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Colleges Scotland’s Submission to the Education and Culture 
Committee on Student Support  
 
Background 
 
Colleges Scotland is the voice of the colleges in Scotland and supports the sector by ensuring that 
its views are heard and interests represented.  Thank you for seeking submissions in relation to 
student support as this is a particular challenge for the sector at this time.  In particular the 
committee is looking at the extent to which: 
 

 the availability and balance of bursary and loan support in higher education; and  

 the availability of bursary support in further education  
 

are helping to improve access and student retention; and to narrow the educational attainment 
gap. 
 

General Comments  
 
Evidence shows that one of the greatest barriers to students participating and remaining in 
education is financial support.  The two separate and distinct systems currently in operation for 
higher education and further education produces a complex, and often confusing, financial support 
landscape for students progressing on through different levels of study at Scotland’s colleges.       
 
The experience of the college sector is that the student support funding systems are accessible for 
an average student from a stable family unit.  Accessibility reduces considerably as variables are 
introduced including deprivation, broken or dysfunctional families, caring responsibilities, parental 
responsibilities and residency, given the requirement to apply to a limited source of funding.  
Issues over access quickly transfer into retention issues over the first few weeks and have a longer 
term impact upon educational attainment. 
 
In view of the recent Student Support Review, there is now a requirement for a fully inclusive 
discussion around taking the recommendations forward, including the adoption of a fully funded 
entitlement based approach for Further Education (FE) student funding, as currently adopted in 
Higher Education (HE) and Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) awards.  This has the 
opportunity to provide a fairer and more transparent system and also improve access and 
attainment for students from poorer backgrounds, but an understanding of all the impacts would 
need to be considered. 
 
Whilst the Student Support Review was well received, it was undertaken by a small group, and 
there are potentially considerable costs associated with implementation of many of the 
recommendations.       
 

Funding          
 
Over recent years the college sector has faced significant funding reductions.  Student support 
cash is kept separate from the funding stream for the college itself, and the college acts as a 
distribution point for this funding.   
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Historically, the cash limited allocations for student support have led to a system that has caused 
inequalities: different colleges, due to reaching their cash limit, had to take management decisions 
(within the guidelines) that resulted in awarding different amounts to students from other colleges 
who are both on a similar course, thus exacerbating inequalities. 
   
Whilst the amount of funding for student support has increased in total, some individual colleges 
have seen their student support funding reduced, and the overall increase has not kept up with the 
demand.  As a result, colleges have needed to take strategic decisions on how to manage the 
increasing pressures on the funding.  Under the reclassification of colleges as public bodies, the 
strategic options available to colleges to cover this shortfall have been removed.  Previously, 
colleges had supplemented the student support funding from their own reserves, but this is no 
longer an option. 
 
The impact of reclassification, along with the changing profile of students and the evolution of the 
college sector demographic in line with Scottish Government priorities have placed increased 
pressure on the student funding awards across FE and HE provision.  Colleges have needed to 
use significant proportions of the discretionary funds to provide maintenance support to students 
and to support childcare requirements.  Childcare in particular has seen a rise in demand and this 
requires increased support from the discretionary funds.  One impact of this is that we have less 
money available for hardship payments to support the most disadvantaged students which 
negatively impacts upon access, retention and attainment.   
 
The Availability and Balance of Bursary and Loan Support in Higher Education 
 
Support for students following a course of higher education comes as a loan, with a number of 
grants and bursaries available for specific groups of students depending on their circumstances. 
 
Student access to Student Awards Agency for Scotland (SAAS) loans at HE level works very 
effectively in terms of allocation as long as the student applies before the June 30th deadline.  All 
students who apply prior to that date have funding in place, but if the date is missed students can 
encounter difficulties.  This is more commonly the case for students who come from chaotic or 
disadvantaged backgrounds.  The impact of this is that retention is adversely affected because 
students cannot afford to attend college until they access a loan.  In addition, students who wish to 
access discretionary funding must prove they have exhausted other funding routes (e.g. loans).  
The reality of longer term debt for students is a wider issue but the practicality is that an HE 
student cannot access discretionary funds at the beginning of a year whilst they await SAAS 
funding.  This negatively impacts upon retention but will also impact upon attainment due to 
students being unable to access learning and teaching due to a lack of money. 
 
While the overall level of support available is arguably at a reasonable level (maximum of £7,625 
per annum) the majority of this funding is provided through a loan. The level of bursary available 
has decreased over the years with the loan component increasing. The maximum bursary is now 
£1,875 and this is only available to young students from low income households. A student on the 
maximum bursary available is now required to take out a loan of £5,750 to receive support at the 
maximum level of £7,625 per annum.  Many of these students come from backgrounds that are 
very debt adverse and are reluctant to participate in higher education programmes as a 
consequence.     
 
Discretionary funds are available for colleges to support HE students in need but these can only be 
used if the student has taken out the maximum loan available to them. This is often a barrier for 
students from poorer backgrounds wishing to access these funds and can result in the student 
withdrawing from their programmes of study. 
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The Availability of Bursary Support in Further Education 
 
Bursary maintenance grants are available to FE students at Scotland’s colleges.  These are 
distributed by colleges in line with the National Bursary Policy and, in marked contrast to HE 
students, there is no automatic entitlement to any student support at this level of study.  The level 
of support provided varies between the colleges and is limited by the amount of funds an individual 
college has available. 
 
FE students access a limited funding stream through bursary, childcare and discretionary funds.  
There is not sufficient supply to meet the demand, and the students who find it most challenging to 
access student funds are those from deprived backgrounds and/or where they exist within a 
chaotic family situation or the care system.  This makes collection of evidence required to process 
applications more problematic, impacting upon their ability to access funding in a timely manner.   
 
Delays in funding applications not only reduce the possibility of accessing funds, but potentially 
mean a student enrols on a course and cannot provide the necessary evidence required in a timely 
manner so is left unsupported for a prolonged period of time.  This is not an uncommon situation 
for some students. 
 
The maximum rate of bursary maintenance which can be provided to a FE student is £94.52 per 
week (typically £3,402 per annum over 36 weeks) and this cannot be supplemented by student 
loans. The low level of financial support available, and the discretionary and variable nature of the 
awards, can often act as a major discouragement for students wishing to participate in full time 
further education – particularly students from low income households.   
 
The variable and sometimes unpredictable demand on FE student support funds can also cause 
difficulties for college financial planning. The current in-year student funding redistribution 
approach employed by the Scottish Funding Council does not fully alleviate this. 
 
It is also important to understand that any move to a standardised entitlement system to student 
support funding for FE students will result in additional funding being required.  It is vital for the 
continuing provision by the college sector that any such increase is not at the expense of funded 
teaching activity at the colleges. 
 

Case Study 
 
The assistance provided by bursary staff in colleges is both personalised and extensive, with staff 
often providing vital support.   Appendix 1 to this submission provides some real and current case 
studies, anonymised to protect individuals, which highlight the value of bursaries and the work of 
student support teams in retaining and supporting college learners with often quite critical needs. 
 
 
Colleges Scotland 
14 October 2015 
  

Agenda item 2 EC/S4/15/28/1

4



 

 

Appendix 1 
 
The following case studies highlight the value of bursaries and the work of student support teams 
in retaining and supporting college learners with often quite critical needs. 
 
1. A young male student, who had been disengaged in school, looked after by his grandparents, 

seen his mum pass away due to a drugs overdose and eventually having been a carer for both 
grandparents, recently lost his grandmother.  He has now become a parent himself and has 
had continual financial and personal support throughout.  Due to this, he completed his Higher 
sports and fitness and has returned to progress.  He has developed both personally and 
academically with realistic, down to earth advice and help from the team. 

 
2. A European student has now been with us two years.  She is a single parent who has three 

young children under five.  This student was ready to leave her course due to financial and 
personal difficulties.  The student funds team and student support has helped her with financial 
aid, benefits advice, support and childcare costs, thus allowing her to continue in her studies. 

 
3. The teams are often presented with students facing eviction and by this time in an extremely 

distressed state.  The teams will calm them down, and take the situation in hand.  The student 
funds officer works closely with all local housing associations, the council and debt collecting 
agencies to resolve these issues, often paying the debt or a large part of it and setting up new 
agreements and payment plans where the bursary payment will go directly to the rent payment 
which takes pressure off the student, letting them continue their studies.  In one recent case 
the student funds officer had to accompany a student to court to stop the eviction as the 
student was too distressed to go on their own; this resulted in the eviction being stopped 
immediately. 

 
4. A male student presented himself to the student support officer in a distressed state as he was 

in huge debt due to gambling.  The student support officer referred him to gamblers 
anonymous and he attended the meetings regularly.  The student funds officer immediately 
changed his payment schedule to weekly, to ensure he didn’t have access to large amounts of 
money for gambling, thus lowering the risk of temptation.  She also paid his rent directly to his 
housing association and spoke to debt collecting agencies, arranging affordable payments.  
The team also had weekly meetings with him to ensure he was managing.  He now has a 
permanent full-time job in his catering profession and is doing extremely well. 

 
These are only a few examples and this is daily on-going practice within college student support 
departments. 
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Student support evidence – Education Committee 

Introduction 

NUS Scotland welcomes this look at higher and 

further education student support in Scotland. 

As we look ahead to the Scottish elections in 

2016, our priorities in the short-term are 

focused on ensuring that we make continuous 

improvements to the student support available 

to those studying here and now, while setting 

strong groundwork for more fundamental 

reforms and improvements in the long term.  

 

In further education, we remain concerned that 

the discretionary system of student support 

continues to leave many students either 

receiving less than the maximum amount of 

support that they should, and equally those 

who go without entirely. Annually we see the 

level of unmet demand there exists for bursary 

support, and it is vital that this funding need is 

met, and that work begins on costing ways to 

end it entirely.  

 

Equally, while there have been welcome moves 

to increase bursary amounts by inflation in 

recent years, this has not been the case forever 

and means that bursary rates fail to take 

account of the true increased cost of living for 

students. Ultimately, moving from a 

discretionary system to a system closer to an 

entitlement would solve many of the problems 

faced by students and colleges in terms of 

student support, and we believe the case has 

never been stronger for urgent action towards 

this end.  

