed their studies. 
 
As for the CoWA Target for entrants, 2023-24 marked a return to an increase in rates of 
retention of students from SIMD20 areas, following two rounds in which retention rates had 
dropped. Although this is to be welcomed, the reduction in retention was more marked (to 
2020-21 and 2021-22) than the recovery in 2023-24: retention rates are lower than at any 
time before 2022-23 (Figure 3). Although these trends are not unique to those from SIMD20 
areas, the retention gap has widened in recent years (Figure 4). One-in-every-seven entrants 
from SIMD20 areas in 2022-23 did not return to study in 2023-24. As Table 2 in this report 
highlights, one-half of HEIs recorded their lowest level of retention for SIMD20 entrants in 
the last two years.  
 
Trends for CoWA Qualifiers replicate the trends for entrants and retention in that there was 
a return to progress in 2023-24, although not quite to the levels reached beforehand: 3,370 
qualifiers were from SIMD20 areas in 2023-24, comprising 14% of all qualifiers (Figure 5). 
The cumulative effect of attrition (Figure 3 and 4, and Table 2) results in a significant gap 
between SIMD20 entrants and SIMD20 qualifiers (compare Figure 1 and Figure 5). On the 
other hand, and as for entrants, there is evidence of recent progress at the level of 
individual institutions, with one-half reporting the highest ever proportion of qualifiers from 
SIMD20 areas in 2023-24 (Table 3). 
 
Pandemic experiences may have impacted on progression (retention) and success 
(qualification). However, ‘pandemic years’ differs across entry, retention and progression: 
 
• 2019-20 is not a ‘pandemic year’ for entry as decisions were made prior to the start of 

the pandemic. It should be considered a ‘pandemic year’ for retention and qualification, 
as experiences in higher education will have been influenced by pandemic restrictions. 

• 2020-21 is a ‘pandemic year’ for entry (as grades that determined entry were based on 
Alternative Certification Models), and for retention and qualification. 

• 2021-22 – as for 2020-21. 
• 2022-23 is a ‘pandemic year’ for entry (as grades that determined entry were partly 

based on Alternative Certification Models), but not for retention and qualification (as 
delivery of education was not directly impacted by pandemic restrictions). 

  

 
 
94  RoWA Background Tables 2 and 2A. See Note 34. 
95  RoWA Background Tables 3 and 3A. See Note 34. 
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Figure 3: Proportion of Scottish-domiciled, full-time, first-degree entrants to Scottish HEIs 
from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas, who returned for a second year of study, that 
is into academic years starting 2013-14 to 2023-24. 
 

 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: CoWA Table 2  
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Figure 4: Proportion of Scottish-domiciled, full-time, first-degree entrants to Scottish HEIs 
who returned for a second year of study, that is into academic years starting 2013-14 to 
2023-24. 
 

 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: CoWA Table 2  
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Table 2: Proportion of Scottish-domiciled, full-time, first-degree entrants to Scottish HEIs from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas 
Returning for a Second Year of Study, that is into academic years starting 2013-14 to 2023-24, by HEIs 
 

University 13-14 14-15 15-16 16-17 17-18 18-19 19-20 20-21 21-22 22-23 23-24 
Aberdeen, University of 92.0% 88.4% 86.5% 94.6% 89.5% 97.1% 93.5% 95.2% 94.8% 86.1% 91.1% 
Abertay University 96.3% 88.4% 84.7% 73.5% 86.5% 81.5% 79.5% 80.9% 77.6% 78.8% 79.7% 
Dundee, University of 90.1% 90.3% 89.7% 89.5% 88.8% 92.6% 91.7% 91.3% 92.0% 85.0% 88.8% 
Edinburgh Napier University 90.9% 88.6% 84.0% 84.9% 84.8% 87.0% 88.6% 86.1% 87.6% 79.4% 83.5% 
Edinburgh, University of 85.5% 91.0% 91.3% 88.1% 94.4% 90.6% 88.1% 94.2% 92.9% 87.8% 89.6% 
Glasgow Caledonian University 90.3% 90.6% 88.4% 92.5% 90.5% 89.6% 88.7% 92.8% 89.4% 86.8% 89.3% 
Glasgow School of Art 100% 100% 97.5% 92.6% 97.6% 92.9% 95.1% 94.2% 96.4% 89.2% 94.0% 
Glasgow, University of 92.9% 90.8% 88.7% 90.2% 91.0% 84.1% 89.7% 92.6% 94.5% 86.4% 88.6% 
Heriot-Watt University 92.3% 87.5% 85.2% 86.4% 85.3% 84.8% 84.3% 87.0% 90.4% 86.0% 83.9% 
Queen Margaret University, 
Edinburgh 86.0% 87.5% 76.3% 90.3% 84.4% 86.2% 93.2% 87.0% 90.0% 83.6% 89.0% 
Robert Gordon University 90.4% 91.1% 88.8% 90.0% 90.7% 89.2% 88.3% 84.5% 87.3% 82.7% 90.4% 
Royal Conservatoire of Scotland 100% 100% 90.9% 94.7% 100% 94.4% 90.0% 92.0% 96.3% 96.0% - 
St Andrews, University of 94.4% 100% 91.4% 100% 100% 97.6% 97.3% 95.9% 95.3% 94.4% 94.3% 
Stirling, University of 88.5% 93.5% 93.4% 88.7% 91.6% 83.3% 87.0% 91.8% 88.7% 84.3% 87.3% 
Strathclyde, University of 91.0% 89.1% 89.4% 84.9% 91.1% 86.6% 89.3% 91.1% 90.2% 85.5% 85.5% 
SRUC 73.3% 83.3% 87.5% 90.9% 76.5% 90.5% 90.0% 93.3% 77.4% - 80.6% 
Highlands and Islands, Univ. of the 87.9% 78.7% 87.3% 88.1% 83.7% 86.0% 80.3% 80.3% 83.3% 76.5% 69.9% 
West of Scotland, University of the 79.0% 81.9% 83.1% 84.8% 88.5% * 84.1% 89.1% 83.8% 76.5% 81.1% 

Legend 
Highest proportion   
Lowest proportion   
‘Pandemic years’ for retention  

Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: CoWA Table 2A (author added highlighting)  
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Table 3: Proportion of Scottish-domiciled, full-time, first-degree qualifiers from Scottish HEIs from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas, by 
HEIs, 2013-14 to 2023-24 

University  
2013-

14 14-15 15-16 16-17 17-18 18-19 19-20 20-21 21-22 22-23 
2023-

24 
Aberdeen, University of 3.0% 2.9% 3.0% 3.6% 3.0% 3.4% 3.6% 5.2% 4.4% 6.2% 6.5% 
Abertay University 12.6% 14.3% 12.8% 12.0% 15.2% 16.4% 13.9% 15.7% 15.9% 14.4% 15.3% 
Dundee, University of 8.3% 8.8% 9.0% 12.1% 12.2% 12.5% 14.3% 13.4% 15.4% 13.3% 14.6% 
Edinburgh Napier University 9.8% 9.9% 9.4% 11.3% 9.4% 9.8% 10.1% 9.9% 11.1% 13.6% 11.1% 
Edinburgh, University of 3.2% 4.3% 4.0% 4.5% 4.9% 5.4% 5.8% 6.5% 7.6% 8.2% 7.9% 
Glasgow Caledonian University 18.8% 19.2% 20.9% 20.7% 21.1% 22.4% 21.7% 20.6% 21.5% 20.8% 19.8% 
Glasgow School of Art 8.5% 6.4% 8.2% 11.0% 19.3% 19.3% 15.0% 15.7% 18.2% 22.8% 21.6% 
Glasgow, University of 9.0% 9.2% 9.2% 11.4% 10.7% 10.2% 10.0% 10.3% 10.3% 10.2% 12.4% 
Heriot-Watt University 9.4% 7.4% 8.1% 6.5% 8.8% 9.9% 8.5% 11.3% 9.0% 8.0% 9.9% 
Highlands and Islands, Univ. of the  6.0% 9.2% 9.8% 10.2% 6.3% 7.5% 10.4% 7.0% 10.8% 8.7% 9.9% 
Queen Margaret University, 
Edinburgh 9.7% 8.6% 11.5% 11.2% 6.6% 10.6% 10.1% 12.4% 11.1% 11.8% 13.7% 
Robert Gordon University 4.7% 4.9% 5.6% 5.5% 4.4% 5.3% 5.4% 5.4% 6.4% 6.5% 5.3% 
Royal Conservatoire of Scotland 8.0% 7.0% 9.7% 6.3% 10.3% 13.6% 10.9% 16.5% 11.0% 23.5% 13.0% 
SRUC 10.0% 5.8% 8.3% 3.8% 7.0% 13.2% 8.3% 7.3% 9.4% 8.5% 8.1% 
St Andrews, University of 2.0% 2.4% 4.1% 5.4% 4.4% 5.2% 3.4% 6.3% 10.5% 6.5% 9.5% 
Stirling, University of 9.6% 10.1% 10.1% 10.7% 12.2% 10.8% 11.6% 13.1% 14.4% 12.9% 12.6% 
Strathclyde, University of 10.9% 9.5% 11.4% 10.8% 11.9% 12.1% 13.0% 13.9% 16.6% 16.1% 18.1% 
West of Scotland, University of the 24.4% 25.3% 24.2% 25.7% 27.2% 26.9% 28.5% 26.5% 27.6% 24.7% 27.0% 

Legend 
Highest proportion (outside the ‘pandemic years’)   
Highest proportion (during the ‘pandemic years’)  
‘Pandemic years’ for qualification  

Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: CoWA Table 3B (author added highlighting)
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Figure 5: Number of Scottish-domiciled, full-time, first-degree qualifiers from Scottish 
HEIs, 2013-14 to 2023-24 
 

 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: CoWA Table 3 (non-SIMD data are author’s 
calculation)  
 
Figure 6: Proportion of Scottish-domiciled, full-time, first-degree qualifiers from Scottish 
HEIs who are from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas, 2013-14 to 2023-24. 
 

 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: CoWA Table 3  
  

2,820 3,055 3,150 3,270 2,930 2,960 3,405 3,010 3370

20,150 20,420 20,490 20,300 19,635 19,515 20,370
19,255

20720

0

5,000

10,000

15,000

20,000

25,000

15-16 16-17 17-18 18-19 19-20 20-21 21-22 22-23 23-24

Number of Qualifiers (FTFD), 2013-14 to 2023-24

Numbers SIMD20 Numbers Non SIMD20

11.7% 12.0% 12.3% 13.1% 13.4% 13.9%
13.0% 13.2%

14.4%
13.6% 14.0%

0.0%

2.0%

4.0%

6.0%

8.0%

10.0%

12.0%

14.0%

16.0%

18.0%

20.0%

13-14 14-15 15-16 16-17 17-18 18-19 19-20 20-21 21-22 22-23 23-24

Proportion of Qualifiers (FTFD) who are SIMD20, 2013-14 to 2023-24



 

Page 42 of 86 

3.4 - The wider RoWA evidence base 
 
The Report on Widening Access provides insight beyond the CoWA target and core CoWA 
metrics. This evidence is described in full in the RoWA. What follows below avoids 
unnecessary duplication of RoWA findings: rather, it presents seven additional insights from 
these RoWA data for 2023-24. 
 
1. There is mixed evidence of progress when multiple SIMD thresholds are appraised.  
 
Most Scottish HEIs reported their highest ever intake of entrants (outside the ‘pandemic 
years’) from areas with the very highest levels of deprivation (10% Most Deprived Areas) in 
2023-24 (Table 4). Over the longer term, there is also no evidence of displacement 
(increased access for those from the Most Deprived Areas at the expense of those who are 
from areas that are only marginally less deprived), with increases in the share of entrants 
from both the 20% Most Deprived Areas and from those from SIMD20-40 Areas since 2013-
14 (Table 5).96   
 
On the other hand, although the share of entrants from the 20% Most Deprived Areas 
increased in 2023-24, this followed two rounds in which the share decreased (Table 4). 
Furthermore, since 2021-22, the share of entrants from the 20-40% Most Deprived Areas 
has decreased (Table 4). There is a need to monitor future trends to ensure that those who 
are from areas that are only marginally less deprived (SIMD20-40 areas) have fair access to 
higher education. Similarly, the share of entrants from the 40-60% Most Deprived Areas has 
decreased in each of the last three rounds. 
 
Some commentators had raised concern that targeting an increase in entrants from the 20% 
Most Deprived Areas would be at the expense of those from marginally less deprived areas.  
However, the most significant increases in share of entrants in the last few years have been 
from Scotland’s Least Deprived Areas – not from those from the Most Deprived Areas (Table 
4). 
 
A more granular analysis of SIMD entrant data across HEIs also affirms the importance of a 
regional perspective. As Figure 7 suggests, there is more similarity than difference in the 
SIMD profile of entrants across institutions within regions. Figure 7 also confirms the 
importance of the University of the West of Scotland in facilitating access to higher 
education for those from disadvantaged areas. 
 
  

 
 
96  It must also be acknowledged that the number of entrants from all areas (from the least deprived through 

to the most deprived) increased over the last ten years. For example, there were 8,225 entrants from 
Scotland’s 20% Least Deprived Areas to higher education in Scottish universities in 2013-14, compared to 
9,045 in 2023-24 (although the share of entrants fell from 29.2% to 27.7%, as there were greater increases 
for more deprived areas). See RoWA, 2023-24, Background Table 1. 
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Figure 7: SIMD Profile for Scottish-domiciled, full-time, first-degree entrants to Scottish 
HEIs from Scotland’s 40% Most Deprived Areas, 2023-24. 
 

