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Executive Summary 
 
SWAP aims to advance the education of adults in Scotland wishing to return to education, by 

means of access programmes specifically tailored to enable them to progress onto higher 

education.  

 
During the last year, the Scottish Wider Access Programme has continued to grow as a partnership and as an 
important access route for adults into higher education. SWAP is an organisation that is recognised nationally 
as a successful way for adults who have been out of education for some time, with few qualifications, to access 
higher education. SWAP has been in existence since 1998 and thousands of students have used this route to 
move onto, and succeed at universities throughout Scotland.  
 
SWAP East works closely with SWAP West at a national level and continues to actively engage with its college 
and university partners, educational and other sector bodies and many adult learning organisations. This year 
SWAP has been represented at many widening access and adult learning conferences, forums, workshops in 
Scotland and in the UK. 
 
During 15/16, SWAP‘s Strategic Plan for 2016-19 was formulated. The plan defines the programme’s aims 
and objectives for the next three years and focuses on 4 key themes; Partnerships, Accessibility, Student 
Success and Social Justice. Each theme has clearly articulated aims and actions to be achieved and outcomes 
which will evidence the impact. A number of actions have already been achieved in 2016.  
 
SWAP activity is also measured by widening access performance indicators. In 15/16, the partnership 
continued to be successful in achieving a range of its widening participation targets, including first in family to 
go to university & the number of students with previous qualifications < SCQF Level 6. Gender balance remains 
a challenge for SWAP due to the large number of access to nursing programmes. 15/16 saw a slight increase 
in the number of access programmes on the curriculum. The number of adult returners enrolled on an access 
programme increased again by 10%, and, accordingly, the numbers of students gaining a place at university 
also increased.  
 
SWAP engaged fully in the Commission for Widening Access’ consultation phase in 15/16, both during the 
Call for Evidence, the expert think tank sessions and the response to the Interim report. SWAP is well placed 
in 16/17 to take forward and carry out work within many of the areas of the recommendations listed in CoWA’s 
final report. 
 
SWAP has successfully secured additional funding to allow us to increase our student engagement activity. 
The Mentoring project will begin in October 2016 and will SWAP the programme the opportunity to further 
support both our current access students and our former SWAP students. 
 
Further details of SWAP’s activities and achievements in 15/16 are contained within the report. 
 
SWAP students at a Science Study Skills event at the University of Edinburgh 

 
 

SWAP East is a registered charity, (SC026180) regulated by OSCR and funded by the 

Scottish Government. It reports annually to the Scottish Funding Council with information on 

expenditure and on its widening participation performance indicators.   
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SWAP Governance 
 
The partners represented within the consortium remained constant at 18 members (11 HEIs and 8 FE 
Colleges). The representative of each of these partners on the executive group remains fluid, with staff 
changes, particularly in the FE sector, resulting in different attendees to Executive group meetings. However, 
there is continued support from institutions that ensure representatives are sent to meetings and feedback 
information to their institutions. Discussions are underway with Aberdeen University to become a consortium 
partner in 2017 and initial discussions have taken place with North-East Scotland College and RGU on 
strengthening relations with the SWAP partnership.  
 
Curriculum review groups/forums currently meet annually within the SWAP East partner consortium. Meetings 
are held with both College and university partners involved in different subject areas. Discussions take place 
mostly around curriculum, progression routes, the university application process and access programme 
frameworks. 
 
The Director expresses her thanks to the members of the Group and, particularly, to the Chair for their 
continued help and support over the year.    

 
Funding 
 
The Scottish Funding Council continues to support the national programme and the same level of funding has 
been guaranteed for a further two years (2016-2018). This length of funding has meant that there is time for 
plans and projects to be developed and carried through and gives SWAP assurances that there is continued 
support and interest from the Scottish government for programmes that support widening participation in 
education.  
  
In 2015/16 SWAP was given funding from SFC’s Impact for Access funds to carry out a project in “Widening 
Access in guidance for students”. The main aim was to use a qualitative approach to examine the present 
guidance measures used by Colleges and University widening participation projects to identify quality 
benchmark indicators. These indicators and the good practice identified in the process, provide a framework 
for guidance and student support (in both further and higher education institutions) to reduce the inequality 
gap in education provision. The report can be found on the SWAP website.  
 

