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Changes to Scottish Funding Council College Performance 
Indicators 

Introduction 

1. This document seeks views on our plans for changes to our College Performance 
Indicator publication. 

2. We welcome comments from our stakeholders and anyone with an interest in the issues 
raised in this document. Our consultation period will run from 21 June to 19 July 2024. 

3. Alongside the recommendations on the statistical calculation, several recommendations 
are made on changes to the contextual approach to presenting the information on 
college success. 

Recommendation 

4. The following table summarises our proposed changes to the publication: 

Area Recommendation/Proposed changes 

A. Early 
withdrawals 
calculation 

1) We propose that students who withdraw from their course enrolment 
‘early’ are excluded from the calculation of the success PI, with the 
definition of ‘early’ withdrawal matching the thresholds used for SFC 
college funding. 

2) We propose that no change is made to the definition of transfer 
between courses within a year, except for the exclusion of students who 
withdrew from the first course within the same definition of an ‘early 
withdrawal’. 

B. Withdrawals 
reasons 
reporting 

1) We propose that contextualised statistics on early withdrawals be 
incorporated into the publication of the College PI, to ensure there is 
appropriate consideration of this separate measure of the outcomes for 
students. 

2) Additionally, we propose to publish statistics regarding the reasons 
students gave (for both early-withdrawal and non-completion).  
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Area Recommendation/Proposed changes 

C. Contextual 
information 

1) We propose that additional contextual information is presented 
alongside the indicator to help stakeholders understand the information 
presented and the nature of complex outcomes. 

College Performance Indicators 

5. We produce statistics covering further education (FE) and higher education (HE) in 
Scotland to support our work with colleges and universities to measure and improve 
performance across the sector.  

6. Our College Performance Indicators (CPIs) publication seeks to inform stakeholders 
about the performance of the sector, concerns the performance of institutions, not 
individuals, and helps colleges benchmark their performance against other colleges in 
Scotland.  

7. The SFC’s CPIs provide an annual analysis of enrolled student outcomes, with data 
available by age, sex, subject, full-time/part-time, and key groups. The current outcome 
measures are: 

• Completed Successful. 
• Partial Success. 
• Withdrawal.  

8. SFC also collects information from colleges on early withdrawals and further 
withdrawals for the purposes of funding. Early withdrawal has historically been defined 
as a student departing from a course before the funding qualifying date of the course 
has elapsed. This dovetails with further withdrawal, which indicates that the student 
attended past that funding qualifying date cut-off but withdrew from their studies 
before the course ended. 

The drivers for change 

9. Early withdrawals are not funded. The factors influencing student and institutional 
decisions, as well as the impact of early versus further withdrawals, therefore differ. 
While both are important metrics to monitor, we believe it is appropriate to separate 
consideration of early withdrawals from further withdrawals. 

10. During an inquiry into College Regionalisation in 2022, Education, Children and Young 
People Committee members noted that just under a third of students were failing to 
complete their courses. The Committee also heard evidence regarding completion rates 
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that, amongst other scenarios, a student who enrols and attends for one learning 
episode during the year would be recorded by SFC as a withdrawal, and that there is 
difficulty in benchmarking college performance indicators against the other UK nations. 

11. In 2023, the Committees’ College Regionalisation report, noted that colleges need to 
better understand why students are withdrawing (noting that lack of clarity on if a 
withdrawal is due to employment, a more suitable course, or the inability to cope with 
coursework). 

Current Withdrawal Data Publication 

12. Early withdrawals have historically been defined for funding purposes as a student 
departing from a course before the funding qualifying date of the course has elapsed. 
From the 2023-24 academic year onwards, the funding threshold for study on full-time 
courses over 20 weeks long has changed to 5 weeks and 1 day after the course start 
date, aligning more closely with definitions for university study. For all other courses, the 
qualifying funding date will be the day on which 25% of the total calendar days between 
the course start and end days have passed. Non-completion is defined as withdrawals 
occurring after this time. 

13. It is important to collect and report data on early withdrawals as students who withdraw 
early still represent a financial and time investment for both the individual and the 
college, particularly during the stages of recruitment and preparation for the course. 

14. To date the SFC has published a single (overall) withdrawal percentage, as a possible 
outcome alongside completed successful, and partial success as noted in paragraph 19. 

15. University data submitted in the annual HESA student return excludes students who 
withdrew within two weeks of starting without completing. The statistics published for 
universities thereby exclude students who withdrew from study early as a withdrawal. 

16. The statistics published for college study in England, Wales and Northern Ireland include 
separate consideration of early and further withdrawal. 

