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NUS Scotland is a federation of local student organisations in Scotland, comprising over 60 local 

campus student organisations that are affiliated to the National Union of Students of the United 

Kingdom (NUS). NUS Scotland is an autonomous, but integral, part of the National Union of 

Students. The students’ associations in membership of NUS Scotland account for 85% of students in 

higher education and over 95% of students in further education in Scotland, representing over 

500,000 students in Scotland.  

 

Students’ associations affiliated to NUS retain autonomy over all policy areas, and may choose to 

make individual students’ association submissions based on local policy. NUS Scotland operates a 

democratic forum for policy and debate on national issues affecting students, and NUS Scotland’s 

role is to reflect the collective position. 
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Introduction  

 

NUS Scotland welcomes the opportunity to respond to this call for evidence. The call outlines that 

the aim of preventative spending is “to prevent negative social outcomes arising or…to eliminate or 

lessen the impact of such outcomes once they have arisen,” and it is universally accepted that 

spending on education is preventative in this way as well as valuable in its own right. An education 

system that is effective and accessible to all, at all levels, is the key to delivering a fairer, more equal 

society in which a person’s life chances are not predetermined by their postcode.  

 

NUS Scotland believes strongly that investment in further and higher education, and especially 

student support, is a key way to prevent negative social outcomes in the form of a “lost generation” 

of school leavers or a situation where access to education is only for the privileged and existing 

inequalities in our society are exacerbated. Spending on education could work to reduce the 

negative impact of the current recession on our young people, throughout the population, and on 

Scotland’s economy by at the very least maintaining opportunities to learn and widening access to 

these opportunities.  

 

Our colleges and universities are crucial to Scotland’s recovery not just in providing the population 

with the skills they require but also as key centres for the knowledge creation and entrepreneurship 

that will help this country out of the recession, as well as major drivers for the social mobility which 

is needed to tackle the inequalities in our society.  

 

Protect educational opportunities 

 

At a time of tight budgets it is vital that the educational opportunities available to people in Scotland 

are not reduced, and the commitment of the Scottish Parliament to maintaining the current number 

of college places and university graduates throughout this parliament is to be welcomed in this 

respect. While budgets are stretched across the public sector, to reduce the availability of education 

and training opportunities would be to deny people access to the skills they need to be successful 

and risk consigning talented people to the dole queue.   

 

Moreover, it is vital that colleges and universities protect spending on guidance and pastoral services 

for students to ensure that students can make the most of their experience and of their own 

capabilities, and to ensure institutions can get the most from their students. Support services must 
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not be seen as an easy target for budget savings during a time of financial restriction as it is clear 

that this would be a false economy, with negative impacts on both student performance and 

retention. NUS Scotland’s Silently Stressed
1
 research found that a majority of students reported that 

examinations, future job prospects and financial difficulties were all a source of stress to them 

during their studies. It is vital that support is available to students where it is needed to ensure that 

they are able to overcome any difficulties and reach their full potential.  

 

Ensure fair access to education  

 

While opportunities have been protected it is also crucial that the financial environment does not 

mean that access to these opportunities becomes restricted to certain segments in our society to 

the exclusion of others.  

 

Scotland’s universities in particular have a poor record on widening access to students from lower 

income backgrounds compared to universities in the rest of the UK, with 28% of students at Scottish 

universities coming from NS-SEC 4-7 compared to 33% at English universities 
2
(this does not include 

those who study at HNC or HND level in colleges). We have welcomed commitments from the 

Scottish Government for more concerted action to ensure wider access to higher education and we 

also believe that improvements in student support (outlined below) will improve access.  

 

However, in addition to this, while budgets are limited, resources in further and higher education 

could be refocused to ensure greater access to the educational experiences that will help individuals 

and families to better survive the downturn. Improvements to the flexibility of the learner journey 

from school, to college, to university could ensure that individuals can reach their full potential in 

our education system.  