 
Achievement and Performance 
 
Recruitment to Programmes 
 
In 2015-16, 31 programmes in Access to Humanities, Science & Engineering and Nursing were offered by 
SWAP East partner FE Colleges. The number of students recruited in 2015-16 (503) showed an increase for 
the 3rd consecutive year. As with previous years, the majority were humanities’ students (53%).The rest of the 
cohort was made up of nursing students (27%) and science & engineering students (20%). From these 
students, 378 successfully completed the programmes. This represents a 75% pass rate (compared with 72% 
the previous year). These figures reflect the good work done by Colleges over a number of years to better 
target the students joining the courses and delivering the programmes in a way to promote successful 
outcomes. The pass rate for all 3 areas was above the sector average of 68%. 
 
Of the 378 students who successfully completed their course, the progression to higher education was 92% 
(compared to 91% last year and 88% the previous year).  Of this 92%, 78% progressed to university and 14% 
to HN programmes at college. This shows that the progression route agreements are working and SWAP 
partner HEIs are giving places to our SWAP students. Because there are more SWAP students undertaking 
access programmes, there are more adult returners who have the opportunity to apply to a higher education 
institution.  
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SWAP East monitors success using a wide range of widening participation indicators.   
 
1 Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation -   22% (18% last year) of intake came from the most deprived 

communities in Scotland. The target of MD20 enrolments that the Scottish Funding Council seeks is 
25%. Of these 22%, 72% successfully completed the programme (60% last year).  SWAP’s national 
figure for 15/16, for students with a SIMD 20 post code, is 33%. If we include the MD40 figures, the 
%age enrolment figure for SWAP East rises to 49% of total.  80% of these students within MD40 
successfully completed. 

 
2 No family history of higher education - 268 students (53%). The target for this indicator is 55%. 

73% of these students successfully completed the access programme and of those, 92% went on to 
higher education. 

 
3 Students with no previous qualifications above SCQF level 5 - 367 students (73%). This is an 

increase from last year, but is still below the target of 80%. Out of the 367 students, 66% passed the 
access programme (lower than the average pass rate of 75%). However, if they were successful, the 
same %ages were moving onto higher education. 

 

4 The gender division – the target is to increase the proportion of males on SWAP programmes 
to at least 30% and to keep the ratio consistent. SWAP East’s ratio is 33% males to 67% 
females.  

  
5 Students with a disclosed disability. The target is 12%. For 15/16, the number of students with 

disclosed disabilities is 19%. As in the previous year, this remains above the target set at 12%. 

 
6 BME The target is 10%. For 15/16 5% of SWAP East students were BME. 
 
 
SWAP East must continue to work with its partner colleges to identify any geographical gaps in access 
provision, as well as prioritise the students from MD20/40 postcodes with few formal qualifications. Early 
indications for 2016 /17 are that the numbers will increase again, with the addition of both a second Access to 
Life Science and a second Access to Engineering programme at Edinburgh College and a re-introduction of a 
second Nursing programme at West Lothian College. SWAP will continue to work with Fife and Tayside 
Colleges to investigate the possibility of the introduction of a STEM programme in that region.  
 
  

Progression Routes 
 
The offers made to SWAP students from the partners within the consortium remained generally steady with 
last year’s figures (in terms of percentages). In real terms, more students applied and more places were 
offered. A number of students were successful in gaining places in a SWAP West partner university. Several 
of the universities within the partnership increased the number of progression route opportunities for SWAP 
students. UHI’s progression routes have been added this year. Aberdeen University has formalised their 
progression route agreements with SWAP East and are offering on the basis of SWAP profile grades for most 
of their degree courses. There are now over 600 formal progression routes available to SWAP East students. 
These routes can be viewed on the SWAP East website http://swapsurvey.org/progression/east  
 
Commission on Widening Access  
 
In the 2014-15 Programme for Government, the Scottish Government set out its ambition that every child, 
irrespective of socioeconomic background, should have an equal chance of accessing higher education. In 
June 2015 a Commission on Widening Access was established to advise Ministers on the steps necessary to 
achieve this. In July, SWAP responded to CoWA’s call for evidence and submitted information to them on 
widening access; the barriers to learning; measures to support learners and best practice models. In November 
2015 CoWA published an interim report which set out their views on the challenges that needed to be 
addressed if their ambition of fair access to higher education for everyone was to be realised. SWAP partners 
responded to this interim report with a paper to CoWA in January 2016. This paper gave further information 
about SWAP and selected key areas from the interim report showing where SWAP’s work has an impact and 
where SWAP was well placed to take “a step up” in how they would aim to tackle the issues considered in the 
report (some were in development areas, that had already been identified through the SWAP review in 2014).  
 

http://swapsurvey.org/progression/east
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The SWAP national group also presented a strategic development plan to the Scottish Funding Council. This 
plan encompassed many of the areas detailed in the paper to CoWA. The aim was to show the SFC that 
SWAP was in a strong position to address some of the key challenges cited in CoWA’s report. However, much 
of the strategic development plan was dependent on increased resources to allow them to do this additional 
work, and there has been no increase in funding given.  
 