17. Furthermore, due to various cohort and structural differences, the current CPIs 
published by SFC are not directly comparable to the rest of the UK: 

• Education, Children and Young People Committee members have previously 
cited the 89% completion figure in England, which is based on the March 2020 
Adult (19+) FE and Skills and Participation and Achievements.  

• This differs first, in that this is not a completion figure, it is a measure of 
achievement, demonstrating: “the number of achieved learning aims as a 
percentage of the total number of learning aims in the cohort that ended.” 
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Second, it is not comparable to SFC data, which includes data from those under 
18 and upwards. 

• Northern Ireland data published by the Department for the Economy on FE 
activity, records a retention rate, achievement rate and a success rate, but 
importantly only presents analysis for final year enrolments whereas the SFC 
CPIs report on all years of enrolments. 

18. For further information on metrics across the rest of the UK please see Appendix B. 

Early withdrawals calculation 

19. Having reviewed the CPI data and comparative measures, SFC is proposing to amend the 
published withdrawal figure to exclude early withdrawals.  

20. This will bring us into line with FE data publications from the rest of the UK, which will 
enable a greater degree of comparability, and acknowledge the difference between the 
nature of early and further withdrawals. 

21. Modelling has indicated that this definition change would result in an improvement in 
the CPI success rate of around four percentage points for the sector overall, though the 
magnitude of improvement varies by institution. No colleges will see worse results. 

22. Taking the examples raised in evidence sessions held by the Committee, the impact of 
our recommendation would be that:  

• a student who enrols and attends for one learning episode in the year would 
not feature in the CPIs but would be noted within the early withdrawals data.  

• A student who is enrolled on a programme but then gains employment and 
withdraws past the early withdrawal deadline would still be reported as a 
withdrawal. This is in line with how similar withdrawals would be treated in 
university performance indicators and the college success metrics in other UK 
nations. 

• a student who transfers to an apprenticeship programme (delivered by the 
same college) would still be reported as a withdrawal unless they transferred 
before the early withdrawal deadline. However, it should be noted that if the 
student then successfully completed their apprenticeship programme, their 
second enrolment would be treated as a successful outcome in the measures. 

23. Minimising early withdrawals, while representing a different challenge for colleges, is 
also important for ensuring successful outcomes for students. As previously mentioned, 
students who withdraw early still represent a financial and time investment for both the 
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individual and the college. While we propose that early withdrawal be removed from the 
definition of the CPI, we intend that the data on early withdrawal be published alongside 
the CPI as a separate metric on student success. 

24. Early withdrawals will be disaggregated and reported with trend data in a similar 
manner to the success PI, though any future data published would not be directly 
comparable with that published in previous years due to the separation of early 
withdrawals from non-completions. 

25. Colleges also submit data on those who withdraw from the course to study in a Higher 
Education Institution (HEI), transfer to another course within the college, and those who 
are studying at another institution other than a HEI. 

26. Whilst these could be considered ‘successful’ individual outcomes in some cases, to 
incorporate these outcomes into the statistic would conflate completion and successful 
study of college courses with onward outcomes. Additionally, we note that these 
transfers between courses are currently excluded from the Department for Education’s 
Achievement Rate statistics1. 

27. We therefore do not propose to consider withdrawal to take up study or employment in 
the metric directly, however this is addressed in more detail in the following section. 

Withdrawals Reporting   

28. SFC has initiated the collection of information on students’ reasons for withdrawal from 
colleges. The first year of collection of the data in 2021-22 was during the Covid-19 
pandemic. 

29. This collection will allow stakeholders to better understand high-level reasons, at the 
point of departure, for student withdrawal, enabling colleges to observe trends and 
understand the reasons why students do not remain at college, so that the college can 
identify appropriate actions to reduce future withdrawals where appropriate. 

30. To help stakeholders understand the information presented and the nature of complex 
outcomes, such as the incomparability across the UK nations, information from the 
withdrawal reasons will be published alongside the CPI.  

 
1 https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/further-education-and-
skills 

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/further-education-and-skills
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/further-education-and-skills
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Annex A – Current statistical publications 

College performance indicators (college sector only) 

Overview 

The purpose of this publication is to provide stakeholders with baseline statistics and 
indicators describing the performance of the college sector, and to help colleges benchmark 
their activities against other similar colleges thereby supporting a wider quality 
improvement agenda. The statistics and indicators cover areas such as student activity, 
student retention and achievement, staff qualifications, student satisfaction and outcomes 
of HMIE (now Education Scotland) inspection and are reported at sector and individual 
college level. 

The college performance indicator publication can be viewed at:  
https://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications/college-performance-indicators-2022-23/  

Usage 

Reliable website data is not available because of the impact of the rules governing use of 
‘cookies’ on websites. 

