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PARLIAMENTARY DEBATE 5 JUNE 2012: THE USE OF FIGURES, OTHER EVIDENCE AND ASSERTIONS OF FACT 

Note: data for which a source is not provided should be assumed be included in my original analysis of student 
support, posted elsewhere on this site.  
 
Funding for grants and loans 
 
“We worked hard with the NUS, to adjust the amount of money that was available to support bursaries, so 
that we could make the maximum amount available to students. In that way, we have been able to produce 
the minimum student income.” [The Cabinet Secretary] 
 

 This is an important statement, as it may be the first official acknowledgement since last August that 
grants are being reduced (or at least “adjusted”). 

 

 It implies that bursaries needed to fall in order to produce the desired minimum student income  ie 
that the reason for reducing grant was to enable more loan to be made available, so that the total 
value of grant plus loan could be lifted above £7000 for some students.    
 

 According to a Scottish Government document from 2008 the cost to government of student loans “is 
largely made up of the RAB (Resource Accounting and Budgeting) charge and sits in the non-cash line 
of the DEL budget. As the RAB charge is non-cash, according to HM Treasury rules it cannot be spent 
on bursaries, as bursaries sits in the cash line of the DEL budget.” 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/82254/0087808.pdf I had assumed this meant that the 
cash budget and the non-cash budget operated in absolute isolation from each other.  

 

 It may be however that a flow is still allowed from cash to non-cash ie cash can be given up in order to 
create more loan.  In that case, it is possible that the government has chosen to give up non-
repayable support, irreversibly.  That would mean, once all the sums are done, that the substantial 
increase in the minimum loan available to better-off students has in effect come at the price of 
putting poorer students further into debt.   

 

 If this is not the case, and bursaries have not been reduced to fund loans, the reduction in funds for 
bursaries has instead been necessary in the first instance to avoid the alternative of a reduction in the 
funding for institutions provided through the tuition fees element of the combined “Student support 
and tuition fees” line of the SAAS budget.  This line is due to fall by 9.5% in real terms.  
 

 Clarifying which of these is the case, or indeed if it has been a mixture of the two, would help in 
understanding the particular choices the government has made. 

 

 The statement also suggests that the NUS specifically agreed to the reductions in bursaries in order to 
introduce higher spending power.  As late as 19 June 2012 (the package was announced on 22 August 
2012) the President of the NUS was quoted as saying that: “ We hope that the Scottish Government’s 
welcome commitment to introduce a minimum student income of £7000 for the poorest students will 
go some way in reducing student debt in Scotland even further.” http://news.stv.tv/scotland/106968-
scottish-students-have-the-lowest-student-loan-debt-of-all-nations-in-uk/ This suggests any 
agreement with the NUS to cut grants (and indeed to use loan as the main mechanism for increasing 
spending power) must have been reached at a relatively late stage in developing the package. 

 
  
“The Parliament …does not accept that lower-income students should be disadvantaged in order to provide 
support for those from better-off households” [Opposition motion] 
 

 Lower-income students have suffered a cash detriment compared to last year but higher-income 
students have not.  The only change affecting the latter is greater access to government-subsidised 
loan on top of any previous support. 

 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/82254/0087808.pdf
http://news.stv.tv/scotland/106968-scottish-students-have-the-lowest-student-loan-debt-of-all-nations-in-uk/
http://news.stv.tv/scotland/106968-scottish-students-have-the-lowest-student-loan-debt-of-all-nations-in-uk/
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 Many government-side speakers described the motion as a hidden pitch for fees, in effect arguing 
that introducing tuition fees was Labour’s only strategy for removing the disadvantage for lower-
income students in relation to others.  
 

 If grant has been traded to provide more loan, as suggested by the Cabinet Secretary, then the 
detriment suffered at lower incomes and the benefit of more access to loans at higher ones can be 
directly linked, without needing to invoke the issue of fees.  Any such shift from rich to poor could not 
now simply be reversed, however, as it would mean moving non-cash to cash.  