Robertson Trust  
 
SWAP East has been successful in securing money from the Robertson Trust to deliver a Mentoring project. 
The aim of this project will be to give our former SWAP students, now at university, the opportunity to become 
mentors to our current access students and help them with support and guidance as they move through the 
access programme and into higher education. The Robertson Trust has given SWAP East funding for 3 years, 
2016 – 2019. SWAP East currently has one year of match funding for this project, given to them by the Karen 
Napier Charitable Foundation with an opportunity to re-apply, once the first year’s targets have been reviewed 
in 2017. 

    

SWAP as a UCAS centre 
 
The system of SWAP students applying to UCAS through SWAP as a UCAS centre is now in its 4th year of 
operation and is working well. An increased number of SWAP students enrolling on programmes has naturally 
resulted in an increased number applying to university. SWAP was able to support many of the 358 students 
in their applications. Students are signposted to the detailed information on how to apply to UCAS through 
SWAP which is available on the Current Students’ part of the website. Access to this available to all staff 
involved in supporting SWAP students applying from the access programme.  
 
As a UCAS centre, we are now in a better position to build up important, accurate statistical data on students’ 
applications and offers of places to universities. This data is also being used as the basis for tracking 
progression of these students through university and will also be used for comparing data in future years.  358 
students applied to UCAS using the SWAP code. Of these students, 96% were given at least one offer of a 
place. 80% achieved a final place at a university. Those who did not get an offer were largely going for either 
a specific over-subscribed course, did not use all their choices available or applied to non-progression 
universities and courses.  
 
There is no doubt that students benefitted from applying through SWAP.  The SWAP office was able to monitor 
the offers made to students and intercede on their behalf to universities if necessary. This proved very 
beneficial for students (and colleges) and resulted in turning negative to positive outcomes for some students. 
There are also clear statistics of destinations for students since SWAP is now obtaining the information directly 
from UCAS statistics on final placings. 
 
Colleges and universities have also benefitted from this change. Universities are now receiving the SWAP 
students’ results for ALL students who applied through UCAS from one point of contact – the SWAP office, 
and results are going into the universities at the end of June/beginning of July. Course tutors benefit because 
they receive regular reports from SWAP on their students’ offers. 
 
This data that we compile is the basis from which we begin the tracking process of our students as they start 
and proceed through their learning within higher education. This data is more accurate than data previously 
logged at student result time in June, as it shows us final place accepted data from UCAS. SWAP will continue 
to use this data to track the student to completion of their degree/HNC/D and into employment. This information 
will enable SWAP to report to partners and funders with the SWAP students’ journey.  
 
 

Dissemination of good practice 
 
SWAP East took part in and/or co-ordinated various forums throughout the year. These meetings were carried 
out to consult and share information as well as to review curriculum, progressions, UCAS systems and results. 
 
The following took place: 
Fife and Tayside Nursing forum – meetings were held in December and May with the University of Dundee 
and Perth, Fife and D & A college tutors to discuss access programmes, curriculum, progressions and any 
updates on admissions processes.  
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South East Nursing Forum – a meeting was held in February 2016 at Edinburgh Napier University between 
university Nursing staff and FE College tutors involved in the delivery of the access programme.  
 
Education Forum – a meeting was held in November 2016, between the University of Edinburgh and SWAP 
East college tutors involved in access to primary education programmes and progression routes. Discussions 
centred round the application process and the university’s programme. 
 
Course tutors’ forums – 2 meetings took place this year for Science and Humanities’ college tutors. They 
were single item agenda meetings organised specifically to review SWAP profile grades. The purpose was to 
consult and review the criteria used for compiling SWAP student grades. 
 
Science Curriculum review meeting – this meeting was held in August between SWAP programme tutors 
and the University of Edinburgh Bio Sciences’ staff. Discussion was centred on the Access to Biological 
Sciences’ programme frameworks and SWAP students’ progressions onto Bio Sciences.  
 
SWAP staff and students have taken an active role at seminars and conferences throughout the year, helping 
to raise the profile of SWAP and the work that is done to widen participation. 
 

Student induction talks 
 
In September, 34 induction talks were given to students beginning their access programme. The induction talk 
gives a background to SWAP, their individual programme framework, registration (to both the SWAP database 
and the UCAS SWAP School), study skills days, preparation for HE, progression routes, funding support and 
all the information that’s available for them on the SWAP website. SWAP encourages the college tutor to 
remain in the classroom during this talk, which is useful for them, especially if they are new to the SWAP tutor 
role. 
 