 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: SIMD Decile Table 1B  
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Table 4: Proportion of SIMD20 Entrants (FTFD) by HEI, 2013-14 to 2023-24 
 

SIMD Quintile 
2013-

14 14-15 15-16 16-17 17-18 18-19 19-20 20-21 21-22 22-23 
2023-

24 
SIMD0-20 13.7% 13.9% 14.1% 13.8% 15.6% 15.9% 16.4% 16.7% 16.5% 16.3% 16.7% 
SIMD20-40 15.2% 15.9% 15.8% 15.8% 16.2% 16.1% 15.3% 16.0% 16.8% 16.2% 16.1% 
SIMD40-60 18.7% 18.9% 18.8% 18.8% 18.0% 18.1% 18.2% 18.7% 18.1% 17.5% 16.8% 
SIMD60-80 23.2% 22.8% 22.8% 22.8% 21.9% 22.1% 22.1% 21.7% 22.3% 22.5% 22.7% 
SIMD80-100 29.2% 28.6% 28.5% 28.8% 28.2% 27.8% 27.9% 27.0% 26.3% 27.5% 27.7% 

 
Legend 

Increase in population share   
Maintenance in population share  
Reduction in population share  
‘Pandemic years’ for the purpose of appraising entry  

 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: Table 1 (author added highlighting) 
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Table 5: Proportion of SIMD10 Entrants (FTFD) by HEI, 2013-14 to 2023-24 
 University 13-14 14-15 15-16 16-17 17-18 18-19 19-20 20-21 21-22 22-23 23-24 
Aberdeen, University of 1.9% 1.9% 1.7% 1.6% 1.8% 1.5% 3.6% 2.8% 3.4% 3.0% 2.8% 
Abertay University 5.9% 6.3% 6.5% 6.6% 9.3% 8.0% 8.4% 8.1% 9.2% 11.6% 10.2% 
Dundee, University of 6.0% 7.1% 5.4% 5.6% 7.4% 8.1% 8.4% 7.7% 8.5% 7.9% 8.4% 
Edinburgh Napier University 4.8% 4.3% 5.0% 4.7% 4.3% 5.2% 5.8% 5.4% 6.0% 5.3% 5.3% 
Edinburgh, University of 2.6% 2.7% 2.5% 2.7% 2.8% 5.0% 4.9% 3.4% 4.4% 6.1% 4.3% 
Glasgow Caledonian University 13.4% 11.6% 13.1% 12.3% 13.1% 12.8% 12.5% 13.2% 12.0% 12.3% 13.2% 
Glasgow School of Art 5.9% 11.0% 5.9% 9.7% 8.5% 8.5% 9.8% 15.5% 12.3% 10.9% 12.6% 
Glasgow, University of 7.3% 6.9% 6.9% 6.3% 6.4% 6.8% 7.0% 8.0% 8.3% 7.3% 8.3% 
Heriot-Watt University 4.0% 5.2% 5.1% 4.2% 4.3% 4.2% 5.3% 5.9% 4.8% 3.6% 4.6% 
Highlands and Islands, Univ. of the 3.2% 5.6% 2.9% 2.7% 3.8% 4.9% 4.9% 4.2% 5.4% 6.2% 5.7% 
Queen Margaret University,  4.6% 4.8% 4.1% 4.1% 4.3% 5.0% 6.8% 6.4% 5.9% 5.5% 7.3% 
Robert Gordon University 2.1% 2.8% 3.0% 2.4% 2.5% 2.1% 1.9% 1.9% 2.1% 2.7% 2.0% 
Royal Conservatoire of Scotland 4.1% 4.7% 4.8% 6.7% 5.9% 5.3% 8.5% 11.2% 6.7% 7.1% 8.5% 
SRUC 3.2% 4.4% 2.6% 2.5% 4.0% 5.2% 6.7% 6.5% 2.2% 4.9% 4.9% 
St Andrews, University of 1.9% 2.0% 0.8% 1.7% 3.4% 4.8% 4.7% 4.8% 6.5% 5.9% 5.8% 
Stirling, University of 4.6% 6.2% 5.4% 5.1% 6.9% 6.9% 6.0% 6.8% 4.8% 4.7% 5.4% 
Strathclyde, University of 5.7% 6.7% 7.1% 7.7% 9.1% 9.4% 9.6% 11.9% 9.2% 9.6% 10.4% 
West of Scotland, Univ. of 13.1% 14.5% 14.6% 16.4% 17.0% 14.3% 15.4% 15.4% 17.0% 15.3% 16.5% 
SCOTLAND 6.8% 6.9% 7.0% 7.0% 7.9% 7.9% 8.1% 8.4% 8.2% 8.0% 8.4% 

 
Legend 

Highest proportion (outside the ‘pandemic years’)   
Highest proportion (the ‘pandemic years’)  
Highest proportion Highlighting in final column indicates whether the highest ever proportion was recorded (outside the 

‘pandemic years’) or whether the highest ever proportion was achieved during the ‘pandemic years’. 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: SIMD Decile Table 1B (author added highlighting) 
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2. The demographic profile of SIMD entrants varies markedly across institutions.  
 
RoWA also highlights that the profile of entrants from the 20% Most Deprived Areas varies 
markedly across institutions. In traditional/research intensive universities, entrants from deprived 
areas tend to be younger (school leavers or recent school leavers), whereas a significantly higher 
proportion of entrants from deprived areas are older in many of the newer universities (Figure 8). 
At the extremes, almost 90% of the entrants from the most deprived areas at the Royal 
Conservatoire of Scotland and the University of Edinburgh in 2023-24 were aged under 21 on 
entry, whereas at the University of the West of Scotland and Scotland’s Rural College, only slightly 
more than two-thirds of entrants from the most deprived areas were older than 21. These data 
highlight that meeting the needs of students from the most deprived areas is likely to present 
different challenges across institutions. 
 
Figure 8: SIMD Profile for Scottish-domiciled, full-time undergraduate entrants to Scottish HEIs 
from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas, 2023-24. 
 

 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: HESA PI Table (author’s own calculation) 
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Note 1: HESA data are for full-time undergraduate entrants, rather than full-time, first-degree 
undergraduate entrants. 
Note 2: HESA PI table provides the total of Scottish-domiciled entrants to full-time undergraduate 
courses at Scottish universities (HEIs), indicating the percentage of these entrants who are from 
Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas, for both those aged under 21 and 21 and over. From these 
data, the number of entrants from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas who are aged under 21 
and the number of entrants from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas who are aged 21 and over 
can be calculated. The percentage share of entrants aged under 21 are reported in this Figure. 
 
3. Retention is an emergent challenge for the sector, with some populations more susceptible. 
 
Figures 3 and 4 and Table 1 have evidenced the scale of the retention challenge that faces the 
sector. Although progress must be made to facilitate access to higher education for those from the 
most disadvantaged areas (and for students with care-experienced backgrounds), Figure 9 also 
highlights that it is important that fair access work is focused on narrowing other retention gaps 
that persist between more and less disadvantaged students. Targeted work to reduce attrition 
should also acknowledge other social gradients. Notably, students who report a mental health 
condition are more likely than those without to not return to study in year 2. In other respects, 
retention data challenge our understanding of social disadvantage with, for example, retentions 
rates higher for minority ethnic students, for some groups of disabled students, for women, and 
for older students.     
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Figure 9: Proportion of Scottish-domiciled, full-time, first-degree entrants to Scottish HEIs who 
returned for a second year of study, by population group, 2023-24. 

 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: Table 3 
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4. Higher rates of successful completion are characteristic of part-time higher education in 
colleges. 
 
Colleges are important providers of higher education and facilitators of access to higher 
education. There is a social gradient to successful completion of higher education in colleges, 
although more marked is the difference in the likelihood of successful completion between 
students pursuing part-time and full-time courses: as Figure 10 demonstrates, 63% of students 
from one of Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas who are pursuing full-time higher education in 
one of Scotland’s colleges successfully completed their course in 2023-24, compared to 80% of 
those from the same areas pursuing part-time higher education. Given the important role of 
colleges in facilitating fair access, it would be helpful to understand why one-third of students 
pursuing higher education on a full-time course in one of Scotland’s colleges did not achieve a 
successful completion in 2023-24 and why successful completion is much more likely for part-time 
students. It would also be helpful to understand whether the relatively higher levels of successful 
part-time completion reflect that these courses require: (i) fewer hours of commitment per week 
for a shorter period of study, (ii) fewer hours of commitment per week for the same period, (iii) 
fewer hours of commitment per week for a longer period, (iv) the same level of weekly 
commitment, but for a shorter period, (v) the same level of weekly commitment for the same 
period, or (vi) the same level of weekly commitment, but for a longer period.  
 
Figure 10: Successful completion of higher education in Scotland’s colleges, by SIMD status and 
mode of study, 2023-24. 
 

 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: Table 6 
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5. Fair access work must strengthen its focus on subject area variation 
 
Fair access work is sensitive to the need for bespoke interventions to facilitate access to high 
demand/tariff degrees, with the National Schools Programme including two schemes to promote 
access to high demand professions (covering law, medicine, veterinary medicine, dentistry, 
economics, art, design, and architecture).   
 
There is significant variation across disciplines in the proportion of entrants from the most 
deprived areas (Figure 11). Interestingly, it is not always the high tariff/high demand professions 
that have the lowest rates of participation: of particular note is that the share of entrants from 
Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas for Law is greater than that for Scotland as a whole (17.5% in 
2023-24, compared to 16.7% for Scotland as a whole). 
 
Figure 11: Proportion of Full Person Equivalents of full-time, first-degree Entrants from 
Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas, 2023-24. 
 

 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: Table 8a 
Note: Full-person equivalents is HESA's method for counting enrolments across subjects where a 
student may be on a course covering more than one subject, such as a joint honours degree in 
Maths and Physics 

7.0%
8.9%

12.8%
13.0%
13.0%
13.1%
13.6%
13.6%
13.7%
13.8%
13.9%
14.5%

15.3%
15.5%

17.1%
17.2%
17.5%

18.3%
20.4%

22.6%
27.4%

16.7%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

geography, earth and environmental…
mathematical sciences

veterinary sciences
language and area studies

physical sciences
architecture, building and planning

engineering and technology
agriculture, food and related studies

medicine and dentistry
historical, philosophical and religious…

media, journalism and communications
biological and sport sciences

business and management
design, and creative and performing arts

psychology
education and teaching

law
social sciences

computing
subjects allied to medicine

combined and general studies
Grand Total

Proportion of SIMD20 Entrants (FPE-FTFD) to Universities, by Subject 
Area, 2023-2024 



 

Page 51 of 86 

The share of entrants from the most deprived areas has been fairly consistent for most subject 
areas through time. However, more marked progress has been made for some of the subject areas 
that are served by the Access to High Demand Professions programme (Figure 12) – in particular 
Medicine and Dentistry, and Law – as well as the Physical Sciences. 
 
Figure 12: Proportion of full-time, first-degree Entrants from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived 
Areas, selected subject areas, 2014-15 to 2023-24. 
 

 
Source: RoWA Background Table 8a, 2014-15 through 2023-24 
Note: Subject classifications changed in 2019-20 - after this point, ‘Creative Arts and Design’ was 
reported as ‘Design, and Creative and Performing Arts’: hence, the break in the line for this time 
series 
 
Medicine and dentistry is also the subject area with highest proportion of entrants from a minority 
ethnic background (36.6%) and the lowest proportion of entrants with a known disability 
(14.6%).97 In contrast, Agriculture, food and related studies is the subject area with the lowest 
proportion of entrants from a minority ethnic background (2.0%) and the highest proportion of 
entrants with a known disability (36.0%).98 Clearly, there is scope for more disciplinary reflection 
(and action) on the composition of the student body that is accessing that education.   
 
It also important to acknowledge the subject areas that facilitate access for a substantial share of 
students from Scotland’s most deprived areas. Almost one-quarter of Scottish domiciled, full-time, 

 
 
97  RoWA Background Tables 8a and 8b. See Note 34. 
98  RoWA Background Tables 8a and 8b. See Note 34. 
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first-degree students from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas entered in 2023-24 to study 
subjects allied to medicine (1,240 entrants, or 22.6% of the total), with Business and Management 
(12.2%) and Social Sciences (9%)99 also well-represented. 
 
  

 
 
99  RoWA Background Table 8a. See Note 34. 
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6. Articulation 
 
Recommendations are made later in this report for ways in which data on articulation could be 
strengthened and that the language of articulation be modified to be consistent with the parity of 
esteem that is sought through the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework. 
 
Although progression from college has played an important role in facilitating access to higher 
education in universities for those from the 20% Most Deprived Areas, it is important to 
acknowledge, and express some concern, over recent reductions in the proportion of those 
progressing from colleges to higher education in universities. This has fallen in each of the last four 
years, and in all but one of the last six years (Figure 13). Whereas when the CoWA reported, 
articulation was making strides toward one-half of entrants to university higher education passing 
through colleges, that proportion has fallen to below one-third of entrants in 2023-24. 
 
Articulation continues to fulfil a central role in achieving fair access to higher education. However, 
recent trends should not be ignored. Worthy of further consideration is the juxtaposition of 
modest increases in number and proportion of students from Scotland’s Most Deprived Areas 
entering higher education (Figures 1 and 2, and Table 1 of this report), the modest reduction in 
retention rates over this period (Figures 3 and 4, and Table 2 in this report) and these articulation 
data. 
 
Figure 13: Proportion of full-time, first-degree Entrants from Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived 
Areas, who progressed to higher education in universities through a college route, 2015-16 to 
2023-24. 
 