 

In higher education, we strongly welcomed the 

significant increases available in student 

support, and the positive effects this should 

have on access and retention; however, while 

we recognised the short-term need to increase 

the amount available through the use of loans, 

which was ultimately better than seeing no 

increases at all, in the coming years we need to 

see increases in support to keep up with the 

increasing cost of living, and for the poorest 

students these increases must come in the form 

of bursaries rather than additional loan debt. 

 

The small increase in HE grants for 2015/16, 

and the extension of the household income 

bracket at which students are eligible for 

grants, is to be welcomed, and we would want 

to see this protected by ensuring grants rise in 

line with inflation while retaining the simplified 

approach to amounts available.  

 

However, we cannot escape the funding 

available to Scotland, and with moves in 

England to fully abolish grants and increase 

student loans combined with the large scale 

increase in loan funding available to Scotland as 

a result of £9,000 fees in England, with an 

attendant c.£3bn reduction in grant funding 

going to English universities, we would urge the 

government to work with the Treasury to 

ensure Scotland is not beholden to policy 

changes elsewhere, and we do not see a 

continued overreliance on loan in Scotland.  

 

 

 
Written evidence on student support: 
Education committee   
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Further education  

While we are supportive of the Scottish 

Government’s continued protection of FE 

student support, the simple fact remains that 

the system is not fit for purpose, leaving far too 

much uncertainty for students. Under the 

current FE student support system, there are 

three fundamental issues that need be 

addressed: 

 

1. The budget is cash limited meaning the 

total supply of funding absolutely fails to 

take account of actual student demand.   

2. FE bursaries are discretionary, meaning 

there is no guarantee students will receive 

funding, even if they meet all the necessary 

criteria.  

3. There is leeway in the system (colleges can 

pay a bursary at 80% of the guideline 

level), meaning it is a postcode lottery 

where some students may receive the full 

amount at one college, but a lesser amount 

at a neighbouring one.  

 

At the end of last calendar year, using a 

freedom of information request, NUS Scotland 

asked Scotland’s colleges how overstretched 

their FE student support budget is, and whether 

applications and awards have been increasing. 

Of those colleges responding, the figures 

showed: 

 

 By December 2014, 65% of colleges had 

already spent all of the FE bursary money 

available to them, or overspent on their 

budget. The figure for childcare funds was 

55%.  

 Some colleges reported particularly large 

levels of spend compared to the budget 

they received.  

 South Lanarkshire College have spent 

149% of their available bursary budget; 

Ayrshire College have spent 132%; and 

Perth College have spent 126%. Average 

spend was 120% of the available budget.  

 Between 2012/14 and 2013/14, the 

number of bursary awards made to 

students by colleges increased by 18%, 

while the budget provided by the Scottish 

Funding Council only increased by 3%.  

 Childcare fund awards to students 

increased by 22%, while the budget only 

increased by 6%.  

 In 2014/15 bursary and childcare budgets 

saw small increases of 1% and 2% 

respectively, with evidence that colleges 

are again experiencing increased 

applications.  

 

At the same time, as the results of our research 

into the Scottish student support system, Still 

in the Red, found, the current system creates a 

number of real injustices and concerns for 

students. Less than half of students responding 

to this research who received a FE bursary said 

it was clear to them before starting their course 

how much money they would receive. In turn, 

over half of those (31% of college bursary 

students overall) said this made it difficult for 

them to decide whether to study at all.  

 

In a follow up survey by NUS Scotland, 

undertaken earlier this year, these figures were 

further reinforced. In this new survey, 57% of 

FE students stated that they weren’t clear 

how much financial support would be 

available to them.  

 

Of these respondents, 71% stated that not 

knowing how much support would be 
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available made their decision to undertake 

their course more difficult.  

 

It remains our concern that, without sufficient 

financial support, many students studying at FE 

level will be unable to afford to study, forcing 

them to drop out, and forcing others to stay on 

benefits rather than retrain or improve their 

skills– a huge waste of talent but also a waste 

of public resources. We know that financial 

hardship puts real strain on a student’s ability 

to complete their studies, readily apparent in FE 

where almost 30% of students fail to complete 

their course successfully.  

 

Unmet demand 

Through this year’s in-year redistribution, we 

saw colleges stating that they needed £14.7m 

more than the original budget provided by the 

SFC, with the SFC responding with £3.5m, 

leaving £11.2m of unmet demand. This is a 

128% increase in unmet demand, rising from 

£4.9m of unmet demand last year. 

 

While we appreciate that, with further work 

between Scottish Government, SFC and 

colleges, this figure was able to be reduced to 

around c. £7m, we are still left with a situation 

where (a) colleges are extremely cautious 

about the funds they have available, having 

genuine and worrying impacts on the money 

available to students, and (b) there does still 

remain a worrying level of unmet demand each 

year.  

 

Delivering inflationary increases  

We supported the Scottish Government’s 

decision in 2013/14, and continuation in 

subsequent years, to protect the individual 

weekly rates for FE bursaries against inflation. 

We would hope to see this protection continued 

in. On the basis of the current FE student 

support budget and ONS GDP deflators, this 

would require a funding commitment of around 

an additional £2m (on top of additional funding 

to ensure we fully meet demand in the system).  

 

Equally, we remain concerned that, while 

overall bursary funding continues to be 

insufficient to fully meet demand, the benefits 

of uprating the weekly amount with inflation 

will be lost. Without addressing the issue of 

demand outstripping the funding available 

colleges may be forced to:  

 

1. Reduce award amounts further below the 

100% guideline rate to try and make the 

money go as far as it can, and/or: 

2. Provide students with the full 100% amount 

but still have significant amounts of unmet 

demand from other students.  

 

As such, it is vital that any additional funding to 

match inflation is combined with funding to 

meet the unmet demand shown above.  

 

Higher education  

Similarly, NUS Scotland was pleased when the 

Scottish Government heeded our calls to 

improve student support for higher education 

students, ensuring that we removed financial 

worries as a major barrier to studying, and, as 

our research has shown, a major reason for 

Scotland’s high dropout rates.  

 

In a comprehensive survey of students in 

Scotland, undertaken earlier this year, we 

found that: 

 

 51% of respondents either disagreed or 

strongly disagreed with the statement “I 

Agenda item 2 EC/S4/15/28/1

8



 

feel able to concentrate on my studies 

without worrying about finances” 

 67% of respondents either strongly agreed 

or agreed with the statement “I sometimes 

feel overwhelmed by my finances” 

 59% of respondents either strongly agreed 

or agreed with the statement “I feel I have 

little control of my financial situation” 

 79% either strongly agreed or agreed with 

the statement “In general I worry about my 

financial situation” 

 64% either agreed or strongly agreed with 

the statement “I regularly worry about not 

having enough money to meet my basic 

living expenses”.  

 

At a time when Scotland continues to make 

progress on improving its rates of fair access to 

higher education—which cannot end simply at 

getting students into an institution, but must 

carry on through to graduation and outcomes–

49% of respondents stated that they had 

seriously considered leaving their course. The 

single largest reason given for this (by 62% of 

those who had considered dropping out) was 

financial difficulties.  

 

While, as discussed below, we firmly believe 

that free higher education is an incredibly 

important foundation of fair access, it does not 

in and of itself mean we will achieve fair access. 

True success relies on institutions pushing 

themselves to set ambitious targets to improve 

the rates of entrants from our most 

disadvantaged backgrounds, and investing in 

initiatives and means to achieve those, along 

with the necessary financial support to ensure 

students are able to remain in education, 

without fear of, for example, taking on 

unmanageable levels of commercial debt, 

including payday loans or working unreasonable 

amounts of hours in part-time (if not full-time 

jobs). Indeed, our survey found that over two-

thirds (67%) of respondents indicated that they 

are working more than the Cubie recommended 

10 hours per work, with 61% saying that his 

had a negative impact on their studies.  

 

However – and as with FE bursaries - in order 

to ensure the long-term success of this 

investment in Scotland’s higher education 

students, we believe it is important to ensure 

that support rises annually, at least in line with 

inflation, which we were pleased to see happen 

in the Scottish budget for 2014/15, the first 

year after the new system was introduced, and 

a similar, though smaller, increase for the 

poorest students in 2015/16.  

 

Ensuring we make continuous progress on 

improving student support—and doing so 

through grant increases, for students from the 

most disadvantaged backgrounds, at least—

remains our overriding priority and, in common 

with students studying FE courses, just 27% of 

HE funded students, in our recent student 

support survey, felt that the financial support 

they receive would be of a sufficient amount to 

support them until the end of their studies.  

 

However, as we have previously stated, while 

uprating to protect by inflation is important, so 

too is retaining the simplification of the budget. 

As such, we believe as well as increasing by 

inflation this should be rounded up to the next 

£250 increment.  

 

Perhaps most importantly, we believe any 

further increases should, for the poorest 

students particularly, come through in the form 

of grants, not add further to debt through 

loans. Among the results of our most recent 
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student support survey, 58% of respondents 

agreed with the statement “I am concerned 

about my levels of debt once I have completed 

my course”, and we would have concerns that 

this is a sentiment shared most strongly among 

those from lower income backgrounds.  

 

While, discussed below, much of this has been 

as a the result of a huge expansion in the 

amount of loan funding available to Scotland, it 

is clear that we must do more to address the 

debt burden we place on students, and in 

particular the burden we place on our poorest 

students.  

 

We have a narrative in Scotland of free 

education, and that is true and an incredibly 

important part of our higher education system; 

however, only in one (albeit very important) 

factor - the price tag attached to it. Having a 

tuition fee-free Scotland is incredibly important, 

but that doesn’t create fully free and fair 

education in and of itself, and we must push 

ourselves to do all we can to improve the 

financial settlement we provide for students. 