Study Skills Days 
 
SWAP East staff co-ordinated 4 study skills days in November/December 2015 with the help and support of 
our university partners, all of whom participated at some stage in at least one, if not more, of the days. The 
written feedback from students who attended was very good and the majority of students indicated in their 
feedback that they had found the day extremely useful. For many it had helped raise their confidence in coming 
into higher education. Generally, the vast majority of students reported, at the end of the day, that they had a 
better understanding of the differences in studying between college and university, a better understanding of 
what is expected of them and more knowledge on the skills required to succeed at university. More detailed 
feedback on students’ comments was distributed to the participating university partners after each event.  
 
This year, Queen Margaret University hosted the Science Study Skills day. 54 students attended (17% 
increase from last year), 75 students attended the Humanities day at Edinburgh University. A further 26 
students attended the Humanities day at Dundee University and 38 attended the Nursing day, held for the first 
time, at Dundee University’s Medical School at Ninewells Hospital. Moving the venue of the Nursing day to 
Ninewells hospital was a significant factor in the resultant increase in uptake from last year’s event. Some 
SWAP tutors were also able to join their students at some of the study skills day. SWAP continues to encourage 
course tutors to emphasise the importance of these days as part of their preparation for higher education. 
 
The Study Skills days are considered to be hugely successful and beneficial to students and an extremely 
important part of the Preparation for HE. Attendance from some colleges remained patchy but the Director and 
SWAP Co-ordinator continue to promote the importance of these at every opportunity.   
 
Thanks go, once again, to the partner HE institutions and the staff who unstintingly provide their time and 
services to ensure this very important part of preparation for SWAP Access students.  
 
 

Database 
 
The new national SWAP databases have now completed its third cycle of student registration.  The student 
database gives us on-line registration for students, automatic upload of UCAS data, an interface between 
colleges and universities for results and tracking purposes, and a web based progression route search facility. 
The progression database has proved extremely effective, with students being able to access progression 
route possibilities from the SWAP East website even before they apply to college, thereby making them aware, 
pre-access, of the recognised, agreed routes into their chosen university course. The progression service is 



 

7 

 

available to the general public and can be used by anyone who advises adults on educational opportunities. It 
is also used by university staff, college tutors and student advisers.  
 
 

Website 
 
The website continues to act as a vital communication tool for students (current and prospective), tutors, 
partners and stakeholder organisations to find information on opportunities available to adult returners. In 
15/16, resources were invested to significantly improve the look of the website and the way that we give 
information to the users. The number of hits to the SWAP website has risen dramatically in the last 4 years. In 
2012, there were 25,879 hits; in 2013 there were 38,915 and for the first 10 months of 2014, 47,000. In the 
period from October 2015 – November 2016, there were over 80,000 sessions, with viewers looking at over 4 
pages per session. Some of this increase is due to our current students using it for enrolling and also for 
looking at progression routes when making their UCAS choices. Current students also use the website to 
access information on events such as open days and SWAP study skills days. They also use it to access 
guidance and support materials for preparation for HE. The current students’ pages give a large amount of 
information and guidance to students which will help them during their access programme and as they 
transition into higher education. 
 
 

Marketing 
 
SWAP East continues to market the programmes to organisations directly and indirectly connected with adult 
education and widening access. However SWAP understands that many adults seeking a return to education 
will go directly to their local college’s website and therefore a considerable amount of time was spent working 
with the partner colleges to ensure that the SWAP access programmes listed on their website explained about 
SWAP and gave a link to the SWAP website. SWAP staff also worked with colleges to request that the course 
description accurately reflected that it was a SWAP programme, what this meant, if there were different entry 
requirements and what possible progression routes were available to them. 
 
 

Provided accessible guidance 
 
The office continued to provide one-to-one guidance to enquirers, current students, advisers from other 
organisations and college tutors through the office telephone and web e-mail, many on a repeated basis. A 
significant amount of enquiries are from non-eligible students, but guidance is given to them on other possible 
routes that can be taken back into education. . Many of our current students also get in touch for guidance and 
support – often as a result of the induction/UCAS talk that we give to all access students at the start of the 
year. The main areas of support centre around university applications, results, offers, funding. 
 