 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24: Table 14d. 
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7. Destinations 
 
It is accepted that fair access must be about more than entry to higher education, and should be 
equally concerned with equity in the quality of learning experience and graduate outcomes. RoWA 
reports on the proportion of students who are deemed to have attained a ‘positive outcome’ 15 
months after graduation. The latest data confirm that most graduates who entered higher 
education from one of Scotland’s Most Deprived Areas reach a positive destination (93.2% in 
2022-23) (Figure 14). However, there is a small, but not insignificant gap, with those from 
Scotland’s Most Deprived Areas more likely than others to report a negative destination. This 
affirms the need for fair access work to be concerned with experiences after entry to, and exit 
from, higher education. 
 
Figure 14: Proportion of graduates (Scottish-domiciled, full-time and first-degree) who report a 
positive destination 15 months after graduation, 2022-23. 
 

 
Source: RoWA Background Tables 2023-24. Table 18. 
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3.5 - Student Finance and Wellbeing Study Scotland 
 
The publication in October 2025 of the survey background tables from the Student Finance and 
Wellbeing Study100 further strengthened the value of this Scottish Government-funded research, 
the main report from which was published in December 2024.101 Although not the only research 
to provide contemporary insight into the financial circumstances of students in tertiary education 
in Scotland,102 it provided a most welcome update of the Student Income and Expenditure 
Survey103 that was administered in Scotland in 2007-2008, and published by the Scottish 
Government in 2009.  
 
The study provides insight into students’ income, expenditure, borrowing, financial difficulty, 
perceptions of the adequacy of financial support, views on student support, changes to course of 
study, and the impact of finances on study decisions, academic achievement, wider student 
experience, health and wellbeing. The report is structured to report on the experiences of three 
student cohorts – those in Further Education; those in Higher Education (pursuing Higher National 
qualifications or an undergraduate degree), and postgraduate students, with the background 
tables providing data on variations by age, sex, residential status, parental experience of higher 
education, and whether or not they live in one of Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas. Data are 
also presented for ‘students from under-represented groups’, a collective that comprises those 
who are estranged from their parents/legal guardians/carers, care experienced students, disabled 
students, student carers and student parents (the collective includes students in further, higher 
and postgraduate education). 
 
The breadth of issues discussed and the coverage across tertiary education, and the presentation 
of data by Area of Deprivation status and full/part time status are particular strengths, although 
the fair access agenda would have been better served if the higher education category had been 
disaggregated according to whether it was pursued in FEIs or HEIs, and macro-geography (urban-
rural status). Although not able to answer every question that is pertinent to the fair access 
agenda, it provides critical insight into the financial reality of contemporary student life. 
 
The evidence should not be ignored, a selection of which is presented in Table 6:  
 
• Most students report that they are struggling financially (56% of HE students). 
• Most students report that financial difficulties had affected their studies. 

 
 
100  Scottish Government. (2025). Student Finance and Wellbeing Study (SFWS) Scotland 2023-2024 - Background 

tables. [Online]. Available from: Student Finance and Wellbeing Study - background tables   
101  Minty, S. et al. (2024). Student Finance and Wellbeing Study (SFWS) Scotland 2023-24. Edinburgh: Scottish 

Government.  
102  Butler, J. (2025). National Student Money Survey 2025. [Online]. Save the Student. Available from: National 

Student Money Survey;  
 Furby, L. (2023). Fighting for Students: The cost of survival. Glasgow: NUS Scotland. Available from: The Cost of 

Survival;  
 Oloyede, F.D. (2022). Broke: How Scotland is failing its students. Glasgow: NUS Scotland. Available from: Broke 

Report;   
 Scottish Government. (2018). A New Social Contract for Students: Fairness, parity and clarity. Edinburgh: Scottish 

Government. Available from: A New Social Contract for Students; 
 Scottish Government. (2022). Student Experiences of Financial Support in Summer 2021: Insights from an online 

survey. Edinburgh: Scottish Government. Available from: Student Experiences of Financial Support .      
103  Warhurst, C., et al. (2009) Higher and Further Education Students in Scotland Income, Expenditure and Debt 2007-

08. Edinburgh: Scottish Government.   

https://www.gov.scot/publications/student-finance-and-wellbeing-study-sfws-scotland-2023-2024-background-tables/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/student-finance-wellbeing-study-sfws-scotland-2023-2024-main-report
https://www.savethestudent.org/money/surveys/student-money-survey-2025-results.html
https://www.savethestudent.org/money/surveys/student-money-survey-2025-results.html
https://www.nus-scotland.org.uk/the_cost_of_survival
https://www.nus-scotland.org.uk/the_cost_of_survival
https://www.nus-scotland.org.uk/broke_report
https://www.nus-scotland.org.uk/broke_report
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/independent-report/2017/11/independent-review-student-financial-support-scotland/documents/00527875-pdf/00527875-pdf/govscot%3Adocument/00527875.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2022/06/insights-student-experiences-financial-support-summer-2021-results-online-survey/documents/insights-student-experiences-financial-support-summer-2021-results-online-survey/insights-student-experiences-financial-support-summer-2021-results-online-survey/govscot%3Adocument/insights-student-experiences-financial-support-summer-2021-results-online-survey.pdf
https://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/15792/1/0083207.pdf
https://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/15792/1/0083207.pdf


 

Page 56 of 86 

• Student wellbeing is closely linked to financial circumstance. 
• Many of the behavioural changes made to manage financial hardships are common to those 

reported by the broader population in Scotland who are living in poverty, such as skipping 
meals and reducing heating in the home. 

• Those able to draw on regular financial support (from a partner, parent, or full-time employer) 
fared better, although students with additional costs (for example, childcare, or those living 
away from home) fared worse. 

• Many students are worried about student loan debt.  
• Three-quarters of HE students were combining study with some form of paid work. The 

median number of hours undertaken by HE student was 16 hours per week, in excess of the 
levels recommended by Cubie back in 1999 (10 hours per week),104 and most recently by 
Student Information Scotland (10-15 hours per week).105 

• More than one-third of HE students had considered leaving their course, with the most 
common reason given being the challenge of balancing paid work and study. 

 
Some students are managing financially and report that support is sufficient. However, many more 
are not managing well financially and do not perceive that support is sufficient. As might be 
expected, the students who fare less well are from the groups that are the focus of fair access 
work in Scotland – living in the 20% Most Deprived Areas and care-experienced students. As might 
be expected, population share of problems experienced is greater for those living in one of 
Scotland’s 20% Most Deprived Areas who are part of another student group that is under-
represented in the sector (Column 4 in Table 6). 
 
The report authors acknowledge the challenging fiscal climate, the ways in which student support 
has increased in recent years, the targeted support that is available to some groups of students, 
and that free tuition lowers the student debt burden. However, they challenge the Scottish 
Government to better target resources to groups with greatest need, and caution that the fair 
access goals may be “hampered” if funding continues to be offered predominately in the form of 
student loans. 
 
These data add to an existing body of contemporary evidence that highlights concerns over 
students’ financial circumstances and the implications on academic study and wellbeing. It is 
important that the financial realities of student life are considered as Scotland embarks on a 
review of higher education funding.106

 
 
104  Independent Committee of Inquiry into Student Finance led by Cubie, A. (1999) Student Finance: Fairness for the 

Future Report. Edinburgh: Scottish Executive 
105  Student Information Scotland. (2025). Studying and Working Part-time. [Online] Available from: Student 

Information Scotland - Studying and Working  
106  Education, Children and Young People Committee. (2025). Financial Sustainability of Scotland’s Universities. 

[Online]. Edinburgh: Scottish Parliament. 

https://www.studentinformation.gov.scot/students/student-life/studying-and-working
https://www.studentinformation.gov.scot/students/student-life/studying-and-working
https://www.scottishparliament.tv/meeting/education-children-and-young-people-committee-june-4-2025
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Table 6: Selected Evidence from the Student Finance and Wellbeing Study Scotland 2023-24 
  

Issue 

All Full-
time HE –  
HN / 
undergrad
uate 

Full-time 
HE from 
Most 
Deprived 
Areas 

Full-time 
HE: Outside 
Most 
Deprived 
Areas 

 HE, FE & PG from 
Under-
Represented 
from Most 
Deprived Areas 

HE, FE & PG  
Under-
Represented 
Outside Most 
Deprived Areas 

Source Table 
in SFWS 

Applied for hardship or discretionary funds  9% 14% 8%  19% 12% 5.39 / 5.70 
Not applied for as they ‘don't need funds’ 35% 19% 39%  15% 30% 5.53 / 5.80 
Working less 10 hrs week in last 7 days (if working) 21% 14% 22%  11% 15% 6.16 / 6.37 
Median total savings £2,000.00 £1,250.00 £2,500.00  £750.00 £2,000.00 8.18 / 8.69 
Have savings 70% 58% 74%  34% 56% 8.24 / 8.71 

Issue Including 
Part-time 

Including 
Part-time 

Including 
Part-time 

 As above As above Source SFWS 
Table  

Receiving income from paid work 76% 68% 79%  50% 68% 6.14 / 6.36 
In arrears with debt 22% 37% 19%  46% 27% 8.39 / 8.77 
Faced financial difficulty 56% 75% 52%  77% 63% 9.6 / 9.14 
Skipped meals due to financial difficulty 32% 42% 30%  52% 38% 9.8 / 9.16 
upport from food banks due to financial difficulty 6% 13% 4%  18% 9% 9.8 / 9.16 
Would not have studied without funding 54% 60% 54%  62% 60% 10.8 / 10.21 
Financial difficulty - caused worry and stress 94% 95% 93%  95% 95% 11.8 / 11.16 
Financial difficulty - having to miss lessons 28% 31% 28%  27% 30% 11.8 / 11.16 
Financial difficulty - buying course resources 29% 35% 27%  35% 30% 11.8 / 11.16 
Financial difficulty - high impact on mental health 20% 32% 18%  38% 29% 13.4 / 13.8 
Considered leaving course 40% 45% 38%  47% 43% 14.12 / 14.26 
Reasons consider: not enough money to survive 41% 49% 40%  56% 48% 14.15 / 14.29 
Reasons consider: responsibilities outside studies 21% 33% 19%  37% 28% 14.15 / 14.29 
Reasons consider: balancing paid work and study 52% 58% 50%  46% 51% 14.15 / 14.29 
Perceive financial support to be insufficient 54% 64% 52%  60% 58% 15.6 / 15.14 

Source: Scottish Government. (2025). Student Finance and Wellbeing Study (SFWS) Scotland 2023-2024 - Background tables. [Online]. 
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3.6 - Public perceptions of Higher Education funding in Scotland 
 
To inform its work, as it embarked on a strategic review of its own priorives, the Carnegie Trust for 
the Universives of Scotland commissioned Ipsos UK to conduct a survey of public percepvons of 
higher educavon.107 This survey focused on funding. Among the key findings were that: 
 
• Two-thirds of the Scoxsh public viewed ayending university as worthwhile (63%), the main 

reasons for which related to career training or improving employment prospects. Notably, 
one-half of felt that study in courses with no clear career path was a ‘waste of vme’ (49%). 

• Two-fizhs agreed that too many people face barriers to access university (43%), although the 
same proporvon considered that anyone in Scotland who wants to ayend university can do so 
(44%). 

• Three-quarters considered the cost of living as the main barrier in applying to and ayending 
university in Scotland (72%). This was the only barrier that was idenvfied by the majority of 
respondents. 

• Although there was support for the Scoxsh Government to cover costs for all first-vme 
undergraduate students living in Scotland (44%), there was an equal amount of support for 
contribuvons being made by higher-income households. 

• Two-thirds supported Scoxsh Government support for students from low-income households 
(65%). 

• The populavon was evenly split between those who agreed that too many people go to 
university (33%), those who were unsure (33%) and those who disagreed (29%). 

 
On the whole, there is broad support for university educavon and an acknowledgement of access 
issues. However, there is not universal support. This work emphasises that argument and evidence 
in favour of fair access must convnue to be promoted in the public domain. As noted above (end 
of secvon 3.5) It is important that fair access is a central concern as Scotland embarks on a review 
of higher educavon funding.108 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
107  Abernethy, S. and Gray, E. (2025). Public Perceptions of Higher Education Funding in Scotland. Survey 2024/25. 

Dunfermline: Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland.  
108  Education, Children and Young People Committee. (2025). Financial Sustainability of Scotland’s Universities. 

[Online]. Edinburgh: Scottish Parliament. 

https://carnegie-trust.org/public-perceptions-of-higher-education-funding/
https://www.scottishparliament.tv/meeting/education-children-and-young-people-committee-june-4-2025
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4 - Considerations for innovation and evidence 
 
Fair access in Scotland is already underpinned by much good practice (section 2 of this report) and 
is informed by a rich evidence base (section 3 of this report). However, there are ways in which 
both evidence and practice could be strengthened. In this section, I make ten recommendations to 
enhance the RoWA (4.1.1) and some suggestions for the wider evidence base (4.1.2). I also make a 
recommendation to change the way in which we describe articulation (4.2). Finally, I suggest three 
issues to strengthen fair access practice (4.3). 
 
4.1 – Evidence 
 
4.1.1 - RoWA 
 
As is clear from the previous section of this report and previous Commissioner reports, the Report 
on Widening Access (RoWA) provides a very useful evidence base from which to appraise progress 
in achieving fair access to higher education in Scotland.   
 
The RoWA is the primary source of public data that reports on the Scottish Government’s fair 
access targets. However, the RoWA – as with its predecessor Learning for All,109 which addressed 
similar issues and was published between 2007 and 2016 - serves a broader purpose in sharing a 
wider range of fair access data on tertiary education in Scotland. 
 
The Scottish Funding Council (as author of the RoWA) has also been receptive to suggestions to 
increase the utility of the RoWA. Notably, the data tables that accompany the last two RoWA 
reports have included a breakdown by decile of entrants from SIMD 0-40 areas. These data have 
been provided for tertiary institutions (FEIs and HEIs) and for Scotland as a whole (first degree at 
university and all undergraduate higher education). We now have an evidence base to ascertain 
whether – as some have speculated - the focus on facilitating access for those from SIMD20 areas 
is at the expense of those from SIMD 20-40 areas (refer to 3.4, point 1 in this report).  
 