We must also consider the wider costs 

associated with being a student, and how we 

support students with those costs  

 

Funding cuts impact on Scotland 

Thanks to campaigning from NUS Scotland and 

students across Scotland, we’ve managed to 

achieve strong consensus in Scotland that free 

higher education is the right policy for students 

and Scotland. However, having achieved free 

education in Scotland, under full devolution of 

education, does not mean that Scotland is 

immune from policy shifts from Westminster.  

 

In 2011/12 (the last year before the rise in fees 

to £9,000), the total teaching grant provided by 

HEFCE to English universities was £4.3bn; in 

2012/13 (the first year of the £9,000 fees 

regime) it was £3.4bn; and, by 2015/16, it will 

be £1.6bn.  

 

The Institute for Fiscal studies has projected 

that, by 2017/18 (as old, £3,000 fee, system 

students are eventually replaced by a full 

cohort of new system students), the HEFCE 

teaching grant will be around £1.1bn; in total, a 

reduction in grant funding to English 

universities of around £3bn.  

 

Given that the Scottish block grant is worked 

out as a proportion of English spending, cash 

grant funding available for Scottish higher 

education has not been immune to change. 

These figures also ignore wider cuts in the 

available HE funding pot in England, including 

for research, etc.  

 

The use of student loan funding 

Within higher education funding (as with the 

wider budgeting) there are different types of 

funding that can be used for different purposes: 

 

1. Departmental expenditure limits (DEL): 

This is cash available for spending directly 

on things. In higher education, this type of 

funding is used for teaching and research 

budgets, SAAS tuition fee payments to 

colleges and universities, student grants 

and bursaries, etc—things requiring a direct 

handover of (non-repayable) cash, to 

students or institutions.  

2. Annual managed expenditure (AME): 

This is spent on programmes that are 

demand-led, like student loans, which are 

more difficult to budget for in any given 

year. At the same time, while student loans 

require still giving money directly to 
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students, some of it will be paid back. This 

type of budget can only be used for very 

specific things; using a simple example, in 

the HE budget line, it is generally for 

student loans.  

 

As with all other funding, the Scottish 

Government receives a certain portion of both 

of these budgets depending on Westminster 

spending decisions. As noted above, the HEFCE 

teaching grant (DEL) was cut drastically as a 

result of £9,000 fees and this was replaced by 

tuition fee loan payments from students direct 

to institutions (AME). As such, the Scottish 

Government saw a very large increase in the 

available AME funding, and a decrease in DEL.  

 

Once consequence of this was it meant that 

Scotland had far higher levels of loan funding 

available than it would ordinarily have needed 

(given the lack of tuition fees for Scottish 

students), but it could either ‘use it or lose it’. 

As such, when NUS Scotland was successful in 

getting big increases to student support for 

Scottish students, the majority of this came 

through loans, as it was the only form of 

funding available to the Scottish Government. 

As such, it was another example of Scottish 

Government policy being partially forced by the 

actions of Westminster.  

 

Reducing our reliance on loan funding 

We believe the current devolution settlement, 

and in particular accounting rules, mean that 

the Scottish Parliament is often tied-in to the 

funding mechanisms and decisions developed 

for further and higher education elsewhere in 

the UK, and we would like to see this relaxed.  

The current system offers very little to no 

flexibility for the Scottish Parliament to take a 

different route from that set in the UK 

Parliament, and instead use this funding to 

move away from student loans and debt as way 

of funding living costs. The ‘uncapping’ of 

students in England, and the outright abolition 

of all living cost grant support (to be replace 

with full loans) will only exacerbate this.  

 

We believe the UK Government’s decision to 

remove much of the cash-DEL funding for 

teaching and for student finance, means the 

time has come for the Scottish Government to 

seek dispensation to convert non-cash DEL 

allocation and AME allocation for student loans, 

to money that can be spent on student 

bursaries and teaching (cash-DEL). We believe 

the Scottish Government should urgently work 

with Treasury to ensure this is possible. 

 

While one-off dispensation would be beneficial 

for now, we believe a long-term solution would 

be to provide the Scottish Parliament with a 

ring-fenced ability to borrow for the purposes of 

funding students’ living costs in line with a set 

proportion of the debt accrued by the UK 

Government for student loans. This would be an 

annual amount, in line with the student loan 

budget set by the UK Government, but also a 

long-term borrowing amount in line with the 

overall total of student loan debt held by the UK 

Government.  

 

Improving terms and conditions for 

graduates 

Today, many graduates will have no option but 

to take on lower paid jobs, which do not attract 

a graduate salary. Due to the lower repayment 

threshold for their student loans in Scotland 

(£17,335, before tax, compared to £21,000 for 

post-2012 students in England) these low 

earning graduates will still have to repay their 
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student loan debt, despite seeing no financial 

benefit from their higher education. 

 

We believe that only those graduates who see a 

genuine benefit from their degree should have 

to pay back their loan, and those who do not 

should be able to work for a salary level below 

this, without having to make repayments. At 

the same time, a higher repayment threshold 

would underpin the progressive principle behind 

universal free education, and avoid it being in 

any way undermined by have graduates begin 

repaying their loans on such a low salary.  

 

As such, we would welcome moves within the 

draft budget to explore the potential for 

increasing the repayment threshold to a higher, 

graduate salary, level. We would suggest, as a 

minimum, equalising the threshold with 

elsewhere in the UK (currently £21,000). 

 

Benefits and student support  

As with all other forms of income, student 

support will count as income for the purposes of 

benefit calculations. As such, we would urge 

any consideration of the support available to 

not just consider the support provided by 

government, but also the wider support 

(through benefits) available. This is particularly 

important given that the groups of students 

who are able to access benefits entitlements 

and student support will be those who require 

the greatest financial assistance.  

 

In higher education (where loans and grants 

are both counted as income) you cannot 

substitute benefits for a student loan, and you 

will always be counted (for the purposes of your 

income) as having taken out the maximum loan 

you’re available for, even if you haven’t 

applied.  

 

In further education—as a result of the 

discretionary system—you will not be treated as 

having access to a bursary, so this will not be 

counted automatically as income unless you 

actually apply and receive one, as it is a 

discretionary system and there is no automatic 

guarantee of receiving one. As such, some 

students in further education may opt not to 

apply for a bursary, depending on the level of 

benefits they receive, and instead keep 

receiving benefits while accessing, if needed, 

travel cost, course cost and/or hardship funding 

instead.  

 

Benefits and further devolution  

As part of the Smith Commission and further 

devolution process, NUS Scotland consistently 

called for greater devolution over the welfare 

system to the Scottish Parliament. Particularly, 

we have been seeking specific powers to ensure 

that the student support system and benefits 

system were compatible, regardless of whether 

the benefit in question was devolved or 

reserved. This would allow the Scottish 

Parliament to exempt student support 

payments from benefit means tests, and allow 

the Scottish Parliament to determine rules over 

studying and being eligible for benefits (for 

example the current ’16-hour rule’).  

 

Failing this, the Smith Commission made, what 

we felt was, a clear recommendation that the 

Scottish Parliament should have the devolved 

ability to ‘top up’ reserved benefits as well 

creating new payments in devolved areas. NUS 

Scotland welcomed this recommendation as it 

would have provided a power to mitigate those 

cases where there is a negative interaction 

between benefits and student support, 

particularly for further education students. 
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However, the clauses as drafted would appear 

to only devolve a power to top up devolved 

benefits which we believe goes against the 

spirit of the Smith Commission 

recommendations as well as negating the ability 

of the Scottish Parliament to choose a divergent 

policy agenda to tackle poverty. As such, we 

have called for the proposed legislation to be 

changed to ensure Scotland gets the full powers 

and benefits originally recommended by the 

Smith Commission.  

 

We have argued as part of the process that it is 

vital that full control over devolved benefits is 

afforded to Scotland so as to allow the Scottish 

Parliament to design the best system it can and 

not constrained by UK regulations. This is 

exacerbated by the fact that the DWP continues 

to roll out the introduction of universal credit in 

Scotland, even with the expectation of further 

devolution in the near future. Along with 

organisations such as Citizens Advice Scotland, 

we have been calling for the UC roll out to be 

frozen in Scotland, pending the passage of any 

legislation. 

 

It is clear that, for the students who require the 

greatest financial assistance the most, potential 

changes to benefits (including tax credits, 

which many students are also eligible to 

receive) could have severe consequences. 

Failing the full devolution of powers to mitigate 

these consequences, it is vitally important that 

student support for further and higher 

education students is set at such a level so as 

to fully support students, regardless of their 

circumstances.  

 

For more information on anything 

contained within this submission, 

contact:  

Philip Whyte 

Policy and influencing manager  

Philip.whyte@nus-scotland.org.uk  

07785 626 155 
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UCU Scotland submission to the Education and Culture Committee on student 

support 

The University and College Union is the largest trade union in the Post-16 education 

sector in the UK, representing 120,000 academic and related members across the UK, 

and is the largest union in the higher education sector in Scotland. 

 

We are happy for this submission to be made publicly available and shared as 

appropriate. 

 

The committee has invited views on the availability and balance of bursary and loan 

support in higher education and the availability of bursary support in further education 

and who they are helping to improve access and student retention, and to narrow the 

educational attainment gap. 

 

UCU Scotland’s members mainly work in the higher education sector and for that 

reason our comments primarily relate to that sector. 

  

Bursary and loan support in higher education 

 

We welcome the Education and Culture Committee’s examination of student support 

in higher and further education.   

 

UCU carried out research1 in 2014 based on an analysis from the UK Treasury of 

relative spending on further and higher education in each of the devolved nations and 

the comparative results included statistics on widening access.  Amongst the findings, 

it showed that Scotland had the lowest percentage of university entrants from the 

poorest backgrounds (26.2%), and the lowest proportion of entrants from state 

schools. 