 

 Otherwise, the driver of reduced grants must be the prioritisation of cash resources within the higher 
education budget to increase funding for higher education institutions without charging tuition fees, 
which sustains an existing benefit for higher-income students. 

 

 In overall terms, the only way to avoid a hidden subsidy from poorer to richer, as long as the latter 
can rely heavily on family funding for living costs and face no compulsory cost in the form of fees, is to 
have living cost grants for the less well-off  which are high enough to allow them also to avoid  all or 
most debt.  This is the old no-fees, full means-tested grant model, now rejected in all parts of the UK 
as unaffordable.  Once loan becomes a significant part of living cost support at lower incomes, the 
only way to avoid regressive effects is to require some debt also of those at higher incomes, which in 
practice means fees or something similar. 
 

 However, if disadvantage is considered more narrowly and only in comparison with last year, then the 
previous position could be regained by restoring the cut to the SAAS grant budget from any source.  
The funding paid to higher education institutions would be the closest source, in budget terms: 
otherwise, funds would need to be found from other elements of the Scottish budget.  This possibility 
was not addressed by any speaker.   

 
 
UK comparisons (1): how fast is debt rising in Wales? 

“Let us look at student debt figures, which are crucial. The UK graduates survey in 2012 showed clearly that 
the average student loan debt for Scottish students at that stage was £6,480, compared with £17,140 in 
England and £13,650 in Wales that is without student fees [my emphasis] ... It is now estimated that the 
English and Welsh [my emphasis] figures could climb to £50,000.” [The Cabinet Secretary] 
 

 The first set of figures comes from the Student Loans Company.  These give figures for students by 
domicile for government borrowing only.  This will include borrowing for fees, which is part of SLC 
debt, but only at the pre-£9000 level of around £3500pa in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. The 
gap of around £10,000 between Scotland and other parts of the UK is therefore consistent with the 
difference in fee levels in recent years. http://news.stv.tv/scotland/106968-scottish-students-have-
the-lowest-student-loan-debt-of-all-nations-in-uk/  
 

 The source of £50,000 referred to is unclear.  It may come from the separate PUSH survey as reported 
here http://www.guardian.co.uk/money/2011/aug/12/student-debt-to-rocket-2012-freshers PUSH 
covers all student borrowing, government and commercial for loans and fees. The PUSH survey 
predicts a future UK average (ie including Scotland, as well as England and Wales) of £53,000, once 
the £9000 fee regime is fully rolled out.  This is weighted heavily towards an English predicted figure 
of £59,000.  The full survey does not seem currently to be available on-line and so its methodology 
cannot be examined. 
 

 While English students now face fees of up to £9000 year, as opposed to the previous £3500, there 
has been no real terms rise in fees for Welsh-domiciled students from this level.   
 

http://news.stv.tv/scotland/106968-scottish-students-have-the-lowest-student-loan-debt-of-all-nations-in-uk/
http://news.stv.tv/scotland/106968-scottish-students-have-the-lowest-student-loan-debt-of-all-nations-in-uk/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/money/2011/aug/12/student-debt-to-rocket-2012-freshers
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 Under the Welsh system of fully portable maintenance and fee grants maximum possible SLC debt 
figures, including fee costs, range from £5,000 to £8,700 (at incomes around £50,000), leaving aside 
higher maintenance loan availability for those in London and on certain special arrangements.   
 

 To reach an average SLC debt of around £50,000, graduates from Wales would need to come mainly 
from households with an income of £50,000, almost all live away from home, all choose to take out 
their full loan and study for an average of more than 4 years.  These are not plausible assumptions.  
 

 Taking that with no change to the fee regime, it is hard to see why or how a sudden rise in like-for-like 
debt from £13,650 to £50,000 would come about for Welsh students. 

 
UK comparisons (2): the best system in the UK or the worst?  