There are nine more ways in which RoWA could be strengthened by increasing the granularity of 
the evidence base. 
 
1. Improve the evidence base on retention by disaggregating according to degree year.  
 
The RoWA reports on retention rates, which are described as “returning to study in year 2” (CoWA 
Tables 2 and 2a, Background Tables 3 and 4). Data are not disaggregated by degree year and 
therefore do not allow comparison of retention rates across: 
 
• Those starting the academic year in the first year of a degree. 
• Those starting the academic year in the second year of a degree. 
• Those starting the academic year in the third year of a degree. 

 
Although described as “returning to study in year 2”, this is a little misleading on three counts. 
First, it is not clear that ‘year 2’ means next year of study (which can be into the second, third or 

 
 
109  For example: Scottish Funding Council. (2013). Learning for All: seventh update report on measures of success 

2013. Edinburgh: SFC.     

https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/id/eprint/17863/7/2013_LFA_full_report_Redacted.pdf
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/id/eprint/17863/7/2013_LFA_full_report_Redacted.pdf
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fourth year of a degree). Second, it suggests that the purpose of these data is to estimate non-
continuations (rather than non-completions). Third, it disguises the very sensible interpretation of 
SFC that students who achieve and exit with a qualification are counted among those who 
continue, and not counted among those who did not return to study. For example, students who 
articulated with a Diploma into the third year of a degree, and who then graduated with an 
Ordinary Degree are not counted among those not returning to study (although they did not 
return to study and were not retained, they did exit with an award). 
 
Data Recommendation 1: Introduce a more accurate way of describing and/or explaining 
‘retention’ data 
Data Recommendation 2: Disaggregate retention data by year of study  
 
2. Examine the merits of strengthening the evidence base on retention by disaggregating for 
continuing and articulating students.  
 
As noted above, the RoWA reports on retention rates, which are described as “returning to study 
in year 2” (CoWA Tables 2 and 2a, Background Tables 3 and 4) and currently does not disaggregate 
by degree year. Were my Data Recommendation 2 to be actioned, there is a further way in which 
the utility of these retention data could be strengthened. Data could be further disaggregated to 
compare the retention rates of articulating and non-articulating students. This could comprise: 
 
• Degree year 2: Presenting data for students who started their studies in year 1 and those who 

articulated to start their degree in year 2. 
• Degree year 3. Presenting data for students who started their studies in year 1, those who 

articulated to start their degree in year 2, and those who articulated to start their degree in 
year 3. 
 

Data Recommendation 3: Disaggregate retention data according to year of entry to degree. 
 
3. Enable direct comparison of institution retention rates for students from SIMD20 areas and 
those from SIMD20-100 areas.  
 
RoWA presents data for each HEI on the retention rate of students from SIMD20 areas and the 
retention rate of all students (CoWA Table 2a). Given that the retention data for institutions for all 
students incorporates data for students from SIMD20 areas, these data under-estimate the 
differences in retention rate between students from SIMD20 areas and those from SIMD20-100 
areas. 
 
Data Recommendation 4: Present data in CoWA Table 2 on the retention rate of students from 
SIMD20-100 areas, alongside the existing data on retention rates for all students and for students 
from SIMD20 areas.   
 
4. Examine the merits of presenting data on exit qualifications for HEIs.  
 
RoWA presents data on qualifiers (CoWA Table 3, 3a, 3b and 15). A range of exit qualifications are 
included in these counts: 
 
• Table 3a counts Graduate Level Diplomas, HNC, HND, CertHE, DipHE and Foundation Degree, 

as well as all exit qualifications in Table 3b. 
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• Tables 3, 3b and 15 count First degree with honours, Ordinary (non-honours) first degree, and 
Integrated undergraduate/postgraduate taught Masters degree. 
 

Exit qualification could be further disaggregated by SCQF level to better understand the 
achievements of the student population, i.e.: 
 
• SCQF Levels 7, 8, 9, 10 and 11 for Table 3a. 
• SCQF Levels 9, 10 and 11 for Tables 3, 3b and 15. 

 
Data Recommendation 5: Examine the practicalities of disaggregating exit qualification data by 
SCQF Level of qualification. 
 
5. Improve the evidence base on Graduate Apprenticeships.  
 
It would be helpful to provide separate totals for Scottish-domiciled first-degree entrants (for 
Graduate Apprenticeships and the remainder of degree courses). At an appropriate point in time, 
it would be helpful to provide a similar breakdown for qualifiers. 
 
Data Recommendation 6: Disaggregate totals to provide data for Graduate Apprenticeships where 
data are already provided for Scottish-domiciled full-time first-degree entrants. 
 
6. Improve the evidence base on part-time first-degree students.  
 
The RoWA background tables currently provide data on enrolments (Table 5) and completions 
(Tables 6 and 7) for part-time students pursuing higher education in Scotland’s colleges. Data are 
also provided for participation across subject areas for both full-time first-degree entrants and all 
entrants (Tables 8a, 8b and 8c). More generally, RoWA tables provide data for two national 
aggregates: 
 
• Scottish-domiciled full-time first-degree entrants/qualifiers to higher education in Scotland. 
• Scottish-domiciled undergraduate entrants/qualifiers to higher education in Scotland, which 

comprises: 
o Scottish-domiciled full-time first-degree entrants (core CoWA, data presented in RoWA). 
o Scottish-domiciled part-time first-degree entrants.  
o Scottish-domiciled entrants (all modes of study) to sub-degree courses of higher education. 

This could include: 
§ In FEIs: Scottish Baccalaureate, Professional Body Qualification, Scottish Vocational 

Qualification or National Vocational Qualification, SQA Professional Development 
Award, Graduate Level Apprenticeship, SQA Advanced Higher Award, HNC/HND, 
Advanced accredited qualification not specified elsewhere. 

§ In HEIs: Evening language courses; Upskilling courses; Access courses; HNC/HND; and 
Certificates or Diplomas of HE. 
 

The broad range of higher education that is included in the totals for Scottish-domiciled 
undergraduate entrants/qualifiers to higher education in Scotland, means that subtracting from 
this data for Scottish-domiciled full-time first-degree entrants does not provide totals for Scottish-
domiciled part-time first-degree entrants. It would be helpful to provide separate totals for part-
time Scottish-domiciled first-degree entrants (alongside full-time Scottish-domiciled first -degree 
entrants) and to do so for both FEIs and HEIs. 
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Data Recommendation 7: Disaggregate totals to provide data for Scottish-domiciled part-time 
first-degree entrants where data are already provided for Scottish-domiciled full-time first-degree 
entrants and Scottish-domiciled entrants (all modes of study) to sub-degree courses of higher 
education. 
 
7. Examine the merits of presenting data on higher education in colleges for courses of less than 
160 hours duration. 
 
The benchmark of 160 or more hours of study in colleges is used to indicate a ‘substantial’ period 
of study110. RoWA does not report on whether higher education is being pursued in colleges for 
courses that are less than 160 hours duration (and whether students from more disadvantaged 
backgrounds are more likely to engage in these shorter courses).   
 
Data Recommendation 8: Examine the practicalities and utility of presenting data on higher 
education in colleges for courses of less than 160 hours duration. 
 
8. Extend sub-division of data for courses of 160 hours+ in colleges to improve data profiling of 
higher education in colleges.  
 
As noted above, the benchmark of 160 or more hours of study in colleges is used to indicate a 
‘substantial’ period of study. RoWA data are provided on enrolments (Table 5) and completions 
(Tables 6 and 7) for four cohorts of college student, i.e., 
 
• Full-time, higher education. 
• Part-time, higher education. 
• Full-time, further education. 
• Part-time, further education. 

 
However, there is no disaggregation by these four cohorts of student when data focuses on 
subject area (superclass) (Tables 9, 10, 11) and participation by “groups of specific interest” (Table 
17). 
 
Data Recommendation 9: Disaggregate totals where data are already provided (currently for 
courses of 160 hours or more duration) to distinguish between part-time and full-time students. 
 
9. Extend the base against which articulation data are reported.  
 
Background Table 14 of the RoWA presents a range of useful data on articulation, i.e., counts for 
the three ‘levels’ of articulation for both of the ways in which articulation is measured (14a), the 
number and proportion of students articulating with Advanced Standing for six population groups 
(14b), the number and proportion of students articulating with Advanced Standing for university 
subject areas (14c), and the number and proportion of SIMD20 entrants who progressed through 
a college route (14d). Although wide-ranging, these data do not estimate the number and 
proportion of entrants for each university subject area who do not enter with advanced standing 
(i.e., the number considered to have entered with ‘progression’ or ‘advanced progression’). This 

 
 
110  Personal communication with Scottish Funding Council 
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would serve the useful purpose of understanding which parts of higher education are more likely 
not to (be able to) facilitate progression with advanced standing. 
 
Data Recommendation 10: Present data for subject areas on each of the three ‘levels’ of entry to 
university education for college students. 
 
4.1.2 - Evidence – beyond RoWA. 
 
HESA data is – and should be – the key source of intelligence on fair access. However, these data 
are not the only useful source for understanding fair access in Scotland as has been evidenced by 
the Student Finance and Wellbeing Study Scotland report (commissioned by the Scottish 
Government)111, and Public Perceptions of Higher Education Funding in Scotland (commissioned by 
the Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland)112. Bespoke cross-sectional studies of this ilk 
are to be welcomed. However, there are also ways in which regular data series beyond RoWA 
could be used to strengthen the evidence base. I make reference to three data series, one 
established, one pending, and one yet to be developed. 
 
1. Early withdrawals. 
 
For reasons that are understandable, institutions are not required to submit a student record for 
students who leave within two weeks of starting their studies unless (i) the student was on a short 
course which they had completed, or (ii) the student applied for a loan with the Student Loans 
Company (SLC) and where the attendance had been confirmed to the SLC. Institutions could 
return records for students who do not satisfy these criteria but they will be excluded from the 
HESA Standard Registration Population, which is the standard population filter used for all SFC 
reporting and HESA’s own reporting. Although it is unlikely that there would be a substantial 
number of early withdrawals from higher education, it would be helpful to understand the scale of 
the issue and to understand whether those from disadvantaged backgrounds comprise a 
disproportionate share of this group. 
 
2. Regular annual survey of Access and Participation practitioners.  
 
SCAPP has intimated that it intends to administer the first nation-wide survey of access and 
participation practitioners in Scotland in 2026. I strongly support this development, and have 
contributed to the design of this survey. This has the potential to strengthen the work of SCAPP, to 
provide intelligence on work to promote fair access in Scotland, and to better understand the 
challenges faced by those designing and delivering it. Ideally, this will provide an authoritative 
comment on access work, and will be administered on an annual basis to enable changes in access 
practice to be tracked through time. 
 
3. Access to Postgraduate Education.  
 
Since 2021-22 (for its student-led competition) and 2023-24 (for its supervisor-led competition), 
the Scottish School for Graduate Social Science has profiled its applicants. It does not collect data 

 
 
111  Minty, S. et al. (2024). Student Finance and Wellbeing Study (SFWS) Scotland 2023-24. Edinburgh: Scottish 

Government.  
112  Abernethy, S. and Gray, E. (2025). Public Perceptions of Higher Education Funding in Scotland. Survey 2024/25. 

Dunfermline: Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland.  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/student-finance-wellbeing-study-sfws-scotland-2023-2024-main-report
https://carnegie-trust.org/public-perceptions-of-higher-education-funding/
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on SIMD status (either at the point of entry to higher education or the point of application to 
postgraduate research). However, it profiles applicants by whether they were in receipt of free 
school meals, whether they first in family to attend university, and the occupation of the main 
household earner when they were aged 14 (alongside other data on sex, age, ethnicity, disability, 
sexual orientation, asylum seeker/refugee status, whether school education was completed in the 
UK, whether they have caring responsibilities, whether they are a care-experienced student, the 
result of their undergraduate degree, whether they have a Masters degree, and the type of school 
they attended between the ages of 11 and 16). Although comprising only a small (but important) 
part of postgraduate education, this is a most welcome development that provides insight into 
access at the very highest levels of tertiary education. Given that retrospective data is asked of 
applicants, it would be helpful to collect data on SIMD status, to align with the core CoWA work on 
fair access. It would also be interesting to explore whether such data could be collected for other 
forms of postgraduate education. Similarly, it would be helpful to disaggregate these data to 
profile Scottish-domiciled students (particularly those who were domiciled in Scotland at the point 
of entry to higher education). 
 
4.2 - Presentation 
 
Scottish education purports to promote parity of esteem, with the Scottish Credit and 
Qualifications Framework113 providing a clear statement of where there is a parity. For example, at 
SCQF Level 7, Higher National Certificate is considered an equivalent level of learning to the first 
year of a university degree (after which a student could exit with a Certificate of Higher 
Education). Where the substantive content of a programme of study is equivalent, the 
understanding is that both cohorts would be suitably qualified to progress to the second year of 
university study. Similarly, at SCQF Level 8, a Higher National Diploma Diploma is considered an 
equivalent level of learning to the second year of a university degree (after which a student could 
exit with a Diploma of Higher Education). In this instance, where the substantive content of a 
programme of study is equivalent, the understanding is that both cohorts would be suitably 
qualified to progress to the third year of university study. 
 
However, the language of articulation portrays transition from college as a progression with 
‘Advanced Standing’. Indeed, replication of that level of learning is described as ‘Advanced 
Progression’. Progression is used to describe the situation when transition results in move into a 
lower SCQF level of learning than that already achieved. This use of language is confusing and 
undermines parity (Table 7). Consideration should be given to adopting language that 
acknowledges transition, accepts that this is a progression of sorts, and more accurately reflects 
movement between SCQF learning levels. An alternative set of descriptors for progression from 
college to university study is proposed in Table 8.  
 