 

Staffing 
 
The staffing remains at a total of 2.2 FTE.  This translates into three members of staff.  The Director is full-time 
and the Co-ordinator and Administrator are both on a 0.6 contract. All posts are in place for the duration of the 
current funding period, until July 2018. 
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Students’ comments 
 
The final words should, of course, go to our students, who despite the challenges of returning to full-time study, 
juggling part-time work and in a lot of cases, caring responsibilities, still manage to complete the course, 
achieve good grades and successfully transition to university or HN courses. There is no such thing as a typical 
SWAP student but this is an inspiring story from one of our students. The section finishes off with some 
comments from our access students, who completed the survey just after completing their access programme 
in June 2016. 
 
 

Access to Biological Sciences student, Fife College 14/15 
Heriot Watt University 2015 -   

 

At the beginning of 2012 my life was so different than it is today. I worked full-time as a credit 

controller for a brewery where I had worked the same job for ten years and a mother of a 3 year old 

and pregnant with twins. In February and only 10 days after my twins were born, I received the news 

that I was being made redundant. This wasn’t too bad as it meant I could take a few years out to 

bring up my children. 

Fast forward 2 years and it’s time for me to look for a job. Looking for credit controller jobs 

disheartened me so much. My dream job had always been a Forensic Scientist but without a degree 

there wasn’t much point in me looking. I didn’t even have the qualifications to get onto a degree 

course. I looked at the local college’s website to see how much it would cost to sit some Highers. It 

was there I saw the SWAP Access to Biological Sciences course. It was perfect for me! Specifically 

designed for adults who have been out of education for at least 3 years (it was 15 years since I was 

at school) plus, after only one year, I could go to university! 

I applied for the course along with applying for many, many jobs. I didn’t expect to get a place on the 

course, I mean… come on… a mum with 3 kids and no qualifications and no job. I had never even been 

inside a science lab! But I did get on the course. SWAP gave me a chance and I have never been so 

grateful. 

The year was hard but I was surrounded by people who had the same ambition – to go university to 

get their dream job. The support from the teachers was amazing; if my kids were sick they would 

allow me to come in at other times to catch up on studies. I learned so much that year and I surpassed 

my own expectations leaving college with 3 profile grade A’s. 

So, now it’s 2016, I am a second year student at Heriot Watt University studying Cell & Molecular 

Biology. I still can’t quite believe that I am here – I thought I would be a credit controller forever! 

The best part of this journey? My kids are starting to have their own ambitions. If you ask them what 
they want to be when they grow up their answer - a scientist – like Mummy. 

 
And finally …….. some comments from our students who took part in a SWAP student survey at the end of 

their access year:  
 

“There was a broad range of subjects which kept things interesting and gave many of us more options than we were 
expecting.  The pace of study was difficult but it gave me huge confidence in my abilities.  I feel I was supported and 
encouraged the whole way through.  I have never had a more rewarding year.  Study skills was particularly good for 
me because once I learned how to study things became a lot easier.” 
 

“It is a tough and demanding course, but it’s not impossible so long as you take advice and set time aside 
to actually do the work.  Plan for the unexpected (something always crops up!).  When the lecturers give 
you advice please take it - they do know what they are talking about even if it doesn’t seem like they do.  
The things you think will be a waste of time and seem pointless are often the most helpful - I am 
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ashamed to say that I was really negative about the study day but it turned out to be one of the most 
useful days for me.  Lastly, it is a steep learning curve but it is most definitely worth the struggle.“   
 
 

“I would just like to say thank you to SWAP and Dundee College.  My SWAP year was life changing. I 

know I am ready for university and I can’t wait to start.  The SWAP course had given me confidence and 

a change of direction - I absolutely loved it!!!” 

“I am thankful that the SWAP programme exists. It is a great path into further education for those of us that 
have been out of education for some time and without it I would not have been able to apply for University this 
year.  Thank you for the opportunity the course has given me.” 
 

“Go for it! The staff are friendly and help with all your worries and needs. The courses 

are brilliant and help you achieve future goals and it really does wonders for your 

confidence.” 
 
“Go for it. Getting back into education has given me direction in life I want and I'd recommend it to anyone wanting to 
change their occupation or lifestyle.” 
 

“I would just like to thank swap for helping me achieve my dream. I am now off to university for 4 years building 
my much desired career. The courses from swap are brilliant for those looking to make a career at any age and 
who have had a break in education wanting to learn something new.” 
 

“Enjoyable course, it was so much fun getting back to education after 18 years out of school.    

There are loads of degree options available from the access course I was on and so it is clear the 

high regard with which universities hold the courses you've put together.  Thanks!” 
 
 

 
 
SWAP students at a Humanities Study Skills event. 
 
 
 
 
Lesley Dunbar 
Director 
December 2016 