“lower-income students are being financially disadvantaged in Scotland compared to elsewhere in the UK” 
[Opposition motion]  

“I decided to check Labour’s claim … by comparing two students, one in Scotland and the other in England. In 
carrying out this comparison, I wanted to be fair to Labour and have therefore focused on the very students it 
mentions in its motion. Both students come from households with incomes of £15,000 and they are doing the 
same course but at different institutions, one in Scotland and one in England. In 2013-14, the Scottish student 
will receive £7,250 in a combination of bursaries and loans while the English student will receive less than that 
£7,177 again through a combination of loans and bursaries. However, the Scottish student will pay zero - 
absolutely nothing — in tuition fees, while the English student will have to pay fees … Therefore, after all 
factors such as loans, bursaries, fees and all the other support are included, a financially disadvantaged 
student in Scotland will accrue in effect a debt of £5,500 from their loan, while an identical student in England 
will accrue a debt of £11,721 in a single year.” [Stewart Maxwell, MSP]    

“Debt is rising, undoubtedly, and will be higher for students, but it will be massively higher south of the 
border.” [The Cabinet Secretary] 
 
 “overall debt levels are the lowest in the UK.” [Willie Coffey MSP] 

 

 Lower-income students from England will generally have the highest debt of any low-income group in 
the UK (other than cross-border Scots).  This remains true even after taking into account that at a 
household income of £15,000 such a student from England will be entitled to a national grant of 
£3,354 and at least £3,000 additional institution-provided widening access support over the period of 
their course.  The figure quoted for England is a good estimate of the annual debt at this income, for a 
student receiving the minimum amount of additional support. Only in rare cases (eg Bristol, Warwick) 
are institutional bursaries at £15,000 incomes high enough to bring final honours degree debt down 
to the level of an equivalent mature Scot and possibly only in one case (Oxford) to below that of a 
young Scot. 
 

 For Scotland the figure quoted applies only to young Scots in Scotland: it will be £6,500 for a mature 
student.  Cross-border Scots face much higher debt again, up to £15,500 before any institutional 
bursaries. 

 

 However, on a like-for-like comparison, for mature students up to incomes around £23,000 Wales will 
now have the lowest figures for annual debt. For young students, the figures for Welsh students 
anywhere in the UK and Scots in Scotland are very close.  The young Scots generally only do 
marginally better, and the absolute lowest annual debt for any students at this level of income is for a 
group of Welsh students around £18,000.  
 

 At lower incomes, once the extra year of study generally required is factored in, from this autumn 
those from lower-income households in Wales will be able to obtain an honours degree with less final 
debt than any of their equivalents elsewhere in the UK, including Scots in Scotland. In some cases, 
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Welsh students choosing to study for four years in Scotland will have less final debt than equivalent 
Scots.  
 

 Honours graduates from Scotland will now face the highest levels of final debt in the devolved 
administrations.  The only exception to this is in comparison with those with incomes up to £17,000 
from Northern Ireland: after adjustment for like-for-like spending, these will have the same level of 
final debt as young Scots in Scotland, but still less than Scottish mature students.  This relatively high 
positioning for Scotland among the devolved administrations in relation to final degree-length debt at 
lower incomes has not previously been the case and is a consequence of the planned grant 
reductions.  
 

 Looking purely at overall debt, low-income students in Scotland are therefore not at the largest 
disadvantage in the UK, as long as they stay in Scotland.  Nor however are they the best positioned, 
particularly if they are mature students. 
 

 It is correct to assert that overall debt figures are generally low in UK terms, but this is principally 
because debt levels are so much lower for those at higher incomes.  Students from households with 
an income over £34,000 face the lowest annual debt of any group at any income in the UK and also 
the lowest final degree debt of all, barring a few low-income students from Wales. 
 

 Students at higher incomes will complete an honours degree with a maximum of £18,000 debt, while 
their equivalents in England will face debt of over £40,000.  Higher-income students in Wales will also 
have more debt – but the difference is much smaller (the maximum will be just under £26,000, or 
around the same as a low-income Scottish mature honours graduate).  
 

 Maximum debt for Welsh honours graduates will in fact fall within a very similar range to that  for 
Scots in Scotland  (with maximums from around £18,000 to £26,000) but be distributed across 
incomes in the opposite way, with the lowest figures in Wales attaching to the lowest incomes. 
 