These proposed descriptors: 
 
• Recognise that any transition is a progression, as further learning is being pursued. 
• Acknowledge SCQF Levels, describing these progressions as either: 

o At a lower level of study (if the transition results in learning at an SCQF Level beneath 
that previously achieved). 

 
 
113  SCQF. (n.d.). Interactive Framework. [Online]. Glasgow: SCQF.   

https://scqf.org.uk/the-framework/interactive-framework/
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o With level replication (if the transition results in learning at the same SCQF Level as 
previously achieved). 

o Fully credited (if the transition results in learning at a higher SCQF Level than previously 
achieved). 

 
Table 7: Articulation descriptors, current 
 

  Entry point to degree 
 

 
Year 1 
(SCQF Level 7) 

Year 2  
(SCQF Level 8) 

Year 3  
(SCQF Level 9) 

Level of qualification 
achieved which facilitates 
transition to degree 

SCQF 7 Progression Advanced  
Standing - 

SCQF 8 Progression Advanced 
Progression 

Advanced 
Standing 

 
Table 8: Articulation descriptors, proposed 
 

  Entry point to degree 
 

 
Year 1 
(SCQF Level 7) 

Year 2  
(SCQF Level 8) 

Year 3  
(SCQF Level 9) 

Year 4  
(SCQF Level 10) 

Level of 
qualification 
achieved 
which 
facilitates 
transition to 
degree 

SCQF 7 
Progression, 
with level 
replication 

Fully credited 
progression - - 

SCQF 8 
Progression, 
but at lower 
level of study 

Progression, 
with level 
replication 

Fully credited 
progression - 

SCQF 9 
Progression, 
but at a lower 
level of study 

Progression, 
but at a lower 
level of study 

Progression, 
with level 
replication 

Fully credited 
progression 

 
These descriptors are consistent with the new definition of articulation is being developed by the 
Joint Articulation Group.  
 
4.3 - Provision 
 
Intuitively, Student Success Officers114 appear to be a common-sense response to tackle some of 
the most pernicious challenges facing individual students and the tertiary sector as a whole, i.e., 
respectively, engendering a sense of belonging through person-centred interaction in a mass 
education system and reducing levels of early withdrawal from study. The work of Student Success 
Officers is also an exemplar of making more effective use of data analytics with resources that are 
already at our disposal. This is the type of intervention that would appear to be one that is worth 

 
 
114  See point 8 in section 2 of this report. 
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adopting or adapting throughout the sector. However, before an argument can be made that 
institutions should commit staff resources to this work, there is a need for robust evidence of 
positive impact that could be used to justify investment.  
 
More generally, although few would argue against investment in fair access, we have no clear 
understanding of the level of resource that is being invested, or needs to be invested, to achieve 
fair access. Although some budget lines are clear (e.g., SFC investment in the National Schools 
Programme, stipend for a Commissioner for Fair Access), there are many uncertainties and 
unknowns. It is not clear the level of resource that individual institutions are investing, either to 
finance their own widening access work, or to cross-subsidise external schemes when 
supplementary resources are required. It would be helpful to better understand the true cost of 
working toward fair access in higher education. 
 
It would be helpful to appraise work within institutions that sustains fair access, appreciating that 
fair access should be concerned with entry, thriving during study, and successful outcomes. It 
would be helpful to better understand the nature of existing resource to support fair access work 
during study and to consider whether there would be merit in specifying a minimum offer of 
support, which should be available to students. 
 
Similarly, SFC funding to support fair access to higher education undoubtably extends beyond its 
dedicated funding streams - such as the WARF (Widening Access Retention Fund), NSP (National 
Schools Programme), SCAPP (Scottish Community of Access and Participation Practitioners) and 
SWAP (Scottish Widening Access Programme). To understand the impact on fair access of how SFC 
disperses its funds would require an appraisal of the impact of core investment and dedicated 
funding streams. Notwithstanding this caveat, it would be prudent to appraise whether sufficient 
funds are being directed by SFC to its bespoke programmes to enable each to make an effective 
contribution to achieving the nation's fair access outcomes.  
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5 - The Commissioner’s report card: reviewing previous recommendations and 
action points 
 
5.1 - Holding the Commissioner to account 
 
The initial response to my sixth report was positive, with reflections shared, for example, by the 
Scottish Funding Council,115 Universities Scotland,116 Colleges Scotland,117 the British Educational 
Research Association,118 and Wonkhe.119 The Scottish Government published a formal response in 
the Autumn of 2024,120 through which it committed to act on those recommendations within its 
remit, and offered support for all but recommendation six (The Scottish Government should 
consider strengthening the remit of the Commissioner for Fair Access to assume responsibility for 
advising on fair access to the whole of tertiary education).  
 
5.2 – Review of the priority actions specified in 2024 
 
Ten priority actions were specified in the last report. In practice, greater urgency was placed on 
following-up on the report’s twenty recommendations, although progress was also made on these  
priority actions. These are ordered below using a ‘traffic light’ system, from green (delivered) 
through amber (progress being made) to red (lack of progress). 
 
“Green” priorities – delivered.  
 
Priority 1. To follow up on each of my recommendations and to report on progress in my next 
annual report: 

• Self-evidently, addressed in this report 
• This will continue as a priority action, following up on the recommendations made in this 

report 
 
Priority 7. To reflect on insight from the Student Finance and Wellbeing Survey commissioned by 
the Scottish Government, and the wider evidence base, to better understand how students’ 
financial situation impacts on fair access: 

• Addressed in the second section of this report 
• This priority action will be amended, with the focus on emerging intelligence on students’ 

financial situation. 
 
  

 
 
115  Scottish Funding Council. (2024). Navigating the Way to Fair Access Goals. [Online]. Edinburgh: SFC.   
116  Universities Scotland. (2024). Fair Access to University. Commissioner’s Report for 2024. Edinburgh: Universities 

Scotland.   
117  Colleges Scotland. (2024). Comment on the Report by the Commissioner for Fair Access. Stirling: Colleges Scotland. 
118  O’Toole, M. et al. (2024). What do we Know About Widening Access to University in Scotland and why Does it 

Matter? BERA Blog. [Online]. London: BERA.   
119  McKendrick, J.H. (2024). Recommendations for Fair Access in Scotland. WonkHE Blog. London: WonkHE.   
120  Scottish Government. (2024). Higher Education: Commissioner for Fair Access annual report 2024 – Response. 

Edinburgh: Scottish Government. 
   

https://www.sfc.ac.uk/?news=navigating-the-way-to-fair-access-goals
https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/commreport24/
https://collegesscotland.ac.uk/news/latest/541-comment-on-report-by-the-commissioner-for-fair-access
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/what-do-we-know-about-widening-participation-at-universities-in-scotland-and-why-does-it-matter
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/what-do-we-know-about-widening-participation-at-universities-in-scotland-and-why-does-it-matter
https://wonkhe.com/blogs/recommendations-for-fair-access-in-scotland/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/higher-education-commissioner-for-fair-access-annual-report-response/
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“Amber” priorities – progress being made.  
 
Priority 4. To engage with school leaders and universities in Scotland to explore whether 
inefficiencies in SCQF Level 7 can be addressed through system change and/or institutional 
practice:  

• The issue has been raised when engaging with school leaders and when discussing the 
operations of the SCQF. Preliminary discussions have also taken place to discuss issues for 
specific subject groups, i.e., mathematics. However, more focused work is required before 
recommendations can be made, and there is a need to engage universities. 

• This priority action will continue in its current form. 
 
Priority 5. To engage with Universities Scotland and Colleges Scotland to better understand the 
prospects for increasing the proportion of HN students articulating with so-called ‘Advanced 
Standing’ into SCQF Level 8 and 9:   

• Although this issue has been raised, in passing, when deliberating with Universities 
Scotland and Colleges Scotland, there is a need for more formal engagement on this issue, 
before recommendations can be made. 

• This priority action will continue in its current form. 
 
Priority 6. To examine retention rates for SIMD20 entrants, focusing on why these have not 
improved substantially since the introduction of the CoWA agenda: 

• RoWA data have been analysed to better understand trends, and the issue has been raised 
when engaging universities. However, there is a need to draw together this evidence base 
to draw definitive conclusions and make recommendations. 

• This priority action will continue in its current form. 
 
Priority 8. To explore possibilities to enhance and promote regional intelligence, and to strengthen 
cross-institutional collaboration in regions to advance the fair access agenda: 

• Background work has been undertaken to better understand the nature of existing 
regional collaborations. However, more focused work is required, before 
recommendations can be made. 

• This priority action will continue in its current form. 
 
Priority 10. To engage with professional bodies, Programme leads, and Heads of Department (or 
equivalent) to promote shared responsibility for the fair access agenda in Scotland: 

• The issue has been raised when opportunities have presented to engage with professional 
bodies and university staff. However, more focused work is required before 
recommendations can be made. 

• This priority action will continue in its current form. 
 
“Red” priorities – lack of progress.  
 
Priority 2. To produce a second annual report, to be published as soon as is practicably possible 
after the release of the SFC’s Report on Widening Access 2022-23: 

• As explained in the Introduction to this report, it was judged counter-productive to publish 
this second report soon after the release of the RoWA from 2022-23. 

• This priority action will be amended, with a commitment to publish the next report soon 
after the publication of the next RoWA. 
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Priority 3. To produce my first bi-annual report, ideally to be published at the start of 2025, i.e., 
halfway between annual reports, to provide a timely update on progress to promote fair access: 

• As alluded to in the Introduction to this report, circumstances dictated that it was not 
helpful to publish an interim report. 

• This priority action will be amended, introducing a commitment to publish briefings on 
specific issues of interest. 

 
Priority 9. To review the deployment of contextual admissions and Minimum Entry Requirements 
across Scottish HEIs to appraise whether the impact on fair access is optimal: 

• No work has been progressed on this issue. 
• This priority action will continue in its current form. 

 
5.3 – Review of the recommendations made in 2024 
 
“Green” recommendations – achieved.  
 
Recommendation 1. The primary focus for fair access should continue to be improving outcomes 
for those who experience or have experienced socio-economic disadvantage: 

• Socio-economic disadvantage remains the primary focus of my work. There also seems to 
be agreement across the sector that socio-economic disadvantage should be the primary 
focus of fair access work in Scotland. There is an understanding that focusing on socio-
economic disadvantage does not preclude action to improve outcomes for other 
disadvantaged groups. Indeed, due to the geographical concentration of some 
disadvantaged populations in disadvantaged areas, a SIMD focus can facilitate this. The 
focus of fair access work on socio-economic disadvantage has not precluded focused fair 
access work with other populations, for example, the former Minister for Higher and 
Further Education’s concern with rural access121, and the interest expressed by the Scottish 
Parliament’s Education and Young People Committee on access for disabled and BME 
students.122 

• Although achieved, this is an on-going ask and remains one of my recommendations. 
 
Recommendation 2. Retain SIMD as the central metric to indicate national progress in achieving 
fair access: 

• The sector continues to monitor the impact of its work using SIMD, and uses SIMD to help 
target activity. This has not precluded work that monitors fair access on other 
populations123 and has not precluded work to explore the prospects of adopting an 
individual/household metric to gauge progress. 

• Although achieved, this this is an on-going ask and remains one of my recommendations. 
 
Recommendation 4. Withdraw the SIMD institutional target but introduce a commitment from 
each HEI to take action to increase the proportion of SIMD20 among its entrants or, if this is 
demonstrably not possible without adverse consequences, to match the highest proportion and 
number of SIMD20 entrants that it achieved since 2013-14: 

 
 
121  This was an agenda item at the meeting of the Access Delivery group meeting on January 21st, 2025 
122  Education, Children and Young People Committee. (2025). Widening Access to Higher Education Inquiry. 

Edinburgh: Scottish Parliament. 
123  The RoWA includes access data on a number of non-geographical population groups. 

https://bprcdn.parliament.scot/published/ECYP/2025/5/15/72f3d996-1fb4-4f23-a4d2-4f6f32453662/ECYP-S6-25-05.pdf
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• As noted earlier, the Minister supports this action and has intimated that this should be 
introduced for academic year 2026-27. 

• This recommendation will be amended with focus shifting to monitor the impact of the 
new approach. 

 
Recommendation 20. Stakeholders and leaders should reaffirm their commitment to promote fair 
access and commit to take those actions necessary to attain the next interim target for 2026: 

• The actions reported in the opening substantive section of this report affirms the on-going 
commitment of a wide range of stakeholders to achieving fair access. However, it should 
not be assumed that this commitment will continue. First, there will be a new Scottish 
Government following the parliamentary elections in 2026. Second, many HEIs have new 
leadership (Glasgow, Strathclyde, Glasgow Caledonian, Napier, Open), as has Colleges 
Scotland. There is a need to ensure that the strong commitment of education leaders to 
fair access continues.  

• Although achieved, this is an on-going ask and remains one of my recommendations.    
 
“Amber” recommendations – progress being made.  
 
Recommendation 3. To strengthen the utility of SIMD to understand fair access, SFC and 
institutions are encouraged to report evidence in deciles up to SIMD40, in addition to quintiles: 

• As noted earlier, the inclusion by the Scottish Funding Council of an SIMD decile table in 
the RoWA has enhanced our understanding of fair access. Next step is to review the extent 
to which this granularity of analysis is informing the work of individual HEIs. 

• This recommendation will be amended to acknowledge that it has been actioned by SFC. 
 