 

Clearly, such figures are unacceptable.  In general UCU would prefer student support 

to be available to students requiring it in the form firstly of bursaries; then if 

necessary as loans as an alternative to driving students to commercial loans with less 

attractive rates and terms.  While we wish to see increased student support, 

particularly in the form of bursaries, we do not believe that moving away from free 

tuition fees is the answer to funding such an increase.  Moving debt from one group of 

students to another is not a sustainable answer.  UCU has previously proposed 

                                                           
1
 http://www.ucu.org.uk/index.cfm?articleid=7004#.VfbXK5PNKWB 
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funding for higher education from a business education tax2 to reflect the financial 

benefits to business from higher education.  Rather than arguments to simply penalise 

other students to pay for better student support we believe a case can be made to 

investigate more imaginative and socially just funding models. 

 

We are pleased that the Scottish Government retained the Young Student Bursary and 

the Independent Student Bursary, but we would wish to see the reinstatement of 

bursaries making up a larger percentage of the overall package of support. 

 

Many of our members work in student support services and have first-hand 

experience of the student support system.  We know that the existing bursaries 

provide essential support to students’ living costs, and serve to minimise the debt 

burden on students from lower-income households.  Bursaries are a critical part of the 

widening access agenda and we would hope the committee are in contact with and 

reference the findings of their work on student support with the Commission on 

Widening Access currently sitting. 

It is also the case that the support available to students via the Higher Education 

Discretionary Funds and the Higher Education Childcare Funds are additional key 

elements to the retention agenda.  Audited returns of expenditure of these funds from 

Higher Education Institutions further supports evidence of how important financial 

support for living costs is as a deciding factor in whether students leave education or 

continue their studies. 

UCU Scotland would not countenance any diminution from the current level of support, 

and while we acknowledge that an additional £125 will be given to students from 

lower income households in January 2016, we support an increase in the total 

package of support.  We do not think, however, that this can realistically be met by 

students, as we remain concerned at the debt burden on all Scottish students and the 

impact this has upon students’ lives post-graduation, eg the impact on being 

considered for credit, and mortgages etc. 

UCU Scotland would support the Scottish Government re-visiting the most 

economically stable and socially just approach for students having access to an 

appropriate level of financial support to cover basic living costs; to consider support 

for students during the summer vacation; and, to minimise the debt burden following 

graduation. 

UCU Scotland notes its grave concern of the current state of further education, 

particularly the numbers of places available to students and the financial support 

available to students also. 

For more information please contact: 

Murdo Mathison 

Policy and Communications Officer, UCU Scotland 

                                                           
2
 http://www.ucu.org.uk/4473 
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Education & Culture Committee 

Call for Evidence: Universities 

Scotland Submission 

 

Availability and Balance of Student Support in Scotland 

1. Universities Scotland, as the representative body of Scotland’s 19 higher education 

institutions is pleased to provide evidence to the Committee on the availability and balance 

of student support in Scotland. 

 

2. Universities in Scotland are committed to widening access. In 2013, Principals in Scotland 

declared: 

 

“University should be equally open to any learner with the appropriate academic potential 

to benefit, regardless of their social or economic circumstances. It is of equal importance 

that those learners are properly supported to complete their studies successfully and fulfil 

their potential.” 

 

3. The availability of and model for student support funding has a direct impact on students, 

and prospective students.  A further significant impact is the availability of funding to 

universities to support student success – through widening access, dedicated student 

support and in the delivery of an excellent, engaging student academic experience.  

 

4. This submission will show that Scotland’s universities continue to widen access and 

propose ways to strengthen the support for students and universities to ensure that 

limitations of funding do not constrain individuals, institutional and societal aspiration for 

wider access to Scotland’s world-class higher education sector. 

 

Student Support: Impact on Access & Retention 

5. Evidence from across the Scottish HE sector indicates that Scotland’s universities are 

succeeding in widening access and improving retention. Application rates from students 

from deprived backgrounds to Scottish HEIs increased by 50%[1] since 2006 and between 

2012/13 and 2013/14 there was 10.1 per cent increase in SIMD20 Scottish-domiciled 

entrants to Scottish universities. Equally, overall retention levels are high and improving 

still further, at 91.3 percent in 2012/13, rising from 89.4% in 2011-12.  Retention rates for 

students from deprived areas are also high and are rapidly approaching the rate for all 

students, with retention for SIMD20 students improving by twice as much as the overall 

retention ratio from 2009/10. This progress has been achieved despite a student support 

system which currently places the greatest debt burdens on students from the poorest 

backgrounds and graduates that earn the lowest salaries.  There is reason to believe that a 

Agenda item 2 EC/S4/15/28/1

16



 

 

more progressive student support funding model might facilitate even greater rates of 

progress. 

 

6. There has been ongoing review of the impact of student support funding models across the 

UK in recent years. Research from OFFA[2] suggests that the introduction of fees in 

England has not had a negative effect on access to University by those from low-income 

backgrounds. However, the Independent Commission on Fees[3] notes that there have 

been significant and sustained falls in the number of mature and part-time students, 

suggesting that the financial aid package available may have been a factor in deterring 

some groups of students from attending university.   

 

7. In August 2013, means-tested grants in Scotland were substantially reduced, with an 

overall reduction of around 40%. A loan replaced the lost grant. Due to the new loan/grant 

ratio of the current system in Scotland, entrants from the most deprived backgrounds will 

graduate with the largest financial burden as they will require to borrow the largest 

amounts to support living costs.  Those who enter relatively low paying careers post-

graduation will also pay more overall due to the length of repayment and interest.   

 

8. In evidence to the Smith Commission in October 2014, Universities Scotland highlighted 

the need to remove the barriers to higher education for those in receipt of benefits to 

support widening access. At present, the rules governing entitlement to Housing Benefit 

constitute a barrier to entry to full-time higher education for some prospective students 

who stand to lose this vital income once they acquire student status. The current interface 

between the benefits system and student support disproportionately hits adults with 

parental responsibilities, mature students, part-time students and care leavers. The 

potential loss of housing benefit (and council tax reduction) can be a significant barrier to 

people in social housing who are wanting to enter higher education but who would face 

substantially increased costs if they did so.  We believe that some adjustments to the rules 

could work in the interests of social justice, and contribute to further progress in widening 

access, and would urge the Committee to consider whether newly devolved powers will 

allow any action in this area.  

 
9. We share the Scottish Government’s wish to ensure that all with the ability to benefit from 

higher education should have the opportunity to do so and recognise that this requires the 

level of student support funding available per year to be sufficient to meet a student’s 

reasonable living costs.  We would, however, support the Government in exploring options 

for reducing the financial burden on the poorest students. 

 

How We Support Access to University and Educational Attainment  

10. Scottish HEIs have committed decades of research and activities into understanding 

barriers and determining what works in widening access, and work in partnership with 

schools, colleges and others to ensure every potential student has access to the 

information and support they need. A number of these partnerships are aimed directly at 

narrowing the educational attainment gap. Widening access and supporting retention 

requires not just sustainable student support funding for individual students but continued 
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and sustained strategic investment in universities to support widening access outreach, 

and excellent student services to support students’ academic, personal and financial 

welfare once in university. 

 

11. In 2013-14, publically funded tuition met only 95% of real costs of teaching in Scottish HEIs 

[4].  UK-wide this figure was 101%. There has been a real-terms reduction of almost 10% 

funding per student in Scotland since 2009-10, while applications from Scottish domiciled 

students have been steadily increasing, up 5.6% since 2006.  It is crucial to widening access 

that learning and teaching in Scottish universities is fully and sustainably funded. 

 

12. Funding for additional widening access places has had a real impact on young people from 

Scotland’s most deprived communities.  Demand from Scottish students for university 

places continues to grow, and outpaces the provision available. The ring-fenced additional 

places for SIMD40 students and students articulating to University introduced in 2013-14 

have been a welcome innovation and have already made a significant impact. The 

additional articulation places have allowed more students to commence their degree 

programme in a college, and the 9 HEIs in receipt of additional places increased SIMD20 

and SIMD40 entrants by 22% and 19% [5] respectively compared to the previous year. It is 

essential that this progress continues and that the student support funding system 

encourages them to take advantage of these opportunities 

 

Recommended Actions to Improve Access and Student Retention 

 

1. Fairness of Debt Burden: Overall we would support a refreshed approach to student finance, 

looking at ways to minimise the current debt burden on the poorest students. There is a 

question of fairness in continuing a system which leaves the poorest students with the greatest 

financial burden over a lifetime.  

 

The reintroduction of maintenance grants merits further consideration, while recognising that 

affordability and sustainability of provision remains the critical factor in any redesign. We 

would be supportive of research to look at the impact of the removal of maintenance grants, 

and the characteristics of students most adversely affected.  Internal research by our members 

supports the view that students from lower income backgrounds are likely to be more debt 

adverse.  

 

Several of our members note the differences between the Scottish and English loan systems 

which may disproportionately disadvantage low income Scottish students. Raising the 

repayment threshold to £21000, providing loan support over the summer period and reducing 

the period of liability from 35 to 25 years (as in England) are all steps which could be 

considered in effectively reducing the burden on the poorest students. 

 

Over the longer term, the implications of the debt burden on society are unknown. Our 

members would register concern that over time a policy of high debt burden, particularly for 

those from the poorest backgrounds, may restrict social mobility and have unintended 
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economic consequences, such as a more financially risk-adverse population, or a reduction in 

those prepared to upskill to meet labour market requirements, or to follow critical but 

relatively low paid careers. 

  

2. Avoiding changes in support policy for current students: The 40% reduction in grants and 

subsequent replacement with loans in 2013, was immediately applicable to all students 

including those currently on course.  We note that this may have adversely impacted on 

student financial planning and that it changed a financial support policy for students currently 

mid-course. We would advocate for any future changes in support policy to begin with new 

entrants to the system only.  

 

3. Support for Lifelong Learning & Alternate Routes 

 

Scottish Union Learning3 have noted in a number of reports and case studies the clear benefits 

to both employers and the workforce of opening up access to learning and development 

opportunities at all career stages, regardless of age, background or circumstance.  

Access to upskilling and progression pathways in the workplace drives entrepreneurial thinking 

and growth. Scottish HEIs are committed to lifelong learning and support this through an 

exceptionally diverse and innovative approach. Examples include delivering courses in 

partnership with trade unions, offering courses at all levels in a variety of modes including 

part-time and online, assisting employers to credit-rate their own internal training, and 

reaching out to alumni networks to engage in mentoring opportunities. 