Related information 

There is some overlap with other publications and products, such as the Scottish 
Participation in Further and Higher Education report2. All of the material provided is also 
made available to colleges and Education Scotland through a spreadsheet-based Course PI 
tool that allows key users to analyse and manipulate the data in a way that suits their own 
requirements. 

Commentary 

The detail of this report is primarily used by expert stakeholders, who have alternative ways 
of accessing the same information. However, it is very important that key data, particularly 
at sector level, is made available to other stakeholders. It is also worth noting that a by-

 
2 
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/statistics/PublishedStatistics/PublishedStatisticsParticipation0607_10
11.aspx  

https://www.sfc.ac.uk/publications/college-performance-indicators-2022-23/
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/statistics/PublishedStatistics/PublishedStatisticsParticipation0607_1011.aspx
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/statistics/PublishedStatistics/PublishedStatisticsParticipation0607_1011.aspx
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product of the electronic submission process from colleges to the SFC of their student data, 
is that each college has its own performance indicators available to it immediately. 
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Appendix – Comparable UK Performance Indicators 

England 

Within the Department for Education’s publication on further education and skills, the 
national achievement rates tables report on: 

• Retention Rates 
• Pass Rates 
• Achievement Rates 

The published data can be found at: 

Explore our statistics and data – Explore education statistics – GOV.UK (explore-education-
statistics.service.gov.uk) 

More details on the definitions can be found at: 

Further education and skills statistics: methodology, Methodology – Explore education 
statistics – GOV.UK (explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk) 

Northern Ireland 

As part of the Department for the Economy’s publication on Further education college 
statistics, Section 4.3 on performance outlines measures on: 

• Retention Rates. 
• Achievement Rates. 
• Success Rates. 

The published data, with further breakdowns on these measures provided in the 
accompanying Excel tables to the publication, can be found at: 

Further education college statistics | Department for the Economy (economy-ni.gov.uk) 

Wales 

The Welsh Government’s report on consistent performance measures for post-16 learning 
(achievement) contains several different measures on the achievements of Welsh post-16 
learners. 

Further information can be found at: 

Consistent performance measures for post-16 learning (achievement) | GOV.WALES 

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/methodology/further-education-and-skills-statistics-methodology#content-section-7-content-5
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/methodology/further-education-and-skills-statistics-methodology#content-section-7-content-5
https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/articles/further-education-college-statistics
https://www.gov.wales/consistent-performance-measures-post-16-learning-achievement#latest-release
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Annex B – Response form 

Part 1 – Respondent information 

Responses should be supplied by completing the online form. 

Please note that we are subject to the provisions of the Freedom of Information (Scotland) 
Act 2002 and would, therefore, have to consider any request under the Act for information 
relating to responses made to this consultation exercise. We will make all responses 
available publicly. If you ask for your response not to be published. You should clearly mark 
any parts of your response that you wish us to treat as confidential, subject to the Freedom 
of Information Act. 

Name:  

Organisation:  

Position/job title:  

Does your response 
represent the views of a 
specific organisation or are 
you writing in an individual 
capacity? 

 

 

Part 2 – Comments on proposed changes 

In what ways could the changes described in this document be improved? 

 

 

Part 3a – Scottish Funding Council questions for stakeholders concerned with the College 
Performance Indicator publication 

1. Do you agree/disagree with the proposed changes to early withdrawals calculation?  

Agree ☐ Disagree ☐ Unsure ☐ 

https://forms.office.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=z6SObzxvs0-4AkrynYHffj4p0LWv86ZHgOp46saWZ15UNjdKUEtBSk1LWjVFQTEzSDNJNDRWR1JHTy4u
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Please provide your reasoning: 

 

2. Are there any additional changes you wish to see to early withdrawals calculation? 

Yes ☐ No ☐ Unsure ☐ 

If Yes, please provide further details below: 

 

3. Do you agree/disagree with the proposed changes to withdrawals reporting?  

Agree ☐ Disagree ☐ Unsure ☐ 

Please provide your reasoning: 

 

4. Are there any additional changes you wish to see to withdrawals reporting? 

Yes ☐ No ☐ Unsure ☐ 

If Yes, please provide further details below: 

 

5. Do you agree/disagree with the proposed inclusion of contextual information?  

Agree ☐ Disagree ☐ Unsure ☐ 

Please provide your reasoning: 
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6. What contextual information (or additional contextual information if we set out 
examples) would you wish to see included?  

 

For college respondents only:  

7. To what extent do you collect withdrawal data for your own internal operational or 
monitoring purposes? 

 

 

8. What contextual information do you currently collect which you believe would help 
the public to understand college withdrawal?  

 

 

9. How do you currently use the CPI on withdrawal? 

 

 

10. How will your use of data on early withdrawal be different from your use of data on 
non-completion? 
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11. Any other comments text box.  
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