Recommendation 7. The Scottish Government should take the necessary preparatory steps to 
embolden the fair access agenda beyond 2026 by transitioning toward individual-level indicators 
of socio-economic disadvantage, and thereafter to challenge institutions to achieve fair access for 
prospective students who have experienced such disadvantage: 

• As noted earlier, the options for transitioning to an individual-level indicators of socio-
economic disadvantage are being appraised, with bi-monthly meetings to discuss 
developments. 

• This recommendation will continue in its current form. 
 

Recommendation 8. The fair access agenda should be recalibrated to give equal weight to entry, 
student experience, and outcomes. 

• There is much evidence of the work being undertaken after the point of admission to 
sustain fair access. This has been reviewed on an ad-hoc basis. Next step is to undertake a 
more robust and systematic appraisal of what constitutes good fair access practice that 
leads to successful outcomes for student experience and outcomes.  

• This recommendation will continue in its current form. 
 
Recommendation 9. The primary focus on fair access should remain on Scottish-domiciled, full-
time, first-degree entrants. However, for a rounded perspective on fair access to higher education, 
it is necessary to also focus on Graduate Apprenticeships, part-time undergraduate study, and 
postgraduate study: 

• As noted earlier, some preliminary work has explored fair access in some parts of 
postgraduate education. More focused data analysis is also providing insight into entry and 
retention for Graduate Apprenticeships and part-time study. Next step is to draw together 
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this evidence and intelligence to develop a case for a less limited focus on fair access to 
higher education. 

• This recommendation will continue in its current form. 
 
Recommendation 12. SFC should act on the advice of the previous Commissioner for Fair Access, 
specified as a recommendation in each of his last four annual reports, to commit to more secure 
and longer-term funding for SCAPP: 

• There is growing recognition across the public sector that multi-year funding settlements 
are both more efficient and more equitable, with the Scottish Government piloting multi-
year funding settlements to support third sector organisations providing essential services 
and tackling poverty.124 I have raised the issue in meetings with the Skills, Enhancement, 
Access and Learning Committee (Scottish Funding Council), and although unable to commit 
to this due to how the block grant from Scottish Government is received, the Committee 
expressed support in principle.  

• This recommendation will continue in its current form. 
 
Recommendation 13. It should be re-affirmed that the central purpose of SCAPP is as a vehicle to 
support the development and professionalisation of a widening access and participation 
practitioner community in Scotland:  

• SCAPP continues to promote the development and professionalism of the access and 
practitioner workforce in Scotland, and to engage with similar bodies outwith Scotland. 
The importance of SCAPP in promoting fair access seems to be acknowledged by other 
stakeholders (notably the Minister delivered the keynote address at the SCAPP annual 
conference in 2025, and the SFC continues to provide financial support). The work to 
support the evaluation capacity within the community Is welcomed, and does not detract 
from the core purpose of delivering fair access as practitioners. 

• This recommendation will be amended to focus on monitoring rather than re-affirming the 
purpose of SCAPP. 

 
Recommendation 14. SFC, in conjunction with SCAPP, Universities Scotland and the wider 
educational research community in Scotland, should examine what steps should be taken to 
strengthen research and evaluation to underpin the fair access agenda: 

• Significant developments include the commencement of a second SCAPP Evaluation 
Community of Practice in 2025,125 the recommendations to strengthen evaluation in SFC’s 
review of the National Schools Programme,126 and the establishment of links between 
SERA and SCAPP, which was referred to earlier in this report.  

• This recommendation will be amended to focus on monitoring the breadth of evaluation 
activity and the impact of evaluation activity. 

 
Recommendation 17. School leaders in Scotland, the SFC and its National Schools Programme, 
SCAPP and Universities Scotland should examine if, and if so what, steps should be taken to 
underpin the fair access agenda within the broad general education phase in Scottish education: 

• The extension of the Young Strathclyder programme is a welcome development. More 
generally, this issue has been raised when opportunities have presented to engage with 

 
 
124  Scottish Government. (2025). Fairer Funding for Charities. [Online]. Edinburgh: Scottish Government.   
125  SCAPP. (2025). Evaluation. [Online]. Stirling: SCAPP.   
126  Scottish Funding Council. (2024). NSP Review. Final Report and Recommendations. Edinburgh: SFC.  

https://www.gov.scot/news/fairer-funding-for-charities/
https://www.fairaccess.scot/evaluation/
https://www.sfc.ac.uk/student-interests/fair-access/national-schools-programme/national-schools-programme-review/
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school leaders in Scotland. Next step is to engage more stakeholders and to glean 
understanding from the national review of fair access work that will be commissioned by 
the Robertson Trust/Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland.127 

• This recommendation will continue in its current form. 
 
Recommendation 18. SFC, Universities Scotland and Skills Development Scotland should examine 
the prospects of introducing an easily accessible user-centred web-based resource that provides a 
single point of reference to inform prospective students and other stakeholders of the 
programmes and resources that are available to support access to higher education.: 

• Those responsible for the Pathways resource,128 have engaged Skills Development Scotland 
and Colleges Scotland to explore the possibility of developing this resource by 
embedding/integrating within My World of Work129. Next steps are to monitor 
developments, and continue to explore whether this can be developed into a national 
resource. 

• This recommendation will continue in its current form. 
 
Recommendation 19. Stakeholders should explore the prospects for introducing a single student 
identifier to improve tracking and to facilitate more robust evaluation of the impact of fair access 
activity: 

• As noted earlier, this is one of the priority actions that is discussed at the tripartite 
meetings (Commissioner, SFC and Scottish Government). Work should continue to scope 
possibilities, and to engage the school sector to explore how such a resource could serve 
the whole education system in Scotland. Next steps are to implore decision-makers to 
commit resource to deliver on a single student identifier that serves the best interests of 
Scotland, and education in Scotland. 

• This recommendation will continue in its current form. 
 
“Red” recommendations – no or little progress.  
 
Recommendation 5. For universities in Scotland to collectively specify a basket of indicators from 
which individual HEIs may draw to demonstrate their wider work in promoting fair access: 

• No work has been progressed on this issue. Discussions with Universities Scotland focused 
on the transition to an institutional target (recommendation 4): now that this has been 
progressed, attention will be given to this issue. 

• This recommendation will continue in its current form. 
 
Recommendation 6. The Scottish Government should consider strengthening the remit of the 
Commissioner for Fair Access to assume responsibility for advising on fair access to the whole of 
tertiary education: 

• The Scottish Government was not minded to accept this recommendation. However, it is 
my firm belief that the future of fair access should adopt a tertiary perspective. Notably, 
this was also recommended in Widening Access to Higher Education – the report following 
the inquiry of the Scottish Parliament’s Education, Children and Young People Committee. 
Next steps are to strengthen the case. It will remain a recommendation, although the 

 
 
127  The Robertson Trust. (2025). Big Change That Lasts. £2.3 Million Awarded to 12 Projects in Scotland. [Online]. 

Glasgow: The Robertson Trust.   
128  Regional Learners Passport Partnership. (n.d.). Pathways.[Online].    
129  Skills Development Scotland. (n.d.). My World of Work. [Online]. Glasgow: SDS.   

https://www.therobertsontrust.org.uk/news/big-change-that-lasts-23-million-awarded-to-12-projects-in-scotland
https://pathways.ac.uk/
https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/what-we-do/scotlands-careers-services/my-world-of-work
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Scottish Government is not expected to respond to this, until the supporting argument has 
been developed. 

• This recommendation will continue in its current form. 
 
Recommendation 10. Wherever practicable, data on fair access should be disaggregated to 
understand the relative contributions of different pathways (direct entry from school; articulation; 
and adult wider access): 

• This recommendation was not pursued while the Joint Articulation Group reviewed the 
definition of articulation and the Scottish Funding Council completed its review of the 
National Schools Programme. With the conclusion of these reviews, attention will now be 
paid to this issue. 

• This recommendation will continue in its current form. 
 
Recommendation 11. SFC, in conjunction with participating universities, should ensure that 
disaggregated data are available for each of the disciplines that comprise the ‘high demand 
professions’ that are part of the AHDP programme (to enable the national impact of this work to 
be appraised) and the Transitions programme: 

• As for recommendation 10, this was not pursued while Scottish Funding Council completed 
its review of the National Schools Programme. With the conclusion of this review, 
attention will now be paid to this issue. 

• This recommendation will continue in its current form. 
 
Recommendation 15. For universities in Scotland to collectively agree what intelligence is in the 
national interest to promote fair access (as opposed to that which is commercially sensitive), and 
thereafter to ensure that this intelligence is made available to all relevant stakeholders in 
Scotland: 

• No work has been progressed on this issue. Next step is to provide greater clarity over the 
nature of this specific ask, before progressing with this issue. The initial focus will be on 
pooling intelligence from exit surveys of those electing not to progress to the next level of 
study. 

• This recommendation will continue in its current form. 
 
Recommendation 16. Should the decision be taken to withdraw funding for an intervention that 
had been integral to promoting fair access, or if an element of such work is to be radically altered, 
providers should undertake (and funders should encourage) an impact assessment to ascertain 
the impact on pupil cohorts who have previously benefited from this provision: 

• To the best of my knowledge, no new notices have been served since the publication of my 
last report of funding being withdrawn for any fair access programme. However, Glasgow 
Caledonian University intimated its intention to discontinue with Routes for All, which was 
a programme delivered for Focus West (the SHEP partner serving the west of Scotland). 
Next steps will be to consider the impact of the withdrawal of this provision on S5 and S6 
pupils who were considering study Higher National Courses at college. 

• This recommendation will continue in its current form. 
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6 - The future for fair access in Scotland – an expansive conception of fair access as 
a national mission  
 
What we currently understand as fair access in Scotland (and much of the UK) is an amalgam of 
approaches. We might describe fair access to higher education in contemporary Scotland as 
accumulating a range of strategies since the establishment of universities as institutions to train 
society’s elites, i.e.:  
 
• For much of university history, those with limited means could secure access through 

competitive bursaries or preferential patronage. This tended to be limited to a small number 
who often demonstrated exceptional excellence and potential on entry. 

• Widening access was achieved through university expansion, which in the UK was initially 
facilitated through fee-free access, maintenance grants during term-time, and access to wider 
welfare benefits. 

• Purposeful widening access work was introduced to facilitate access for those with potential 
who had not demonstrated capability through ‘traditional’ pathways to higher education. This 
was an explicit acknowledgement that more people were deemed capable of pursuing higher 
education than were accessing it. This work was an integral part of a rapid expansion of 
university education, which paradoxically coincided with a scaling back of financial support for 
students. 
 

This was largely the shared history of higher education in the UK. More recently, since the 
adoption of the Commission on Widening Access (CoWA) in Scotland, some divergence in 
strategy/purpose can be identified: 
 
• Conception of ‘widening’ access as a focused target to achieve national social justice has 

characterised recent work in Scotland. This has an explicit focus on Scottish-domiciled 
students, first-degree students, students pursuing full-time study, students in higher education 
institutions, and students from Scotland’s most deprived areas. 

 
Although it would be misleading to portray fair access work in contemporary Scotland as limited to 
the narrow conception of the CoWA target populations, it is inevitable that these shape practice 
and dominate discussion and debate. I would argue that this approach has served Scotland fairly 
well, as it has energised and incentivised recent work to promote fair access. However, there are 
limitations to conceiving of fair access in such limited terms, and as we approach 2030, it is timely 
to consider future directions, which I would suggest should be an expansive conception of fair 
access as a national mission. It is my intention to develop a vision of the future shape of fair access 
work in Scotland, which I will present in my next report. Progress is already being made on key 
aspects. This will comprise:  
 
• Entry, experience and exit. Consideration of what is required up to, and beyond, the point of 

entry to higher education. 
• Sharpening of target focus. Ensuring that fair access work is targeted effectively. 
• Ecosystem. An understanding of all the contributions to promoting fair access. 
• Parity of esteem. A focus on both higher and further education. 
• Totality of higher education (tertiary education). An extension of a fair access focus beyond 

Scottish-domiciled, full-time and first-degree students. 
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• Enriched analysis and use of data. More granularity in analysis, introducing longitudinal 
perspectives, and using data earlier to shape practice.  

• Evaluation. Strengthening the evidence base on what works, under what conditions. 
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7 - Conclusion: the immediate priorities for fair access in Scotland 
 
It is anticipated that fair access work in Scotland will sharpen its focus on the next Interim Target 
approaches. The last (2025-26) and next (2026-27) recruitment rounds to higher education will 
determine whether the next Interim Target is met, which will be reported in the RoWA published 
in 2028. However, it is important that a concerted effort to meet the target – although most 
welcome – should not be at the expense of the actions that will embolden and strengthen fair 
access in the longer-term. Indeed, if the more challenging and complex issues are not prioritised, 
then they are unlikely to be progressed. This is the thinking that has shaped my work, and it will 
continue to underpin my future work. As explained earlier in this report, my priority actions and 
recommendations are largely work-in-progress. While I intend to progress with them all, I identity 
three priority recommendations (7.2.1). 
 
I continue to be energised by the work and commitment of the wide range of stakeholders 
pursuing fair access in Scotland and continue to believe that fair access goals are worth pursuing 
and fair access targets can be met.  
 
7.1 - My priority actions130 
 

• Priority 1. To follow up on each of my recommendations and to report on progress in my 
next annual report. 

• Priority 2. To produce a third annual report, early in the Summer of 2026, soon after the 
publication of the next RoWA.  

• Priority 3. To produce briefings to report in a timely manner on specific developments in 
relation to my recommendations  

• Priority 4. To engage with school leaders and universities in Scotland to explore whether 
inefficiencies in SCQF Level 7 can be addressed through system change and/or institutional 
practice.   

• Priority 5. To engage with Universities Scotland and Colleges Scotland to better understand 
the prospects for increasing the proportion of HN students articulating with so-called 
‘Advanced Standing’ into SCQF Level 8 and 9.   

