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Introduction

The growth in higher education (HE) participation is a world-wide phenomenon. Scotland
(and more widely the UK) is among the countries which have witnessed a large HE
expansion. This expansion has been supported by governments both as a means for
fostering social mobility and for achieving economic competitiveness and growth. In my
presentation, | will focus on the first aspect by examining social inequalities in HE access in
Scotland and presenting data on patterns of HE expansion across different HE institutions. |
will discuss whether the expansion brought more social inclusion and equality and the
challenges to achieving a more inclusive system while maintaining academic excellence in
the face of growing financial constraints in the HE sector.

General patterns of HE expansion in Scotland

The data in the graph below show the expansion of school-leaver participation in higher
education in the second half of the twentieth century. The first growth up to the mid-1980s
saw the percentage of school leavers entering HE doubling from 12% in 1952 to 23% in
1986. After this period, the growth accelerated and the percentage of school leavers
entering HE reached 39% in 1998.
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Graph derived using data from Table 7.1 in Paterson L. (2023) Scottish Education and Society since 1945,
Data source: Scottish School Leavers Surveys.

Expansion — Inclusion or diversion?

Quantitative growth in enrolment has often been accompanied by institutional
differentiation, with new opportunities to enter HE for groups who were previously
excluded mostly occurring in new institutions or colleges. In sociological research this has
been labelled as a form of expansion through diversion. In Scotland (and in the UK more



generally) a move from a binary HE system (where the main distinction was between
universities and polytechnics) to a diversified HE system occurred when polytechnics
(Central Institutions in Scotland) were upgraded to university status in 1992. From the end
of the 1980s to the beginning of the 2000s, HE expansion in Scotland has been uneven: even
though the growth occurred in all sectors, old universities and FE colleges witnessed the
largest increase in student participation (lannelli, Gamoran and Paterson, 2011).
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Expansion brought new enrollment opportunities to young people from working class
backgrounds and these new opportunities emerged primarily in the new universities
(former polytechnics) and FE sectors while the expansion for more advantaged social groups
took place primarily in ancient and old universities (lannelli, Gamoran and Paterson, 2011).
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The discontinuation of the Scottish Leavers Surveys has led to the loss of a reliable source of
information on social inequalities (by family of origin) in young people’s post-school
destinations, including progression to higher education studies. The administrative sources
available provide only a rough idea of where we are at in relation to these inequalities since
they report school-leavers’ destinations by SIMD quintiles (an area-based measure which is
an imprecise proxy for students’ socio-economic disadvantage).

According to the most recent data from the Scottish Government (2025), the percentage of
school leavers progressing to higher education has continued to grow, in particular for
students coming from the most disadvantaged areas.
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Source: Scottish Government (2025) Summary Statistics for Attainment and Initial Leaver
Destinations.

A glance at the percentages of HE entrants coming from SIMD20 by institution type confirms
that FE colleges and post-92 universities continue to play an important role in providing
opportunities to students from socially disadvantaged areas of the country. In 2022-23 23%
of school leavers from SIMD20 entered HE in FE colleges and 18% of them entered HE in the
new universities. However, the other HE institutions have also increased the proportion of
students from SIMD20. Thus, from 2013-14 to 2022-23, the percentges of SIMD20 students
who entered ancient universities consistently grew from 9% to 13% and in the old
universities they grew from 12% to 17% in 2020-21 before going down to 15% in 2022-23.



HE entrants from the most deprived areas (SIMD 0-
20%) by institution type
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ROWA 2022-23 background tables).

It is important to remember here that universities and colleges are operating under
enormous financial pressure. Figures about real terms losses in funding are provided by the
Institute for Fiscal Studies for the university sector and Audit Scotland for the college sector
(see below). They show a continuing decline in resources. Efforts and initiatives to widen
access to disadvantaged students are likely to be impacted by the current financial situation.

Figure 5.1. Up-front per-student resources for teaching per year
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Exhibit 2.

Cash and real-terms resource funding for the college sector 2021/22
to 2024/25
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The slow progress that some universities, in particular ancient and old universities, have
made in widening access are linked to the restrictions in the number of places they can offer
to Scottish-domiciled students (due to the tuition-fee cap) and the persistent large



differences in school attainment and number and types of subjects studied at school among
students from different social backgrounds (lannelli, Smyth and Klein, 2016). These factors
continue to dampen the chances of students from disadvantaged backgrounds of gaining
access to university, despite existing contextual admission policies.

Some figures about the extent of the attainment gap among Scottish students are provided
by Audit Scotland (2021).

Exhibit C
Attainment gap between the least deprived and most deprived quintiles across a range of indicators
in the latest year — senior phase
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Articulation and life-long learning

In the Scottish HE system, students who complete a Higher National (HN) qualification at
college can gain entry into the second year (for HNC qualified) or third year (for HND
qualified) of a degree programme (called articulating students). Since many of the HNC/HND
students are from more disadvantaged backgrounds and often had not achieved the
minimum requirements to directly enter university from school, the articulation route can
be considered a means for widening access to degree-level studies.

The Scottish Funding Council (2024) reports that 22.4% of all Scottish-domiciled first-degree
entrants have an HNC/HND qualification. However, this percentage has been falling over the
last few years which also suggests further challenges in continuing expanding the pool of
students from disadvantaged backgrounds entering universities.



Research has also found that pathways to HE for young people from disadvantaged families
are complex, often leading to them entering HE at a later stage in life, after periods of
employment, unemployment and inactivity (Duta, Wielgoszewska and lannelli 2021). The
declining participation of mature students and part-time students in Scottish HEIs in recent
years is another source of concern since this means that some routes to HE are closing down
and in the near future, we may witness a reversal of the progress made until now.
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