 There are two ways in which Scottish low-income students are consistently financially disadvantaged,  
compared to all other such students in the UK: 

 

 receiving the lowest maintenance grants in the UK, they are the only low-income group who are 
expected to complete their studies with more debt than their better off peers; and 
 

 they have the highest debt of any UK group if they study cross-border. 
 

“It is the best student support package across all the nations in the current UK”  [Willie Coffey MSP] 
 
“Scotland is not the best place but the worst place for someone who is poor to get student support” [Neil 
Bibby MSP] 

 

 “Student support” has traditionally been used to refer to all living cost support, exclusive of fee 
subsidies but including loans.   
 

 At any given income, either Wales or England or both will provide a higher value of combined living 
cost loan plus grant for a student living away from home, compared to Scotland, for incomes up to 
£54,000. 
 

 Scotland does however generally offer better spending power than Northern Ireland and the highest 
figures for spending power for those living at home, and for those at the highest incomes.  
 

 At lower incomes, Scottish spending power involves less grant and has the worst figures for that 
element isolation. 
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 Best and worst are both inevitably subjective judgements in the absence of it being clear what  
specific measure is being counted.  But for student support as commonly understood, both are 
problematic descriptions of the Scottish system. 

 

Tuition fees and debt levels 

“if you charge students fees, they will end up owing more money” [The Cabinet Secretary] 

 As a statement about overall debt, this need not be true for students at lower incomes. 
  

 Students liable for fees will of course face a new cost.  However, if maintenance grants are increased 
at the same time by at least an equivalent amount, those at lower incomes can be sheltered from a 
total increase in borrowing and potentially even see a reduction in overall debt.  It costs nothing to 
provide pound for pound compensation to those in receipt of grants. There is no financial difference 
for individuals or the state between £1 maintenance loan plus £1 cash subsidy for fees  and  £1 
maintenance grant plus £1 fee debt. Debt at lower incomes can in fact be made to fall, if the cash 
released by reducing the fee subsidy for those from higher incomes is then applied to grants. 
 

 For students from higher incomes, fees will however make total debt higher, unless the government is 
able to engineer an increase in family contributions (or in the specific case of Scotland, to reverse the 
substantial fall in these enabled by a much higher minimum loan from 2013-14).  However, in practice 
many families probably already contribute at the highest level they can manage regardless of 
government expectation, so the scope to off-set new fee debt for students from higher-income 
backgrounds is likely to be limited. 
 

Progressive systems 
 
“The Institute for Fiscal Studies suggests that the new system [in England] is “substantially more progressive 
than its predecessor””. [Liam McArthur MSP] 
 

 This is a reference to “The distributional impact of the 2012-13 higher education funding reforms in 
England”  published by the IFS in June 2012 http://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/6220 

 

 The summary of the report notes: “In terms of the likely implications for social mobility, our work 
confirms that the new funding regime is actually more progressive than its predecessor [which 
included lower fees but also much lower grants]: the poorest 29 per cent of graduates will be better 
off under the new system, while other graduates will be worse off. Moreover, the richest 15 per cent 
of graduates will pay back more than they borrow, while others will be subsidised. If prospective 
students from poorer backgrounds are aware of these facts, then, in theory, the new funding system 
should not dissuade them from applying to university – and thus it would increase, rather than 
reduce, social mobility in the long run. However, this will require a lack of debt aversion amongst 
students from the poorest backgrounds, and the ability for the government and universities to 
provide students with clear information about the likely costs of going to university.” 