• Priority 6. To examine retention rates for SIMD20 entrants, focusing on why these have 
not improved substantially since the introduction of the CoWA agenda.  

• Priority 7. To appraise emergent evidence to better understand how students’ financial 
situation impacts on fair access.  

• Priority 8. To explore possibilities to enhance and promote regional intelligence, and to 
strengthen cross-institutional collaboration in regions to advance the fair access agenda. 

• Priority 9. To review the deployment of contextual admissions and Minimum Entry 
Requirements across Scottish HEIs to appraise whether the impact on fair access is 
optimal.  

• Priority 10. To engage with professional bodies, Programme leads, and Heads of 
Department (or equivalent) to promote shared responsibility for the fair access agenda in 
Scotland.  

 
 
130  Amendments to those specified in 2024 are identified with an asterisk. Additional actions are identified with a 

double asterisk. 
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• ** Priority 11. To explore the prospects for acting on the three supplementary data issues 
and three provision issues introduced in the Considerations for innovation and evidence 
section in this report.  

• ** Priority 12. To work with SFC to explore the prospects for acting on the ten 
recommendations outlined in the Considerations for innovation and evidence section in 
this report to strengthen the RoWA evidence base. 
 

 
7.2 - My recommendations131 
 
7.2.1 – Priority recommendations  
 

• Recommendation 7. The Scottish Government should take the necessary preparatory 
steps to embolden the fair access agenda beyond 2026 by transitioning toward individual-
level indicators of socio-economic disadvantage, and thereafter to challenge institutions to 
achieve fair access for prospective students who have experienced such disadvantage.  

• Recommendation 17. School leaders in Scotland, the SFC and its National Schools 
Programme, SCAPP and Universities Scotland should examine if, and if so what, steps 
should be taken to underpin the fair access agenda within the broad general education 
phase in Scottish education.  

• Recommendation 19. Stakeholders should explore the prospects for introducing a single 
student identifier to improve tracking and to facilitate more robust evaluation of the 
impact of fair access activity.  

 
7.2.2 - Secondary Priorities among recommendations 
 

• Recommendation 1. The primary focus for fair access should continue to be improving 
outcomes for those who experience or have experienced socio-economic disadvantage.  

• Recommendation 2. Retain SIMD as the central metric to indicate national progress in 
achieving fair access, until it is practicable to adopt an individual-level metric.  

• Recommendation 3. To strengthen the utility of SIMD to understand fair access, 
institutions are encouraged to report evidence in deciles up to SIMD40, in addition to 
quintiles.  

• Recommendation 4. Monitor the impact of the new institutional commitment, which will 
be introduced in 2026-27, and which challenges each HEI to improve upon, or at least 
match, the highest proportion and number of SIMD20 entrants that it achieved (outside 
the ‘pandemic years’) since 2013-14, and to make continuous annual improvements 
thereafter. Where it can be demonstrated that it is not possible for an institution to now 
match what they have previously been able to achieve, it is reasonable that an alternative 
benchmark is proposed. 

• Recommendation 5. For universities in Scotland to collectively specify a basket of 
indicators from which individual HEIs may draw to demonstrate their wider work in 
promoting fair access.  

• Recommendation 6. The Scottish Government should consider strengthening the remit of 
the Commissioner for Fair Access to assume responsibility for advising on fair access to the 
whole of tertiary education.  

 
 
131  Amendments to those specified in 2024 are identified with an asterisk. 
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• Recommendation 8. The fair access agenda should be recalibrated to give equal weight to 
entry, student experience, and outcomes.  

• Recommendation 9. The primary focus on fair access should remain on Scottish-domiciled, 
full-time, first-degree entrants. However, for a rounded perspective on fair access to higher 
education, it is necessary to also focus on Graduate Apprenticeships, part-time 
undergraduate study, and postgraduate study.   

• Recommendation 10. Wherever practicable, data on fair access should be disaggregated to 
understand the relative contributions of different pathways (direct entry from school; 
articulation; and adult wider access).  

• Recommendation 11. SFC, in conjunction with participating universities, should ensure 
that disaggregated data are available for each of the disciplines that comprise the ‘high 
demand professions’ that are part of the AHDP programme (to enable the national impact 
of this work to be appraised) and the Transitions programme.  

• Recommendation 12. SFC should act on the advice of the previous Commissioner for Fair 
Access, contained within previous Commissioner for Fair Access reports, to commit to 
more secure and longer-term funding for SCAPP.  

• Recommendation 13. The work of SCAPP should be monitored to ensure that it remains a 
vehicle to support the development and professionalisation of a widening access and 
participation practitioner community in Scotland.   

• Recommendation 14. The breadth of evaluation activity and the impact of evaluation 
activity research, which underpins the fair access agenda should be appraised. 

• Recommendation 15. For universities in Scotland to collectively agree what intelligence is 
in the national interest to promote fair access (as opposed to that which is commercially 
sensitive), and thereafter to ensure that this intelligence is made available to all relevant 
stakeholders in Scotland.  

• Recommendation 16. Should the decision be taken to withdraw funding for an 
intervention that had been integral to promoting fair access, or if an element of such work 
is to be radically altered, providers should undertake (and funders should encourage) an 
impact assessment to ascertain the impact on pupil cohorts who have previously benefited 
from this provision.  

• Recommendation 18. SFC, Universities Scotland and Skills Development Scotland should 
examine the prospects of introducing an easily accessible user-centred web-based 
resource that provides a single point of reference to inform prospective students and other 
stakeholders of the programmes and resources that are available to support access to 
higher education.   

• Recommendation 20. Stakeholders and leaders should reaffirm their commitment to 
promote fair access and commit to take those actions necessary to attain the next interim 
target for 2026. 
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Annex 1: Engagements since January 2024 
 
2025 

• December 19th - Scottish Funding Council. Meeting to discuss future of RoWA data. 
• December 11th - Minister for Higher Education & Further Education. Regular meeting. 
• December 10th - Abertay University. Meeting with Luke Millward. 
• December 10th - SFC Student Interests, Access and Quality. Regular meeting. 
• December 4th - College Development Network. Attendance at CDN Awards Night. 
• December 4th - Colleges Scotland. Meeting with CEO. 
• November 27th - SFC National Schools Programme. Regular meeting of Strategic Advisory 

Group. 
• November 25th - Service Children’s Progression Alliance. Delegate at launch of Impact 

Centre. 
• November 25th - Scottish Community of Access and Participation Practitioners (SCAPP). 

Meeting with officers to discuss APP Survey. 
• November 24th - Service Children’s Progression Alliance Impact Centre. Meeting with 

Director. 
• November 19th - Sutton Trust and Carnegie Corporation of New York. Delegate at Higher 

Education Summit. 
• November 18th - University of Edinburgh: School of Physics and Astronomy. Meeting with 

Royal Society Entrepreneur in Residence. 
• November 8th  -  Royal Conservatoire of Scotland: BA Arts with Community Degree. 

Participation in forest football fieldwork. 
• November 4th - SFC (Student Interests, Access and Quality) & Scottish Government 

(Student Equalities and Fair Access Team). Regular tripartite meeting. 
• November 4th - Scottish Government. National Mathematics Specialist Advisor. Meeting 

with Advisor. 
• October 28th - Faculty of Advocates. Meeting with Wellbeing and Inclusion Officer. 
• October 27th - Parent Power. Meeting of Brilliant Club Steering group. 
• October 21st - Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF). Recognition of Prior 

Learning Working Group. Regular meeting. 
• October 16th - One Parent Families Scotland. Meeting to discuss single parents acess to 

further and higher education. 
• October 14th - University of Lancaster. Meeting with widening access staff to discuss 

principles for evaluation of fair access work. 
• October 13th - Scottish Community of Access and Participation Practitioners (SCAPP). 

Meeting with officers to discuss APP Survey. 
• October 7th - Scottish Government. Student Equalities and Fair Access Team. Regular 

meeting. 
• October 7th - Scottish Community of Access and Participation Practitioners (SCAPP). 

Meeting with Officers to discuss forthcoming events. 
• September 16th - Education and Skills Reform Ministerial Group. Regular meeting. 
• September 10th - SCAPP. Members webinar to discuss introduction of SCAPP Survey. 
• August 27th - Access Delivery Group. Regular meeting. 
• August 26th - SFC Student Interests, Access and Quality. Regular meeting. 
• August 25th - BBC. Meeting with Education Correspondent. 
• August 20th - Scottish Government. Student Equalities and Fair Access Team. Regular 

meeting. 
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• August 19th - The Robertson Trust. Delegate at Education Pathways event. 
• August 18th - SCAPP. Meeting with SCAPP Survey Development team. 
• August 13th - University of St Andrews. Meeting with Laurence Lasselle. 
• August 11th - SCQF. Meeting to discuss Review of Prior Learning work. 
• August 6th - Scottish Government. Student Equalities and Fair Access Team. Regular 

meeting. 
• August 5th - SFC (Student Interests, Access and Quality) & Scottish Government 

(Equalities and Fair Access Team). Regular tripartite meeting. 
• July 10th - Scottish Government. Equalities and Fair Access Team. Regular meeting. 
• June 30th - The Brilliant Club. Meeting with Director of Communities. 
• June 17th - Scottish Graduate School of Social Sciences. Meeting with Directors. 
• June 16th - Glasgow Kelvin College. Campus visit. 
• June 11th - SFC (Student Interests, Access and Quality) & Scottish Government (Equalities 

and Fair Access Team). Regular tripartite meeting. 
• May 12th - SFC National Schools Programme. Regular meeting of Strategic Advisory Group. 
• May 7th - Poverty and Inequality Commission. Meeting with Chair to discuss Special 

Support Loan. 
• May 6th - SFC (Student Interests, Access and Quality) & Scottish Government (Equalities 

and Fair Access Team). Regular tripartite meeting. 
• May 2nd - SFC. Student Interests, Access and Quality. Regular meeting. 
• April 29th - Colleges Scotland Parliamentary Reception. Delegate at event. 
• April 25th - Midlothian Council. Meeting with Quality Improvement Manager, Educational 

Transformation. 
• April 23rd - Fife Council (Head of Education) and Glenwood High School (Head Teacher). 

Meeting to discuss fair access in Fife. 
• April 22nd - New College Lanarkshire. Campus visit. 
• April 17th - University of Stirling. Meeting with Associate Dean (Internationalisation), 

Faculty of Arts and Humanities to discuss fair access and languages. 
• April 16th - The Robertson Trust. Meeting with Project Development Manager 

(Scholarship). 
• April 14th - University of Strathclyde. Meeting with Head of Access, Equality and Inclusion. 
• April 3rd - Education and Skills Reform Ministerial Group. Regular meeting. 
• March 28th - New College Lanarkshire: Stakeholder meeting to discuss 2030 proposals. 
• March 19th - SFC (Student Interests, Access and Quality) & Scottish Government 

(Equalities and Fair Access Team). Regular tripartite meeting. 
• March 11th - The Robertson Trust. Participation in Fair Access Grant Applications review 

meeting. 
• February 20th - Schools for Higher Education Programme (SHEP) Managers Group. Invited 

to attend meeting for Q&A. 
• February 19th - Scottish Government. Student Equalities and Fair Access Team. Regular 

meeting. 
• February 17th - Scottish Labour. Meeting with Leader and Shadow Cabinet Secretary for 

Education. 
• February 12th - Scottish Community of Access and Participation Practitioners (SCAPP). 

Meeting with officers. 
• February 4th - Universities Scotland. Meeting with Officers. 
• January 21st - Ministerial Roundtable on Widening Access. Participation in event. 
• January 20th - The Robertson Trust. Meeting to discuss Fair Access Grant Award. 
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• January 20th - SFC. Student Interests, Access and Quality. Regular meeting. 
• January 14th - Scottish Government. Student Equalities and Fair Access team. Regular 

meeting. 
• January 13th - Sutton Trust. Meeting with CEO and Director of Research & Policy. 
• January 9th - TASO. Meeting with CEO. 

 
2024 

• December 18th - Department of Education, Northern Ireland. Meeting with Director of 
Tertiary Education. 

• December 11th – SFC. Student Interests, Access and Quality. Regular meeting. 
• December 11th - Minister for Higher Education, Further Education and Veterans. Regular 

meeting. 
• December 6th - Colleges Scotland. Meeting with officers to discuss the tertiary perspective 

on widening access. 
• December 3rd - Colleges Alliance. Delegate at Annual International Conference. 
• November 21st - BAE Systems. Campus visit. 
• November 13th - Scottish Community of Access and Participation Practitioners (SCAPP). 

Meeting with Officers. 
• November 12th - Scottish Government. Student Equalities and Fair Access Team. Regular 

meeting. 
• November 7th - Education and Skills Reform Ministerial Group. Regular meeting. 
• November 5th - Access Delivery Group. Regular meeting. 
• October 31st - SFC (Student Interests, Access and Quality) & Scottish Government 

(Student Equalities and Fair Access Team). Regular tripartite meeting. 
• October 31st - Scottish Community of Access and Participation Practitioners (SCAPP) 

Address meeting of Evaluation and Research Working Group. 
• October 30th - Scottish Labour. Meeting with Policy and Research Officer. 
• October 30th - Scottish Funding Council (SFC). Student Interests, Access and Quality team. 