 

Non-traditional students and those on lower incomes are more likely to study for higher education 

qualifications in college and in the current system, there are barriers to students progressing from 

higher education in college to higher education in university. Making sure that transitions between 

levels of further and higher education are easier and any barriers are removed will widen access to 

                                                 
1
 NUS Scotland, Silently Stressed, 2010. Available here http://bit.ly/oUGRH9  

2
 Higher Education Statistics Authority Performance Indicators, Widening participation of under-represented 

groups (tables T1, T2). Available here http://bit.ly/dWwFYA 
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university to non-traditional students but can also make the system more efficient, reducing the 

waste created in the current system when students are forced to repeat qualifications.   

 

Many non-traditional students may opt to study on a part-time basis so that they can continue their 

caring responsibilities, or work, or indeed to limit the financial and other risks of studying. However, 

as a result of this decision, part-time students are penalised by being charged tuition fees where full-

time students are not. We believe that using existing budgets and savings to abolish fees for the 

poorest part-time students in higher education would help the sector to respond to the changing 

demographics as well as supporting wider access to education for those who are unable to commit 

full time to education – removing the barrier of fees and improving not only their employment 

prospects but also the prospects for their families.  

 

By ensuring that we get the most talented people, and those with the most academic potential, into 

college and university we can ensure that ability not background is the key to your educational 

opportunities. In this way, we can make the most of Scotland’s talent, boosting fairness and boosting 

our economy. 

 

Reducing drop out and increasing success rates at college 

 

Across Scotland’s colleges, in academic year 2008/9, 28% of students across further and higher 

education courses withdrew from their studies before the end, and a further 12% completed their 

studies but did not get the full qualifications they were hoping to achieve.
3
 Where this is for negative 

reasons, as opposed to perhaps finding a job for example, drop-out, or completing a course without 

qualifications can represent a waste of public resources as well as a waste of talent. 

  

While it may be the case that some students withdraw from studies or do not achieve the intended 

qualifications because the course they had chosen was not right for them, NUS Scotland’s research 

has shown that a significant concern for college students which can lead to drop out is their financial 

situation.  

 

While college students under 19 are eligible for an Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) the 

main form of student support for further education students in colleges is a college bursary. College 

                                                 
3
 Scottish Funding Council, College Performance Indicators 2009-10, 2011. Available here http://bit.ly/oS7RVa  
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bursaries are discretionary; distributed on a first-come, first-served basis with varying levels and 

rules depending on the college, creating a postcode lottery. Our Still in the Red
4
 survey on student 

finance showed that students in further education in college were particularly concerned about this 

discretionary nature of their support.  

 

Students were uncertain before beginning their studies about the support they would receive from 

the college and while studying, were not sure if their college could continue to support them 

throughout – just 17% of the students we surveyed said they were confident their college would 

have the funds to last until the end of their studies. The impact of this uncertainty on the students is 

clear, with 62% saying that worrying about money was impacting negatively on their studies and 

38% saying they had thought about dropping out.   

 

NUS Scotland believes that a new system for supporting further education students in college could 

reduce the financial concerns of current students but also remove the barrier of financial uncertainty 

from many who otherwise would not choose to go to college, but who would benefit from this in 

terms of their life prospects. We have proposed a new entitlement to student support for FE 

students, using current bursary rates and thresholds. This would mean funds could not run out half 

way through courses, or be cut. It would also be locally administered, continuing the face to face 

contact valued highly by FE students across Scotland.  

 

In terms of preventative spending, creating an entitlement to support for further education 

students, would not necessarily require any additional funding, however, it would make better use 

of existing budgets to ensure that the money spent on student support in colleges is as effective as 

possible. Providing guaranteed support would reduce the negative impacts which uncertainty 

around funding has on current further education students, but also reduce the perceived risk of 

further education study to potential students who may currently be put off.  

 

Reducing drop out from university and improving employability 

 

Scotland performs poorly compared with the rest of the UK in terms of non-continuation rates for 

university students. For academic year 2008/9, the percentage of entrants to Scottish universities 

who did not continue the following year was 9.3%, compared to a UK average of 7.9% and a figure of 

                                                 
4
 NUS Scotland, Still in the Red, 2010. Available here http://bit.ly/dcUFoU  
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7.8% in England.
5
 Over the last three years, drop out from first year of university alone cost Scotland 

over £60million.  