 

Effect of fees on applications and participation by disadvantaged groups (1): surveys and research 

“We know from every survey that has taken place that what puts students off is the prospect of fees ...” [The 
Cabinet Secretary] 
 

 The data on what deters students from entering higher education is complex. A sample of recent 
surveys is considered below. 
  

http://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/6220
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 This widely-reported survey from 2011 concluded “higher university fees are putting off one in 10 
potential students”, but it  is impossible to distinguish here between the scale of actual fees and fees 
in principle, or how fees compare to other potential deterrent factors. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-15392743 
 

 A survey recently reported by the Sutton Trust suggested that fees were a significant issue but not the 
only one http://thesuttontrust.wordpress.com/2013/05/30/time-to-tackle-teenagers-fears-of-fees/  
Again, how far the response on fees was driven by the absolute amount of new borrowing required in 
England, rather than a particular objection to fee debt over living cost debt, is impossible to tell from 
the published information.  However, it is again at least possible that fees in this context functioned 
mainly a proxy for significant extra debt.  The survey reported that:  
 

 Two thirds – 65% – of all the young people [aged 11 to 16]  polled had significant concerns about 
university finance which break down as follows:  28% were concerned about tuition fees; 19% 
were concerned about student living costs and 18% were concerned about lack of earnings while 
studying. 
 

 Overall, 67% of young people said the most important consideration when deciding whether or 
not to go to university would be their exam grades, 17% said it would be the cost of going to 
university, with students from the least affluent families (23%) more likely to cite cost as the 
biggest consideration than those from the most affluent families (14%). 

 

 

 This survey from 2009 identified cost (and debt) in general terms as the largest deterrent 
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/409146.article 
 

 This is consistent with Does the fear of debt deter students from higher education? (Claire Callender 
and Jonathon Jackson 2005), based on a structured survey of prospective students. 
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/21010/2/Does_the_fear_of_debt_deter_students_from_higher_education_%
28LSERO%29.pdf 

 

 This noted: “low social classes are more debt averse than those from other social classes, and are 
far more likely to be deterred from going to university because of their fear of debt, even after 
controlling for a wide range of other factors. The paper concludes that these findings pose a 
serious policy dilemma for the Westminster government. Their student funding policies are 
predicated on the accumulation of debt and thus are in danger of deterring the very students at 
the heart of their widening participation policies.”   

 

 They add that the paper “highlights the absence of studies in the UK that have systematically 
sought to examine the impact of debt on initial access to university … and demonstrates how 
debt is a deterrent for would-be students from low social classes, but not for those from other 
classes.” 

 

 Although it dealt with current students rather than potential applicants, it is also interesting to note 
that a Bank of Scotland survey in August 2012 reported that, as well as having enough to live on, “for 
many, the thought of leaving university owing a large amount of money is a worry and for 40% of the 
Scottish students surveyed admitted that they are concerned about the level of debt they are taking 
on.”  All the debt causing concern here will be for living costs accrued under the previous, lower-debt 
system.  For those at lower incomes the changes in Scotland will mean an overall increase in expected 
government borrowing of between 45 and 60%, some of which may replace commercial borrowing 
but much of which is needed to cover lost grant. While concern about debt among current students 
will not affect applications, it does have potential to affect drop-out rates.   The published data does 
not allow the results to be broken down further  by family income. 
http://www.lloydsbankinggroup.com/media1/press_releases/2012_press_release_brands/bos/1508_
student.asp 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-15392743
http://thesuttontrust.wordpress.com/2013/05/30/time-to-tackle-teenagers-fears-of-fees/
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/409146.article
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/21010/2/Does_the_fear_of_debt_deter_students_from_higher_education_%28LSERO%29.pdf
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/21010/2/Does_the_fear_of_debt_deter_students_from_higher_education_%28LSERO%29.pdf
http://www.lloydsbankinggroup.com/media1/press_releases/2012_press_release_brands/bos/1508_student.asp
http://www.lloydsbankinggroup.com/media1/press_releases/2012_press_release_brands/bos/1508_student.asp
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 Much media comment suggesting there is evidence of the deterrent effect of tuition fees is based on 
readings of UCAS applications data.  UCAS data was also drawn in the debate. 