However, there are growing threats to lifelong learning access which we believe need to be 

addressed now in order to grow and sustain a healthy, adaptable and entrepreneurial 

workforce for Scotland. 

- Equitable Funding Availability for all Modes of Study: We would support access to 

student loans for those wishing to complete a second undergraduate degree or other 

qualification later in life. The pressures of the labour market mean that it is likely the 

typical graduate will require to change career or add to their skills base in order to meet 

the demands of a fast changing labour market several times over a lifetime. Family 

commitments and other life circumstances may limit progression or learning 

opportunities, which means a flexible and equitable approach to support across all 

qualifications and delivery modes is required to ensure the student can pursue the 

learning which is right for them. For example, removing the income restriction for the 

part-time fee grant could aid in this. We believe firmly in providing the option of a ‘second 

chance’ at higher education. 

- Support for Postgraduate Study: It is critical that support for postgraduate study is 

available to support upskilling and student choice across the UK. We are strongly 

supportive of the Scottish Government’s PGT Review Group and look forward to seeing 

the final report and recommendations shortly. 

                                                           
3
 http://www.scottishunionlearning.com/files/Resources/SUL-STUC-Skills-Utilisation-Report-Final.doc  

Agenda item 2 EC/S4/15/28/1

19

http://www.scottishunionlearning.com/files/Resources/SUL-STUC-Skills-Utilisation-Report-Final.doc


 

 

- A Renewed Focus on Workplace Support: As set out in Recommendation 5 above, we 

note with concern the substantial falls in part-time undergraduate and postgraduate 

numbers supported by employers in recent years. This mirrors a wider UK-wide substantial 

decline in both part-time and mature students as set out by the Independent Commission 

on Fees[3]. Between 2011/12 and 2013/14, there was a decline of almost 13% in students 

from poorer backgrounds starting degrees in England4. We are concerned that finance 

may act as a barrier to those wishing to pursue higher education later in their careers and 

a deterrent to lifelong learning, and would be keen to work with all stakeholders to 

understand how this might best be addressed going forward.  

 

4. Support improved information and guidance for prospective students:  There is evidence 

[6][7] to suggest that prospective Scottish students can have relatively low levels of awareness 

and/or understanding of both the student support available and the implications of loans on 

their future earnings and life choices. This includes a degree of debt aversion (particularly if the 

student does not understand the repayment method or does not know others with current 

student loans) and also hesitancy in estimating their total likely debt on graduation. Improved 

access to financial information for students, parents, carers and guardians, ensuring that every 

student and their family applying for support understands what is available and the longer 

term implications would go some way to address this. Provision of clear and understandable 

financial information, to be considered alongside other key information sets such as graduate 

salaries and destinations ensures and protects informed decision-making.  

 

5. Explore alternative routes for financial support for students 

Employers have a pivotal role to play in raising aspirations and powering the economy through 

enabling skills growth and progression pathways. For both part-time undergraduate and part-

time postgraduate courses, industry/employer funding was the most common major tuition 

fee source for Scottish students at Scottish HEIs in 13/14, accounting for 18% and 21% of those 

cohorts respectively [8].  

Over 3500 part-time undergraduate and some 2800 part-time postgraduates had the major 

part of their tuition fees funded by industry/their employer in 13/14. However these part-time 

numbers have fallen dramatically, by close to 40% in both cases since 2004-05. 

The most common subject areas in 13/14 supported by employer fees were allied health, 

engineering, business and education. Notable subject areas with relatively low numbers of 

employer supported students were: the sciences (maths, physics, chemistry & biological 

sciences), computer science, architecture building & planning and the creative arts & design, 

alongside medicine and some humanities subjects (languages, history).  

As this closely mirrors sectors currently reporting skills shortages and gaps5, such as in the 

creative industries, construction, chemical & life sciences and ICT sectors, we suggest that the 

                                                           
4
 http://blog.universitiesuk.ac.uk/2015/07/09/ou-head-are-more-students-from-poorer-backgrounds-going-to-

university/ 

5
 http://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/resources/skills-investment-plans/  

Agenda item 2 EC/S4/15/28/1

20

http://blog.universitiesuk.ac.uk/2015/07/09/ou-head-are-more-students-from-poorer-backgrounds-going-to-university/
http://blog.universitiesuk.ac.uk/2015/07/09/ou-head-are-more-students-from-poorer-backgrounds-going-to-university/
http://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/resources/skills-investment-plans/


 

 

Committee considers further ways by which employers can be encouraged and supported to 

develop the skills of their workforce which they need through access to life-long learning. 

 

6. Close the Teaching Funding Gap & Protect Strategic Project Support: Sustainable funding for 

universities is critical in supporting outreach work from institutions to schools and individuals 

to raise aspiration and support educational attainment.  

 

 

7. Commission for Widening Access: Finally, we would strongly encourage the Committee to tap 

into the expertise currently being gathered under the auspices of the Commission for 

Widening Access. 
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Who Cares? Scotland – speaking up and out for Scotland’s care experienced young people 
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Who Cares? Scotland supports young people who have care experience up to 26 years of age, by 

providing on-going support and independent advocacy. We aim to provide looked-after young 

people in Scotland with knowledge of their rights. We strive to empower them to positively 

participate in the formal structures they are often subject to solely as a result of their care 

experience. At Who Cares? Scotland we utilise the voice of the care experienced population of 

Scotland to inform everything we do as an organisation. 

The availability and balance of bursary and loan support in higher education: 

On the 22nd of August 2012 the former Cabinet Secretary for Education announced that Scottish 

students would be able to access the “best and simplest” support package available across 

Scotland6. Since 2012 it should be recognised that there has been an increase in the number of care 

experienced students progressing from school to university education.  The latest data shows that 

7% of looked after school leavers progressed from school to university education in 2013/147. This is 

a 12% improvement on the previous year’s data, and is welcomed; however more must be done as 

this is in contrast with the data that shows 39% of school leavers and transition into higher 

education. This highlights that the vigour and commitment to widening access opportunities to 

further and higher education must be sustained. We believe that redressing the balance of bursary 

and loan support available for care experienced students could be one method of assisting in this. 

Young people, we work in partnership with, inform us that they can find the process of accessing 

financial support complex and difficult. They tell us that at times, despite identifying as being a care 

leaver, they can be asked to provide household incomes in order for them to have their application 

for financial support approved through means testing. Requiring care experienced individuals to 

provide such information does not take into account their lived experiences, which means they often 

reside in a formal care placement and not a family home. 

Care experienced students have told us that the requirement to evidence that they are looked after 

by the state, or were previously looked after by the state, can be stressful and embarrassing. We are 

aware of instances where young people have been requested to provide written consent so that 

SAAS can communicate with their social worker, to confirm their looked after status. Young people 

                                                           
6
 Scottish Government (2012).Student Support. Available: 
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state that this process can take a considerable amount of time and suggest that less intrusive 

methods are developed to evidence their looked after status.  

Young people we work in partnership with also reflect on how they, belonging to one of the most 

disadvantaged groups in society, leave university with some of the highest levels of student debt. If 

care experienced students are awarded funding on the basis that they are self-supporting then the 

completion of a 4 year degree course can see them acquire around £26,000 of student debt that 

many will have to repay well into adulthood, if they manage to repay the debt in full at all8. 

We know that care experienced young people often fear acquiring such a large amount of debt prior 

to them earning and can be a barrier to higher education. Accessing higher education can evoke 

feelings of worry and confusion for many students however, care experienced students often have 

to manage these tensions autonomously. Our advocacy experience informs us that numerous 

factors can discourage capable care experienced students from accessing higher education. A 

common example of such tension is that to access some courses students have to move closer to a 

university or a higher education provider. This, at times, can feel like a risk to a their own stability, as 

there is no guarantee they will have a secure base to return to; a place they can call home, either 

during holidays or at the end of their course. This example shows that financial support is not the 

sole discourager for care experienced students looking to access higher education, but one of many. 

We at Who Cares? Scotland believe that more can be done to ensure that care experienced students 

are not discouraged from reaching their full potential by such barriers.  

The Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014, defines 24 of Scotland’s public bodies as 

corporate parents to the looked after population. If Scotland is to achieve the aspiration of 

becoming the best place to grow up it is essential that these corporate parents embrace their new 

role, defined in statute, and work together to ensure care leavers in Scotland have the same 

opportunities as their non-looked after peers.  

Care experienced students often reflect on how many of their fellow students leave university with 

smaller levels of student debt, or in some instances with no student debt whatsoever. Our advocacy 

experience informs that care experienced students often highlight that their classmates can often 

access holistic support with relative ease from their parents and extended family. One care 

experienced student stated: 

“People in my class could phone their mum and dad if they over spent at the weekend, or if they had 

just not managed to budget properly for the month. They could learn from mistakes they made with 

their money. My mistakes seemed to just result in me acquiring more commercial debt, on top of 

the student debt. I have no idea how I will ever pay it off. I am so grateful for the opportunity to go 

to university, my brothers and sisters often tell me how lucky I am and that I’ll be different from the 

rest of my family, in a good way. This makes me feel pleased and proud, but also a little under 

pressure to achieve and make them proud. I can’t help getting envious of other students and I don’t 

just mean those that seem to have rich mums and dads. I don’t even know who will come to my 

graduation, while others in my class can ask their families for advice, get them to look over course 

                                                           
8
 Scottish Government . (2012). Student Support. Available: 

http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Education/post16reform/student-support. Last accessed 17/9/2015. 
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work, or just give them some guidance and share experiences of when they went to university. I 

don’t have anyone in my family that has done the uni thing, or anything similar, and I feel that 

University life can feel quite lonely at times for students like me.” 