 

While not all drop out is bad - some people find jobs, or find that university is not for them - it is 

clear a significant proportion of drop-out is needless. NUS Scotland’s Still in the Red research 

highlighted the key reasons for students dropping out of university, which were chiefly financial; one 

third of the students we surveyed knew someone who had dropped out of studies due to financial 

difficulties, and 36% of higher education students had themselves considered dropping out, 89% of 

whom citied “a lack of financial support” as a reason for this. Non-traditional students were also 

more likely to report they had considered withdrawal from study, 39% as opposed to 29% of 

traditional students.    

 

At present, Scottish students have some of the lowest levels of student support in the UK, far below 

the poverty line. Maximum support in Scotland in 2010/11 was £5852 compared to £7273 in England 

(£2906 grant, £3497 loan, and up to an additional £900 bursary from the institution). Equally, the 

maximum in Scotland is only available to very few of the very poorest students in Scotland. 

 

It is clear from these figures that increasing student support, and therefore reducing financial 

difficulties, particularly for the poorest students, would help to reduce drop out. As preventative 

spending then, increased student support could not only reduce wasted spending, but support 

widening participation in, and benefit from, higher education. Reducing drop out levels in Scotland 

to those seen in England would reduce the number of university places currently wasted by 442, 

worth around £3million each year. This would benefit the Scottish Government as well as the 

individual students.  

 

Our research also showed that even where higher education students may not be considering 

withdrawal they felt that their financial situation was affecting their studies. 69% said that they were 

not receiving enough financial support to concentrate on their studies and 62% said that worrying 

about money was negatively impacting their studies. In addition, 68% of students who had a part-

time job alongside their studies were working more than the recommended 10 hours per week. 

These figures indicate that the current level of support available is not allowing many students to 

make the most of their time in higher education – whether because they are unable to focus enough 

                                                 
5
 Higher Education Statistics Authority Performance Indicators, Non-continuation following year of entry (table 

series T3) Available here http://bit.ly/dWwFYA  
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time and attention on their academic performance, or because they are unable to take advantage of 

the co-curricular opportunities available.   

 

 If we can get the student support system right we can achieve huge improvements in the quality of 

the learning experience and ultimately the quality of our graduates, making the most out of the 

huge investment we make into tertiary education in Scotland. NUS Scotland is calling for a £7,000 

minimum income guarantee for students, beginning with the poorest. Improving the student 

support rates in this way would help to reduce the number of students (which are particularly those 

from the poorest backgrounds) who are forced to drop out due to financial difficulties, but also help 

to remove the financial barriers faced by those who wish to study at higher education level, and who 

would benefit from this, but who currently do not.  

 

Conclusions 

 

NUS Scotland believes that investment in further and higher education is key to not only improving 

the individual life chances of those who benefit directly from it, but to overall economic recovery 

and to fostering the kind of social mobility that will make Scotland a fairer society.  

 

Protecting the educational opportunities during the recession is a welcome move but spending to 

address the negative social impacts of the current downturn must go beyond this and ensure not 

only that these opportunities are accessible to all who would benefit, but also that students are not 

prevented by their background or financial situation from making the most of their educational 

experiences.  

 

In particular, we believe funding and activity should be focused on: 

 

Protecting educational opportunities by maintaining college places and graduate numbers across 

the next parliament.   

 

Ensuring that institutions protect guidance and pastoral services for their students so students are 

supported through any difficulties and can make the most of their educational experience.   

Widening access to education to ensure that these opportunities are available to all with the talent 

to take advantage of them, not just those with the ability to pay or support themselves. Alongside 

concerted action such as targets for widening access, this can be achieved by providing a more 
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flexible education system that works for a more diverse range of students and abolishing part-time 

fees.  

 

Improving student support in further education by providing an entitlement to support. This would 

end the damaging uncertainty of the current system, which contributes to drop out and negatively 

impacts student performance, as well as deterring many potential students from going to college.   

 

Increasing student support in higher education. This would reduce the current negative impacts of 

student hardship meaning fewer students (and particularly non-traditional students) forced to drop 

out due to financial difficulties and boost student achievement and employability by allowing a 

greater focus on studies.  