 
 
Effect of fees on applications and participation by disadvantaged groups (2): UCAS data 

“The application rate of 18-year olds in England from the most disadvantaged areas has increased from 10.7 
per cent in 2004 to 19.5 per cent in 2013 … The latest statistics from the Universities and Colleges Admissions 
Service confirm that the application rate of 18-year-olds from the most disadvantaged areas is substantially 
higher in England than it is in Scotland and that Scotland fares worst out of the four countries in the UK on 
those statistics. I hope that that puts to bed for good the notion … that the introduction of tuition fees south of 
the border deters those from less well-off backgrounds from applying to go to university.” [Murdo Fraser MSP] 

[in response] “All the evidence shows it.” [The Cabinet Secretary] 
 
“We need to ensure that we continue to deliver free education, because that is the only way — along with the 
legislation that we have — that we will genuinely widen access.” [The Cabinet Secretary] 
 

 The Fraser quote will be a reference to UK application rates by country, sex, age and background 
(UCAS, 30 January 2013) and specifically to Figure 6.  This considers application rates from what UCAS 
terms “disadvantaged students”, meaning students from low-participation neighbourhoods.  This 
data set is important because it controls for changes in the numbers of 18-year olds in the population 
year-on-year and in each part of the UK, allowing better like-for-like comparisons than raw 
applications data. http://www.ucas.com/sites/default/files/january-application-rates-13-01-30_0.pdf 

 Figure 6 shows applications rates from disadvantaged students rising in all 4 parts of the UK between 
2004 and 2013, with increases of 80% for both England and Scotland over that period.   
 

 Scotland is shown with the lowest absolute rates of participation by disadvantaged students  
throughout the period. However, in Scotland a higher proportion of full-time students in higher 
education in Scotland are in FE colleges, mainly on sub-degree courses, and some move into degree 
courses part way from FE colleges.  FE colleges do not (generally) use UCAS.  The data is therefore not 
strictly comparable. 
 

 It is difficult therefore to be sure how far for absolute numbers in all forms of higher education these 
particular figures prove a poorer performance in Scotland than elsewhere. 
 

 The data is potentially rather more comparable specifically for those studying at university, as the 
numbers articulating into later years of a degree course remain a small proportion of overall entrants.   
 

 For university students, the very similar upwards trend in all 4 UK home countries does seem to 
suggest that different approaches to tuition fees in different parts of the UK have not of themselves 
had a noticeable effect, up or down, on participation rates among disadvantaged students. 

 This has now been confirmed by an analysis of UCAS applications data by a team led by Professor 
David Raafe at Edinburgh University reported here http://www.scotsman.com/the-
scotsman/education/scottish-universities-social-mix-changed-little-1-2961525 . He comments: “Our 
findings provide little comfort either for the market-led philosophy, which is driving higher education 
in England, or for the claim that free tuition in Scotland promotes wider access for working-class 
students.  ... There is little evidence of change in social class inequalities either in access to higher 
education as a whole or in entry to higher-status universities, including in Scotland where fees for full-
time students have been abolished.” 

 The Raafe research only looks at the period up to 2010.  However, in autumn 2012, the Higher 
Education Policy Institute undertook a detailed provisional analysis of the impact of higher fees on 

http://www.ucas.com/news-events/news/2013/uk-application-rates-country-sex-age-and-background-2013-cycle-january
http://www.ucas.com/sites/default/files/january-application-rates-13-01-30_0.pdf
http://www.scotsman.com/the-scotsman/education/scottish-universities-social-mix-changed-little-1-2961525
http://www.scotsman.com/the-scotsman/education/scottish-universities-social-mix-changed-little-1-2961525
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applications in the first year. http://www.hepi.ac.uk/466-2105/The-impact-on-demand-of-the--
Government%27s-reforms-of-higher-education.html   
 

 They issued strong cautions against using one year’s applications data for drawing reliable 
conclusions about the effect of the change on applications,  such as the Independent Reviewer on 
Social Mobility and Child Poverty’s assessment that “approximately 15,000 applicants ‘missing’ 
from the system”, adding that “we think the estimate of 15,000 less than expected 18 year old 
applicants should be viewed as an upper bound.” 

 

 Their findings in summary were that “our view remains that it is too early to judge whether the 
reforms [ie the introduction of fees up to £9,000] taken as a whole have discouraged students in 
general, and disadvantaged students in particular, but that there is no evidence at present that 
they have.” 