As Care Leavers have required state intervention in their lives that have resulted in them becoming 

parented by the state we believe that the state has a responsibility to mitigate the circumstances 

that can make accessing higher education more difficult. Corporate parents have a responsibility to 

work together to ensure processes can be flexible and take into account the lived experiences of 

care leavers. Similar to the way families advise their children on the acquirement of student debt, 

the state has to be better at ensuring care leavers are given appropriate advice, information and 

guidance on how to best support themselves financially and how also to ensure their wellbeing is 

protected during their time of further study. Care experienced graduates often tell us of how the 

repayment of student debt, they feel, can impede on their social mobility. With one recent graduate 

saying: 

“I graduated over a year ago and I have just started contributing to repaying my student loans. As I 

progress in my career the contributions will increase. I disagree with care leavers having to acquire 

so much debt in order to achieve but it was necessary for me to be able to pursue a university 

course that will hopefully mean my adulthood life will be better than my childhood. I feel 

disadvantaged though when I see my peers getting help with mortgages or their weddings from their 

families. It’s just unfortunate I don’t have parents that can provide the same as other but these 

students also don’t have to contribute as much each month to their student loans as I and others do. 

When I see my loan repayment contribution on my wage slip I feel proud as it reminds me of what I 

have achieved but, it also makes me feel that the money I am repaying could be spent on things that 

I never thought would be achievable when I was taken into care. Stuff like affording to get married 

or in my wildest dreams being able to buy a house. I think the loan contributions don’t make the 

dream of owning my own house, and stuff, unachievable but they definitely mean that it will take 

longer for me to achieve this. It will take longer for me to climb the social ladder, and in a way this all 

stems back to the fact I’m worse off than others because my mum and dad weren’t good at looking 

after me.” 

Prior to securing a majority in the Scottish Parliamentary 2011 elections the Scottish National Party 

pledged, on page 54, of their 2011 manifesto, to “replace the expensive and discredited Student 

Loans with mean-tested student grants”9. This manifesto pledge has not been fully actioned and we 

would respectfully request that the Scottish Government consider replacing student loans, for care 

experienced individuals, with student grants. We would also ask that the government consider 

abolishing the student debt acquired by graduate care leavers during their time of study. This would 

see the state fully embracing their role as a corporate parent to this group of young people; enabling 

them to achieve their potential without having to repay their corporate parents for the privilege.  

Support during summer holidays 

                                                           
9
 The Scottish National Party (2011) Scottish National Party Manifesto 2011. (Edinburgh) The Scottish National 

Party. 
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Care leavers in Higher education are able to claim a vacation grant, from the Students Awards 

Agency Scotland10. Care leavers eligible for the grant can access up to £105 a week to assist them 

with living costs over the summer, particularly when the majority of care experienced students have 

to exist autonomously at this time.  

Our advocacy experience suggests that many care experienced students are not aware of this fund. 

We are aware that SAAS has renewed efforts to increase awareness of the vacation grant and what 

the eligibility criteria is however, for the purpose of responding to this call for evidence we made 

telephone contact with SAAS to enquire how many care experienced students had accessed the 

grant this summer. We were advised that this information would be available upon the completion 

of a freedom of information request. As the data would not be available for the submission deadline 

for this call for evidence, we are not able to provide exact information to the committee. We do 

believe that more has to be done to ensure that those eligible to access the grant are made aware of 

their eligibility, and encouraged to access such funds. 

The availability of bursary support in further education 

The process of accessing bursary support in further education can be a complex and confusing 

process for care leavers. Those accessing bursary support however, do so at the discretion of the 

further educational body that they are wishing to study at. This is because access to a further 

education bursary is not an entitlement like it is with financial support for higher education 

distributed through the Student Award Agency Scotland, each further educational institution 

distributes bursaries individually and decide independently the amount that should be awarded to 

each student which in effect means that students are faced with a ‘postcode lottery’ situation with 

the amount of bursary provided being different from one college to another.  

More commonly with further education, in comparison to higher education, care experienced 

students are often asked to provide information on their household income prior to being awarded a 

bursary. Our advocacy experience informs that as recently as this summer some care experienced 

students were asked to supply salary information of everyone who worked in the residential 

children’s home they currently live in. This was stressful for the young person and even if they had 

provided the requested information it should have made no impact on the amount she was 

awarded. This is an example of how at times, processes can be rigid and appear to be inflexible for 

students who do not have similar lived experiences to the majority. This is even more concerning 

when every one of Scotland’s colleges are defined as corporate parents in the Children and Young 

People (Scotland) Act 2014. 

We at Who Cares? Scotland call on all further education bodies to provide universally identical 

bursary support to each care experienced student.  This support should provide enough help to 

ensure that financial concerns are not another barrier that is placed in front of these young people. 

It would not be viewed favourably if a parent provided more support to one of their children in 

comparison to the rest of their children. We must get better at ensuring corporate parents do not 

continue to offer inconsistent support to care experienced students. This will not just ensure those 

                                                           
10

 SAAS (?) Support for care leavers. Available: https://www.saas.gov.uk/_forms/care_leavers_grant.pdf. Last 

accessed 17/9/15 
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currently accessing further and higher education will be better supported, but will reduce the 

barriers to those with aspirations of further study. 

Who Cares? Scotland 

Carly Edgar - Policy Manager – cedgar@whocaresscotland.org  
 
Thomas Timlin - Policy Development Officer – ttimlin@whocaresscotland.org  
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EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTE OF SCOTLAND 

 
 

RESPONSE TO THE CONSULTATION FROM THE SCOTTISH  
 

PARLIAMENT’S EDUCATION AND CULTURE COMMITTEE ON  
 

THE 2016/2017 DRAFT BUDGET 
 

 
1. The Educational Institute of Scotland welcomes this opportunity to 

provide a written response to the consultation initiated by the Scottish 
Parliament’s Education and Culture Committee. 

 
2. The EIS has concerns regarding ongoing, real terms spending on 

education across all of Scotland’s 32 Local Authorities.  

 
3. In our response to last year’s budget the EIS highlighted the following 

concerns with reference to Audit Scotland’s 2014 report: 
 

 Real Terms Spending - Audit Scotland revealed that, in real 
terms, spending fell in every Scottish Council bar one in the 

period. 
 

 Variations across Scotland - There are significant and 
unacceptable variations on spend per pupil across Scotland. 

 
 Loss of Posts - The Audit Scotland report indicated the loss of 

posts across the whole of Scottish education.  At a time of 
significant curricular change a 22% drop in Quality Improvement 

posts threatens the role of Councils in supporting development, 

schools and teachers. In addition the EIS is concerned about 
posts not included in the Report and, in particular, in the 

reduction in posts in Psychological Services and Instrumental 
Music teaching. 

 
 Teacher Numbers - The 2011 Pay and Conditions Agreement 

provided a protection on teacher numbers.  However, it is 
important to note the following statistics.  In 2007 there were 

692,215 pupils and 55,100 teachers.  In 2013 the figures were 
673,530 pupils and 51,078 teachers.  While the pupil numbers 

are standing at 97.3% of the 2007 figures, the number of 
teachers stands at 92.7% of the 2007 figure.  Over the same 

period the Pupil-Teacher ratio has risen from 13.0 to 13.5. 
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 Teachers’ Pay - External research commissioned by the EIS in 

2012 indicated that teachers’ pay had lagged behind the final 
element of the 2001 settlement (in 2003) by 6.5% (CPI) or 12% 

(RPI). 
 

 Statutory Provision and Supply Cover - There is a very real risk 
of failure to meet statutory provisons.  On a weekly basis, in 

parts of Scotland, pupils could be sent home through a lack of 
availability of supply teachers.  This does not happen due to 

teacher goodwill.  Such goodwill cannot be presumed and 
increased workload and declining living standards will bring a risk 

of teachers not covering beyond contractual requirements. 
 

 Secondary Subject Provision - In secondary schools shortages of 
specific subject teachers are covered by non-specialist school 

supply which impacts on the quality of pupils’ learning 

experiences and can impact on examination preparation 
particularly. 

 
4. All of these concerns remain pertinent. The proposed budget for 

2016 – 2017 does not provide resources to redress the deficit in 
spending suffered by the Education sector in Scotland and it does 

not address areas of continued concern. It is our view that the cuts 
to local Education budgets have had an adverse impact on both 

learners and teachers. 
 

5. In addition to the concerns already set out we wish to draw the 
Committee’s attention to the following issues: 

 
 Nursery - The EIS has been concerned for some time about 

the removal of nursery teachers from Early Years 

establishments by some local authorities as a means of 
making savings. While we welcome the Scottish Government’s 

recent announcement that additional nursery teachers or 
degree qualified childcare practitioners will be appointed to 

nurseries in areas of deprivation, we remain committed to the 
principle of universal equal and minimum access to a nursery 

teacher as the most sound means of ensuring both quality 
and equity within Early Years. This would require significant 

additional funding and a realisation in practice of the 
Government’s commitment to every nursery pupil having 

“access” to a teacher. 
 

 ASN – Members have expressed concerns about the lack of 
resources available to support Additional Support Needs 

provision and with GIRFEC implementation costs and issues 
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coming on-stream we have increased concerns about the level 

of funding available. 
 

 EAL –We have researched the provision of English as an 
Additional Language support and believe additional funding 

and support is required, particularly for local authority areas 
which have higher density migrant populations and where, 

consequently, available provision is very stretched. In the 
context of Scotland welcoming refugees, a sentiment 

endorsed by the EIS, is important that provision is made in 
key budgets such as education, to ensure that the children of 

refugees are supported in their development.  
 

 Teacher Numbers – The EIS does not believe that teacher 
numbers should be seen as flexible in allowing Councils to 

meet their spending/cutting targets. We welcome the Scottish 

Government’s bilateral agreement with the EIS about 
maintaining the commitment on teacher numbers for the 

second year of the SNCT agreed 2-year pay deal but 
obviously this requires the necessary funding to be put in 

place to deliver this objective.   Suggestions that the number 
of teachers in the system does not have a direct impact on 

educational attainment are not accepted.  The development of 
a national staffing standard is a proposal that the EIS has 

advocated and would continue to support but clearly  not in 
the context of such a development being based on a cost 

cutting objective.  The EIS would oppose any attempt to cut 
the number of teachers, reduce the existing Pupil-Teacher 

ratios or to increase class sizes.   
 