Regular meeting. 
• October 25th - Open University in Scotland. Guest at graduation. 
• October 24th - Ayrshire College. Campus visit. 
• October 23rd - The Robertson Trust. Meeting to discuss scholarship development. 
• October 14th - 93% Club Edinburgh. Meeting with President and officers. 
• October 14th - Colleges Scotland. Meeting with Policy team to discuss roundtables. 
• October 10th - University of Strathclyde. Meeting with Head of Access, Equality and 

Inclusion. 
• October 10th - Scottish Government. Student Equalities and Fair Access team. Regular 

meeting. 
• October 10th - Universities Scotland. Working Group on Admissions. Address meeting 
• October 9th - Education Scotland. Meeting with Executives and senior staff. 
• October 9th - University of Glasgow/University of Strathclyde. Meeting to discuss issues 

related to working class boys outcomes in west Scotland. 
• October 4th - Royal College of Midwives. Meeting with Director. 
• October 3rd - New College Lanarkshire. Attend launch of Foundation. 
• October 3rd - Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF). Meeting with CEO and 

Senior Staff. 
• September 26th - SFC. National Schools Programme. Attend Steering Committee meeting.   
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• September 24th - University of the West of Scotland. Campus visit. 
• September 20th - Jet Education Services (South Africa). Meeting to discuss fair access.  
• September 16th - Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland. Meeting with CEO. 
• September 16th - Colleges Alliance. Meeting with David Cragg (virtual meeting). 
• August 30th - Pathways in Place. Meeting with Academic Director. 
• August 29th - Scottish Community of Access and Participation Practitioners (SCAPP). 

Meeting with officers.  
• August 29th - SFC. Assistant Director Evaluation. Meeting to discuss evaluation and fair 

access. 
• August 27th - Dumfries and Galloway College. Campus Visit. Meeting with Executive Team. 
• August 26th - Scottish Government. Student Equalities and Fair Access Team. Regular 

meeting. 
• August 20th - Country Universities Centre (Australia). Campus visit. 
• August 19th - University of Canberra/Australian National University. Meeting to discuss 

fair access. 
• August 19th - Department of Education, Australia. Meeting to discuss Universities Accord. 
• August 16th - Department of Education, Australia. Meeting to discuss fair access. 
• August 16th - University of New South Wales. Meeting to discuss Universities Accord. 
• August 5th - SWAPWest. Meeting with Director. 
• August 5th - Scottish Funding Council (SFC). Student Interests, Access and Quality team. 

Regular meeting. 
• August 5th - UCAS. Meeting with Director of Strategy and Senior Public Affairs Advisor. 
• July 23rd - University of the West of Scotland. Meeting with Executive to discuss UWS 2030 

Strategy. 
• July 17th - CLD Standards Council. Meeting with Director and Chair. 
• July 12th - Abertay University. Invited guest at Graduation. 
• June 19th - Ministerial Roundtable on Widening Access. Invited to meeting. 
• June 18th - Universities Scotland. Meeting with Learning and Teaching and Widening 

Access team. 
• June 17th - SCAPP. National Widening Managers Group. Meeting to discuss fair access.  
• June 10th - New College Lanarkshire/University of the West of Scotland. Launch of 

Undergraduate School. 
• June 5th - Realising Opportunities Programme. Meeting with Chair. 
• June 4th - SFC. Student Interests, Access and Quality Team. Regular tripartite meeting. 
• May 30th - Scottish Government. Student Equalities and Fair Access Team. Regular 

meeting. 
• May 28th - Education Scotland. Meeting with CEO.  
• May 22nd - SCAPP. National Widening Managers Group. Meeting to discuss fair access.  
• May 21st - Scottish Qualifications Agency. Meeting with CEO. 
• May 15th - Open University in Scotland. Meeting with Scotland Directorate.  
• May 15th - Scottish Government. Director for Lifelong Learning. Introductory meeting. 
• May 14th - The Robertson Trust. Meeting with Education Pathways team. 
• May 10th - SCAPP. Meeting with Officers to discuss with fair access. 
• May 10th - Royal Conservatoire of Scotland. Meeting with Head of Fair Access. 
• May 2nd - Education and Skills Reform Ministerial Group. Regular meeting. 
• April 25th - Glasgow Caledonian University. Meeting with Pro Vice-Chancellor Education to 

discuss fair access.  
• April 23rd - SCAPP New Practitioners Network. Meeting with Q&A. 
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• April 17th - The Robertson Trust. Meeting to discuss Education Pathways and fair access. 
• April 16th - Universities Scotland. Meeting to discuss 2024 Report. 
• March 26th - Michael Marra MSP. Meeting to discuss fair access. 
• March 25th - Scottish Daily Mail. Meeting with Journalist 
• March 21st - Minister for Higher Education, Further Education and Veterans. Regular 

meeting. 
• March 14th - UCAS. Meeting with Fair Access Programme Lead. 
• March 14th - INTO Maryhill. Visit to centre. 
• March 14th - BBC Scotland. Further meeting with Senior Producer to discuss links between 

education and poverty. 
• March 11th - Australian Journal of Rural Education. Interview with Commissioner for Rural 

education (Australia) 
• March 6th - Scottish Government. Student Equalities and Fair Access Team. Regular 

meeting. 
• February 28th - Brunel University. Meeting with University Executive to discuss widening 

access. 
• February 27th - BBC Scotland. Meeting with Senior Producer to discuss links between 

education and poverty (in relation to colleges). 
• February 27th - University of St Andrews. Meeting with Laurence Lasselle. 
• February 22nd - SCAPP. National Widening Access and Participation Management Group. 

Meeting to discuss 2024 Report.  
• February 22nd - Scottish Labour. Shadow Cabinet Secretary for Education. Meeting to 

discuss 2024 Report.  
• February 20th - Colleges Scotland. Meeting to discuss 2024 Report. 
• February 20th - Glasgow Caledonian University. Meeting with Executive Group to discuss 

2024 Report. 
• February 20th - Access Delivery Group. Regular meeting. 
• February 15th - University of Glasgow. Meeting with Widening Participation and Lifelong 

Learning staff. 
• February 14th - MCR Pathways. Meeting with Founder. 
• February 6th - Scottish Funding Council (SFC). Meeting to discuss National Schools 

Programme. 
• January 29th - Times Education Supplement. Interview with journalist. 
• January 9th - Curtin University (Australia): National Centre for Student Equity in Higher 

Education. Meeting with Executive Director, Research Program Director, and Data Director. 
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Annex 2: Keynotes, panels and presentations since January 2024 
 
2025 

• December 3rd - Scottish Community of Access and Participation Practitioners (SCAPP). 
Invitation to an In-Conversation ‘Meet the Commissioner’ event. 

• December 3rd - Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF). Recognition of Prior 
Learning Working Group. Invited to present to Working Group on fair access priorities. 

• December 3rd - University of the West of Scotland. Panellist. Supporting our learners: 
collaborating for success in tertiary transitions across Scotland. 

• November 28th - Boys Impact Hub, Scottish branch. Invited presentation to Hub meeting. 
Boys, attainment and access to higher education in Scotland. 

• November 26th - Service Children’s Progression Alliance (SCiP). Panellist. Annual 
Conference - Whole person, whole journey. 

• November 13th - Royal Society of Edinburgh (RSE) and the Crichton Foundation. Panellist 
for session on ‘Achieving parity of esteem, elevating rural careers’. Delivering Scotland’s 
future skills: innovation and opportunity. 

• November 10th - Colleges Scotland / Universities Scotland Joint Articulation Group. 
Invited presentation to JAG meeting. Articulation: definitions and priority actions. 

• November 1st - Carnegie Trust for the Universities of Scotland: Citizens Jury on Higher 
Education Funding. Invited presentation to People’s Panel. Perspectives of the 
Commissioner for Fair Access. 

• September 25th - Disabling Barriers Scotland. Invited presentation to Scotland seminar at 
the Faculty of Advocates. Reflections on equality, law and social justice. 

• October 7th - Scottish Community of Access and Participation Practitioners (SCAPP). 
Invited presentation to the Insight Webinar on Maths Matters: Perceptions, Barriers and 
Bridges to HE webinar. The relationship between poverty and attainment/maths 
attainment. 

• September 1st - Education Scotland. Invited presentation to Scottish Attainment Challenge 
Ten Year Anniversary Event. Ten years on: so what and what next. 

• August 13th - Larkhall Academy. Invited presentation to In-service day. Chewing the fat 
with kindred spirits. 

• July 5th - National Medical Schools Widening Participation Forum. Keynote presentation 
to the Annual Conference – Breaking barriers and building bridges. What the doctor 
ordered? Widening participation in HE: past, present and future. 

• June 27th - Forum for Access and Continuing Education (FACE). Panellist for session on 
‘Social mobility across the UK nations’ at the Annual Conference on Social Mobility. 

• May 27th - SCAPP. Keynote presentation to the Annual Conference. Access and 
participation to higher education in Scotland: 2025 and beyond. 

• May 21st - Education Scotland. Keynote presentation to Scottish Attainment Challenge 
Network Meeting with Local Authority Leads. The time is right for a ‘back to basics’ 
approach to education. 

• April 30th - Russell Group Student Success Network. Panellist for session on Evaluating 
perspectives for student success at the Network event. 

• April 15th - Abertay University. Invited presentation to the seminar series on teaching and 
learning. Fair access and Abertay University: today and tomorrow. 
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• March 14th - Association of Directors of Education (ADES) Curriculum and Qualifications 
Network & Performance and Improvement Network. Invited presentation to the joint 
meeting. Fair access to tertiary education: what works for schools in Scotland? 

• February 26th - Education, Children and Young People Committee, Scottish Parliament. 
Invitation to provide evidence to the Committee. Enquiry into Widening Access. 

• February 17th - Education Scotland. Invited presentation at Share, Learn, Inspire – Annual 
Conference for Attainment Advisors. This morning Matthew, I’m going to be Donald 
Trump. 

 
2024 
 

• December 12th - Borders College. Invited presentation to the Board. Fair access and the 
inclusive college in Scotland: what relevance to the Borders? 

• December 12th - World Access to HE Network. Panellist for session on Equitable Access and 
Success in Higher Education across the UK at the Launch Conference of the Network. 

• December 4th - Scottish Community of Access and Participation Practitioners (SCAPP). 
Invitation to an In-Conversation ‘Meet the Commissioner’ event. 

• November 26th - Scottish Government. Invited presentation to the Policy in Action Webinar 
Series. Fair access to higher education in Scotland: the road travelled, the road ahead, and 
lessons to learn. 

• November 18th - Advance HE. Invitation to an In-Conversation ‘Meet the Commissioner’ 
event focused on Establishing the conditions for student success. 

• November 7th - Universities UK. Panellist for session on Widening participation, what next? 
session at the Access, Participation and Student Success Conference 2024. 

• November 4th - Universities Scotland/Colleges Scotland – Joint Articulation Group. Invited 
presentation to JAG meeting. Articulation: current and emerging issues. 

• October 17th - Grand Valley State University. Participation and presentation in Landscapes 
of Student Debt Symposium. Student debt for the common good? Paradoxes of 
‘progressive’ student-funding policies in Scotland (UK). 

• October 8th - SFC Pathfinder Developing Demand-led, Sustainable Pathways Project. 
Invited presentation to the Promoting Positive Pathways Conference. Fair access to higher 
education in Scotland: Reflections for city and shire schools in north east Scotland. 

• October 1st - Scottish Funding Council. Invited presentation session on ‘Deep dive on fair 
access’ to the SEAL Committee. Reflections on fair access. 

• September 24th - Universities Scotland. Invited presentation at the Launch of 40 Faces. 
Reflections on fair access. 

• September 16th - Colleges Scotland. Invited presentation to the third roundtable on the 
College sector's role in widening access. Towards a tertiary perspective for fair access. 

• September 12th - Quality Assurance Agency Scotland and College Development Network. 
Invited keynote to the Annual Conference on Our Tertiary Futures. Parity of pathways … 
out of step? 

• September 9th - Colleges Scotland. Invited presentation to the second roundtable on the 
College sector's role in widening access. Towards a tertiary perspective for fair access. 

• September 2nd - Colleges Scotland. Invited presentation to the opening roundtable on the 
College sector's role in widening access. Towards a tertiary perspective for fair access. 
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• August 19th - Equity Practitioners in Higher Education Australasia. Invited webinar 
presentation. Fair access to higher education in Scotland: lessons to learn, lessons to share. 

• August 13th - National Conference for Rural, Regional and Remote Education. Invited 
keynote to the Annual Conference on Growth Through Equity. Fair access to higher 
education in Scotland: lessons to learn, lessons to share. 

• June 14th - Scotland Student Sport. Invited keynote to the Annual Conference. Fair access 
and student sport in Scotland. 

• June 12th - Education, Children and Young People Committee, Scottish Parliament. 
Invitation to provide evidence to the Committee’s Pre-budget Scrutiny 2025-26. 

• June 11th - European Access Network Conference. Invited to deliver the Maggie Woodrow 
Memorial Lecture. Bums on seats and beyond: the critical role of the first year in widening 
access to higher education. 

• June 5th - Focus West. Invited keynote to the Annual Conference. All in it together: working 
toward fair access. 

• June 5th - Evaluation Collective. Invited presentation to the webinar on ‘How to talk to 
senior leaders about evaluation’. Working with the converted: promoting fair access in 
Scotland. 

• April 24th - Colleges Scotland. Panellist for the session on ‘Education, Equality and the 
Economy – Where do we now Go’ at the Annual Conference on ‘When Colleges Thrive, 
Scotland Thrive’. 

• March 28th - National Union of Students Scotland.  Invited presentation at the Annual 
Conference. Fair access for/with/against students in Scotland. 

• January 23rd - City of Glasgow College. Invited keynote at ‘The inclusive College: Learning 
and Teaching Conference’. Fair access and the inclusive college in Scotland. 

• January 15th - Universities Scotland/Colleges Scotland – Joint Articulation Group. Invited 
presentation to JAG meeting. Articulation: current and emerging issues. 

• January 9th - Education Scotland. Invited presentation to the Scottish Attainment 
Challenge National Day. Social research and ‘widening participation work’ in schools and 
their relevance to attainment. 
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