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Overview 
Colleges Scotland is the membership organisation for all 24 colleges in Scotland. Colleges educate 
and train around 218,000 students each year in a very wide range of subjects, qualifications and 
skills, powering economic growth, sustaining communities, and alleviating poverty for individuals 
and families. Colleges receive most of their income from the Scottish Funding Council, with some 
colleges generating commercial income and accessing other funding streams, such as through 
working with employers, or educating international students. College student satisfaction is 
incredibly high. However, the number of students able to access a place at college has dropped by 
10% in the most recently available figures. Also evident in the most recent figures is the close 
feeder relationship between colleges and universities, with 4,320 college students who gained an 
HND or HNC progressed to university from college. Colleges deliver 20% of all higher education in 
Scotland. 

There has been significant disinvestment in the college sector over several years. Since 2021/22 
colleges funding in real terms has declined by 17%. Colleges leaders are in a cycle of adaptation 
and mitigation which is not sustainable. Many college buildings are in a poor state of repair 
because of a lack of capital investment. Creative thinking and agility are often relied upon to keep 
colleges – which are public bodies – viable and operating. 

Vision  
The overarching future for the college sector must include more investment flowing to colleges on 
a multi-year, sustainable basis so that colleges are stable and able to operate successfully. This 
should include support for colleges to educate and train students in the skills and knowledge base 
needed for the economy and individual’s personal growth, and recognition through funding of the 
role colleges play in alleviating poverty. Colleges, agencies, qualifications bodies and funders need 
to be adapting to industry demands on skills and qualifications and adapting to changing demands 
from students including digital provision, different modes of learning, and access to high quality 
support for students with additional needs. The college sector also needs higher quality data to 
fully capitalise on opportunity and the changing world around us. And clarity and leadership from 
decision makers is essential.  

Other Propositions on what Scotland needs from its Tertiary Education 
Sector  
There is reform taking place with legislation which will change the landscape. Part of that change 
will be on apprenticeship delivery and the role of private training providers and industry investment 
in training.  

 
Questions for the Future  
There are some brave discussions coming in the future which colleges will be part of:  

• Duplication – James Withers’ Independent Review of the Skills Delivery Landscape 
recommends ‘that the Scottish Government sets out clearly the remits and expectations of its 
national agencies operating in the post-school landscape thus removing ambiguity and limiting 
opportunities for duplication or divergent narratives’. Colleges would support a meaningful 
discussion on where there is duplication in the system and to have that discussion from the 
perspective of learners. 



• Overall quantum of funding available – Colleges Scotland believes the disinvestment in 
colleges by 17% in real terms since 2021/22 has created unacceptable financial risks for some 
colleges. There should be real awareness amongst Governments, officials, agencies and the 
public about the impact of falling investment on Scotland’s ability to service growing demand 
for skills and workers. Within the funding provided to the Education and Skills portfolio and 
thereafter to the Scottish Funding Council there is a perennial question around fairness of 
funding to different institutions and agencies. 

• Colleges in the landscape of tertiary education – Scotland has 24 colleges and 19 universities 
for a population of 5.6million people. The model by which colleges are funded has not brought 
financial sustainability for the sector, even after the regionalisation process, and our 
colleagues in some universities are also in financial distress. If every institution is to survive for 
the short-medium-long term there should be realistic understanding of what funding is required 
to achieve that, and colleges should have a clear pathway to sustainability over the coming 
decade and on into the future. 

• Opportunity – Scotland is in a critical year in 2025 for grasping economic opportunities and 
investment coming from infrastructure investment in critical areas including energy and the 
energy supply chain, construction, and infrastructure, much of which will help to bring energy 
security for the UK and tackle climate change. Colleges must be in a positive position to 
support employers and industry to successfully bring about these must-deliver projects.  
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