 Attainment and Standardised Assessments - The cost of 

the introduction of standardised assessments as part of the 
National Improvement Framework needs to be considered.  At 

present nearly all Local Authorities use some form of 
standardised testing.  In 2013 the EIS carried out an FIO 

request on the costs of standardised base-line assessments 
and found that councils spent large amounts of money, up to 

£120,000 in one case, each year on these. In our view Local 
Authorities should commit to discontinuation of their local 

testing regimes in the event of a national assessment system 
being established with the money saved being redeployed into 

other areas of educational spending. 
 

 Teachers’ Pay – The 2015/2016 pay award has not 
addressed the real terms decline in teachers’ pay since 2003. 
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6. From the summaries of the local authority “round-table discussions” 
it seems that some representatives of Local Authorities would wish 

“flexibility” to assist with making the cost savings needed to meet 
their budgets.   

 
The EIS does not believe that reducing teacher numbers, removing 

preparation time for teachers or increasing class sizes are means to 
achieving a better education provision or raising attainment within 

Scotland’s schools.  
 

 
7.  Closing the attainment gap – equity. The EIS welcomes the funding 

associated with the Attainment Challenge which will make a 
significant difference in those areas where it is being spent. The 

scale of the challenge, however, means that if the shared objective 

of reducing inequity in our education system is to be achieved, 
substantial additional investment will be required. Resource has to 

match rhetoric or we will be left with little more than pious 
statements. 
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Education, Lifelong Learning and Culture Committee  

Draft Scottish Budget 2016-17 and outcomes of 2015-16 

12 November 2015 

 

1. The NASUWT welcomes the opportunity to submit evidence to the Scottish 
Government on how the 2015-16 draft budget has affected education,  
particularly regarding spending in primary and secondary schools. 

 
2. The NASUWT also welcomes the opportunity to put forward suggestions for 

consideration in drafting the Scottish Budget for 2016-17. 
 

3. The NASUWT is the fastest growing teachers’ union in Scotland 
respresenting teachers and school leaders. 

 
GENERAL COMMENTS 

 
4. The NASUWT understands that the draft budget has been developed in the 

context of the Westminster Government’s flawed economic strategy of cuts to 
funding. Given that the block grant adjustment for the devolved taxes has yet 
to be agreed with the Westminster Government, it is possible that Scotland 
could end up financially worse off following these changes.  

 
5. However, as a result of a number of policy decisions by the Scottish 

Government, education has been placed in an increasingly fragile position 
over a number of years because:  

(a) the education budget has not been sufficiently ring-fenced, leaving individual 
authorities able to divert key resources from education and providing limited 
accountability in relation to the overall education budget. Where funding 
allocated for specific education strategies is not the most appropriate for a 

 

EVIDENCE 

SUBMISSION 
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local authority’s needs, there is no mechanism for that funding to be 
reallocated to another area within education with higher priority; and 

(b) an enforced council tax freeze for almost nine consecutive years limits local 
authority options in raising additional revenue. 
 

6. The NASUWT draws the Committee’s attention to last year’s Audit Scotland 
Report which listed a number of councils’ strategies and approaches to 
reducing their education spending, which included employing fewer staff, 
changes to teacher terms and conditions, increasing classroom teaching time, 
seeking efficiencies in school transport and reducing training budgets.  

 
7. The Report further noted that ‘Council education services are likely to 

continue to face budgetary pressures and they need to be alert to the 
potential impact of increased workloads on remaining staff’. The NASUWT 
contends that the Scottish Government is facing a ticking time bomb on 
teacher workload. Teacher workload has already escalated to an 
unsustainable degree, without further workforce reductions being factored in. 
Councils cite the Scottish Government’s policy on maintaining teacher 
numbers as the main reason for budgetary cuts elsewhere. However, teacher 
workload will continue to increase due to the cuts in other education staff, as 
well as a range of other factors.  

 
8. The NASUWT welcomed the CfE Working Group on Tackling Bureaucracy 

Report and is involved in the review of its recommendations, including: 

 Education Scotland using the inspection process to challenge unnecessary 
bureaucracy in schools, reducing its own bureaucratic requirements and 
providing clearer advice and support to schools on Curriculum for Excellence 
(CfE) implementation; 

 reducing verification procedures for new qualifications and supporting 
teachers and school leaders more effectively in qualification delivery; and 

 streamlining local audit and accountability requirements to the most critical 
areas of CfE implementation. 
 

9. The recommendations set out in the Report should have already begun to be 
addressed in current School Improvement Plans. However, there is little evidence 
that this has happened. This Report could have fundamentally improved the 
working lives of teachers but insufficient priority has to date been given to its 
effective implementation. Reduced funding for education, resulting in fewer 
teaching staff, will compound an already unsustainable workload situation. The 
lack of statutory imperative is also an inhibiting factor. 
 
10. The effects of poverty on educational attainment have been well documented 

and the NASUWT welcomes the Scottish Government’s recent 
announcements to make addressing this a priority. The Union is heavily 
involved in campaigns to highlight child poverty, through its work with Child 
Poverty Action and other organisations. The NASUWT conducts an annual 
‘Cost of Education’ survey of parents and carers in Scotland to identify the 
effects of austerity on free education. The NASUWT believes that many of 
these hidden costs are having a huge impact the educational experiences and 
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opportunities of children and young people and believes urgent attention is 
needed to be focused on poverty-proofing the school day. 

 
11. In considering the Draft Scottish Budget for 2016-17, a radical rethink of 

priorities for education is required. Funding needs to be sustainable in the 
long term to have any chance of improving attainment and mitigating the 
impact of poverty. Local authorities have been trimming the fat year on year 
and, simply put, there are no further efficiencies to be made. Any future 
reduction in spending is a cut and to brand it an ‘efficiency saving’ merely 
supports the Westminster Government’s austerity agenda. 

 
12. The Scottish Government must acknowledge that short-term, swift and deep cuts 

will result in a long-term detriment to the education of children and young people. 
Education develops the knowledge and skills a country needs to build its 
economy. Investment in education is an investment in the future of the Country.  
 
 

SPECIFIC COMMENTS 
 

13. One of the significant difficulties for the Scottish Government in assessing the 
national picture is the variation in funding priorities across each local authority. 
The current draft budget has impacted negatively on pupils and families, and 
teacher recruitment and retention. Its has increased pressure via the Scottish 
Negotiating Committee for Teachers (SNCT) and the Local Negotiating 
Committee for Teachers (LNCT) on teacher terms and conditions.  However, this 
picture will vary across the country as each local authority may have chosen a 
different area to cut, and pupils and teachers could be subject to a postcode 
lottery of education provision. 

 
Additional Support 
14. A tidal wave of cuts has and continues to hit Scotland as austerity measures filter 

down. Critical entitlements to additional support for pupils, for example, are under 
continued threat. The presumption of ‘mainstream’ in schools can only work when 
there are sufficient resources and properly trained staff available to support 
teachers in the delivery of appropriate learning. 
 

15. Currently, the reduction in additional support needs (ASN) support staff, speech 
and language specialists and many other peripatetic staff is resulting in children 
and young people with ASN not having their needs met. 

 
16. Another area of concern relates to the ever increasing number of children who 

arrive in schools unable to speak or understand the English language. Despite 
the recognition and celebration of the growing diversity in our schools, many 
English as an additional language (EAL) teacher posts have been cut and 
children left with no support in integrating into education. All of this has an impact 
on the teaching and learning including in pupil behaviour. To ensure the success 
of the inclusion agenda, more investment is required. It cannot be delivered by 
the goodwill of the profession. Failure to recognise and address this may result in 
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those children and young people who currently have additional support ASN 
losing this vital support. 

 
Workload 
17. Scotland has a world-renowned education system. This is due to the 

commitment, dedication and hard work of teachers, who to ensure pupils receive 
the best educational experience possible. Their efforts over the past two years in 
supporting the implementation of a new qualifications framework being one such 
example. The over reliance on goodwill in the face of excessive workload is 
unsustainable and the Draft Budget did not in any way address this issue.  
 

National Priorities 
18. Some of the national priorities on education referenced in the Draft Budget were 

quite vague, in particular those referencing CfE. It is inevitable in the context of a 
reduction in education spending by councils that many national commitments will 
be placed under increasing pressure. 

 
19. In 2003, Scotland’s First Minister was committed to placing music ‘at the heart of 

young people’s learning’ and intended that by 2006 all school children would 
have had access to a year’s free music tuition by the time they reached Primary 
6. Unfortunately, this vision has not been sustained and local authorities, in light 
of the funding restrictions, are increasing charges for instrumental music teaching 
to as much as £340 a year, dropping fee exemptions and cutting instructor posts. 
Young people have lost their entitlement to a broad and balanced curriculum and 
access to a creative subject in which they may excel, which may lead to further 
disaffection. 

 
Early Years 
20. Further to the Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014,  additional funds 

were made available to increase the annual provision of 475 hours’ pre-school 
education for three and four year olds to a minimum annual provision of 600 
hours’ early learning and childcare for three and four year olds and looked after 
two year-olds. From August 2015 this also included two year olds with a parent in 
receipt of qualifying benefits. This additional investment is welcomed. There is a 
wealth of evidence which demonstrates that investment in early years education 
and early intervention will pay dividends in the long term for children and young 
people’s outcomes, as well as saving costly interventions in later phases of 
education and adult life. While welcoming a preventative spending approach, 
Scottish children remain disadvantaged compared with their counterparts in 
England. In England, more than 40 per cent of two year olds are entitled to free 
nursery education, compared with 15 per cent in Scotland from August 2014.  
 

Schools for the Future 
21. The NASUWT welcomed the increased investment in school infrastructure. The 

construction of new schools is essential to ensure working and learning 
environments fit for the 21st century, for pupils and staff alike. The NASUWT 
would not support any reduction in future proposed investment. Any funding 
shortfall, whether as a result of slippage or flowing from cuts to capital budgets, 
would be of genuine concern. 
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Child Poverty 
22. The Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) originally estimated that 400,000 more 

children would be forced into poverty between 2010 and 2015 as a result of the 
Westminster Government’s economic and social policies. The estimate that over 
200,000 more children will be plunged into poverty in the next three years, with 
over one million more children in poverty by 2020, has now been identified as 
conservative. There is a direct link between poverty and low educational 
attainment, and addressing poverty in the context of a health and housing 
strategy must be a priority. Funding policies to reduce child poverty should not be 
seen as a cost but as a saving, an investment in all of our futures. 

 
23. More than half of all school children in the UK living in poverty are not receiving 

free school meals. Due to the financial climate, much of the ground the Scottish 
Government gained in widening access to free meals was lost. West 
Dunbartonshire Council, for example, scrapped universal free school meals from 
early primary provision. Therefore, it is welcomed that the commitment in the 
Draft Budget to ‘implement our commitment to free school meals for all P1 to P3 
children worth around £330 for each of around 170,000 children’ was honoured in 
2015. Work now needs to be undertaken to widen this out further to enable older 
children to benefit in future. 

  

24. Three quarters of teachers now report regularly experiencing children coming to 
school so hungry that they lack energy and are unable to concentrate. It is 
welcomed that the Scottish Government continues to work with partners, 
including NASUWT and other trade unions, to respond to tackling inequality. The 
NASUWT has conducted much research in this area to inform our campaigns 
and will continue to support initiatives which challenge this inequality. 

 
Cost of Education 
25. Part of the challenge in addressing poverty and raising attainment are the hidden 

costs of education. The following areas present financial challenges for parents 
and contribute to a two-tier system for those who can afford the additional costs 
and those who cannot. The cost of school uniform, PE and educational 
equipment, lunchtime arrangements and the cost of food, educational visits and 
activities; of extra-curricular activities; of travel to and from school. 

 
26. The NASUWT welcomed the introduction of the Scottish Attainment Challenge in 

February 2015 which allocated £100 million of funding across seven pilot 
authorities, although questions the almost total focus on areas of urban 
deprivation. Many children in rural areas are prevented through poverty from 
taking part fully in all aspects of their education, one example being: breakfast 
clubs and after-school activities cannot be accessed due to restrictive transport 
availability. In the roll-out of funding to all local authorities planned for 2016, 
careful consideration must be given in the draft budget to poverty-proofing the 
school day to ensure equality of access for all. 
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Draft Scottish Budget for 2016-17 
27. In considering the Draft Scottish Budget for 2016-17, the NASUWT proposes the 

following measures; 
 (a) reinstatement of the ring-fencing for education budgets in each local authority; 
 (b) the introduction of central government compliance mechanisms to ensure 

local authorities do not divert money from education;  
 (c) the setting of specific and measurable targets for local authorities, tied into an 

effective enforcement mechanism; 
 (d) greater incentivisation of flexible working to local authorities, for example, 

through a central government funding matrix; 
 (e) guaranteed sustained spending in real terms within education; 
 (f) guaranteed maintenance of teacher numbers across each local authority, 

including peripatetic specialists; 
 (g) a statutory basis for reduced class sizes across all ages and stages; 
 (h) a statutory basis for terms and conditions for teachers and the return of supply 

teachers to the same terms as other teachers. 
 
28. There needs to be detail provided as to what any commitment to funding 

improvements in the quality of teaching and leadership in the teaching profession 
will mean to individual teachers. The NASUWT would wish for the Scottish 
Government to provide funding for all masters-level learning and to ensure that 
funding for continuing professional learning is maintained. 

 
29. Consideration needs to be given to the growing challenges of teacher recruitment 

and retention and how the budget might assist local authorities in funding 
initiatives that will attract and retain teachers to specific areas that cannot fill 
teacher posts. For example, Aberdeen City is one authority where a number of 
new teachers are appointed through the preference waiver scheme, gaining a 
financial incentive of £6,000 or £8,000 for agreeing to undertake their induction 
year in a specific area. When looking for work following induction, and already 
having to take a reduction in salary through the loss of the preference waiver 
bonus, such teachers are unlikely to stay in an area where the cost of living is so 
high. If something could be introduced to mitigate the loss until the salary point 
catches up, then teachers would be more likely to stay longer than a year, 
allowing them to build social networks and establish roots in the area. 

 
30. Investment in early years is undoubtedly a key aspect of the preventative 

spending agenda. However, despite a commitment by the Scottish Government 
to provide ‘access to a nursery teacher for every nursery-age child’ and 
considerable evidence demonstrating the long-term impact of trained teachers in 
pre-primary settings, many local authorities have been diluting or dismantling 
their nursery provision. Local authorities have been undermining standards in 
nurseries by employing fewer teachers and more nursery nurses. Statistics from 
2012 suggested that one in four nursery-age children in Scotland did not have 
access to a qualified teacher. The situation continues to deteriorate year on year. 
The loss of experienced, qualified nursery teachers deprives children of expert 
support at a crucial stage in their development. Greater priority needs to be given 
in 2016 to increasing, or at least maintaining, qualified teachers in nursery. 
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31. The NASUWT recommends that Equality Impact Assessments are routinely used 
by both the Scottish Government and local authorities to assess the full impact of 
any budgetary proposals on pupils, families and the school workforce. 

 
32. In addition to these measures, the NASUWT believes there should continue to be 

full disclosure of financial data and statistics relating to all and any future Scottish 
Government economic funding proposals. 

 
Chris Keates (Ms) 
General Secretary  
 
For further information on the Union’s response, contact Jane Peckham, National 
Official (Scotland): 
NASUWT Scotland 
35 Young Street North Lane 
Edinburgh, EH2 4JD 
0131 226 8480 
www.nasuwt.org.uk  
nasuwt@mail.nasuwt.org.uk  

 
 

 
 

 

http://www.nasuwt.org.uk/
mailto:nasuwt@mail.nasuwt.org.uk
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Education Spending in relation to Scottish Government Draft Budget 2016/17                 
 
17 November 2015 
 
The Scottish Secondary Teachers’ Association is Scotland’s only specialist union for 
secondary teachers. The SSTA understands the budgetary pressures placed on education but 
would like to focus its comments on the following issues: 
 

1. Maintaining Teacher Numbers 
The SSTA welcomes the Scottish Government commitment to maintaining teacher numbers 
for 2016/17 to delivering a quality education system. This emphasises the importance of the 
teacher in making a difference for all young people. However, some express the view that 
this decision restricts that ability of local authorities to meet targets and has unfairly 
protected teachers to other education colleagues in a climate of austerity.  
 
Teachers have seen little increase in salaries, but have suffered from increased pension 
contributions and increased workloads, due not only to new qualifications and curriculum 
for excellence, but in covering teacher vacancies and absences due to the lack of supply 
teachers. This together with the reduction in several support areas that surround a teacher’s 
role is impacting hugely on the teacher’s ability to concentrate fully on the learning and 
teaching of young people. 
 
The teacher plays a very important part in the education system and undermining their role 
and attempting to divide education staff using ‘maintaining teacher numbers’ as the reason 
for other posts being lost is unfair and dishonest. 
 

2. Teacher Recruitment 
Teacher recruitment is an increasing problem across the country and will in the long-term 
have a damaging impact upon the students and the teachers. Teachers are ‘papering over 
the cracks’ and trying to keep the system afloat. All available teacher time is being used to 
continue the service. Many teachers with management and specialist roles in the school are 
being used to cover classes due to the lack of supply, particularly subject-specific supply. 
 
The Local Authorities should work together and develop a programme of employing all new 
teachers after they complete their probation period and assist in finding permanent 
positions. Unfortunately, some schools have a regular supply of probationary teachers 
covering the same vacancy which impacts on teacher workload.  To address the supply 
teacher shortage local authorities should establish a national teacher supply register to 
utilise the available supply teachers and restore pay levels to the recognised levels. This 
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would go some way to show supply teachers they are a valued and necessary part of the 
education system. 
 
The failure to provide supply teachers and fill vacancies promptly is often seen as an 
attempt by local authorities to save money. However, this is a false economy as where 
teacher workload and stress increase teacher absences also increases. 
 

3. School Budgets 
School budgets have already been reduced to a point where there is nowhere else to either 
cut staff or resource budgets within schools in order to maintain a healthy and safe working 
environment for all involved or to deliver the improvements to which we all aspire.  The 
reduction in support staff in schools such as admin and pupil support is having a detrimental 
knock-on effect on teaching.   
The pressures on school budgets is resulting in problems in resourcing new qualifications 
with insufficient time to allow staff to carry out activities expected by local 
authorities/school management teams/SQA.  The Working Time Agreements in schools do 
not have sufficient time available to let all these things happen. 
 

4. Shared and Integrated Services 
There appears to be little progress on shared and integrated services to reduce costs but a 
sensible review of functions and responsibilities across authorities could be productive. It 
would be preferable for local authorities to be encouraged to address this issue taking into 
account the local contexts. Measures to secure newly qualified teachers and a national 
supply register, as stated above, would relieve some pressures in authorities and schools. In 
addition, an agreement on a single ICT system for Education would be sensible. 
 

5. Attainment Gap and Testing  
Schools have always attempted to maximise the life chances of all their young people but 
schools need the resources and support to tackle the underlying problems. The SSTA has 
argued for additional resources to support the young people currently ‘at risk’ in secondary 
schools. Unfortunately, due to budget cuts the support for those young people is the first 
point for reduced resource.  
 
The SSTA has urged that a review and streamlining of the new qualification regime is carried 
out in an attempt to reduce teacher workload and refocus teacher time on teaching young 
people. The SSTA has concerns over the introduction of standardised tests at S3 as they 
could deflect teachers away from teaching and learning. This adds to potentially creating an 
environment of competition between schools whereas there is a need for all schools to 
collaborate to meet the needs of all young people across a local authority. 
 
There is a need for Government to accept that not all priorities can be achieved but be 
realistic on managing its aspirations in difficult financial times. 
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