 

“the number of Scots applying to universities has increased by 2 per cent, while the number of English 
students applying has increased by 3 per cent, from UCAS’s latest figures. The number of Scots applying to 
study at English universities has increased by 2.7 per cent, which is higher than the increase in Scots applying 
at home, and the application rate for English 18-year-olds, at 35 per cent and increasing, is higher than the 
application rate in Scotland, which is static at about 32 per cent.” [Liam McArthur MSP] 
 

 The first figures here appear to refer to headline applications data.  However, the most recent UCAS 
release gives 2.5% for England and 0.9% for Scotland http://www.ucas.com/news-
events/news/2013/2013-cycle-applicant-figures-may-2013.  
 

 Year-on-year changes in UCAS headline applications figures have for many years been drawn on 
heavily by all sides in debates about student funding.  But it is complex data set which can easily be 
read in different ways. Year-on-year comparisons for raw applications data are not controlled for 
underlying demographic change and the data for individual years in isolation have to be treated with 
considerable caution, particularly while the new arrangements in England are in a transitional phase.   
 

 The January UCAS report mentioned above by contrast includes figures which are adjusted for 
demographics and shown over several years.  These show the English “age participation rate” 
increasing in 2012 (for 2013 admissions) from 33.9% to 34.8% (0.9%), the Scottish rate from 31.2% to 
31.5% (0.3%).   
 

 Although as ever UCAS data has to be used with caution, especially for single years, the most recent 
UCAS overall applications data is, at minimum, not easily read in a way which illustrates that charging 
fees at various levels in other parts of the UK has caused slower growth in applications compared to 
Scotland. 
 

 UCAS notes that the application rate for England, though now growing again at its old rate, has not 
made up for ground lost last year. So it is plausible to argue both that tuition fees at the new much 
higher rate in England have not prevented applications from growing this year as quickly as has been 
normal in the recent past; but there is some indication that they may still be having some impact, 
with absolute numbers remaining slightly lower than might otherwise have been expected on past 
trends. 

Student debt and the graduate endowment 
 

“If we look at what happened when Labour was previously in power in Scotland, we see the reality. Student 
debt rose at that time - indeed, it rose by £26 million — because of the imposition of the graduate 
endowment. I suppose that we should say, “By their works shall ye know them.” In reality, Labour’s time in 
office resulted in an increase in student debt, including debt for the poorest.” [The Cabinet Secretary] 

 

http://www.hepi.ac.uk/466-2105/The-impact-on-demand-of-the--Government%27s-reforms-of-higher-education.html
http://www.hepi.ac.uk/466-2105/The-impact-on-demand-of-the--Government%27s-reforms-of-higher-education.html
http://www.ucas.com/news-events/news/2013/2013-cycle-applicant-figures-may-2013
http://www.ucas.com/news-events/news/2013/2013-cycle-applicant-figures-may-2013
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 The graduate endowment was brought in to replace the brief experience (in Scotland) after 1998 
of means-tested £1000 pa fees.  The £26 million appears to be the last estimate for student loans 
taken out for graduate endowment payment prior to its abolition in 2008. 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/News/Releases/2008/02/28172530 
 

 Overall student debt did not rise as a result of the introduction of the endowment (initially set at 
£2000), because of the parallel introduction of bursaries and because fees had already paved the 
way for debt of up to £1000 a year at higher incomes.  The Policy Memorandum to the original 
graduate endowment legislation explained: “The overall programme of change to student 
support proposed by the Executive, taking into account all the elements described at paragraph 4 
above [including the introduction of new student grants], has been designed so that any 
individual choosing to meet liability for the graduate endowment through the income-contingent 
loan arrangements should face no more overall debt at the end of his or her studies than under 
the system being replaced. Many will in practice face significantly less debt, even after taking into 
account their liability for the graduate endowment 
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S1_Bills/Education%20%28Graduate%20Endowment%20and
%20Student%20Support%29%20%28Scotland%29%20Bill/b22s1pm.pdf 

 

 The only group for whom debt did increase was lower-income EU students studying for degrees 
who had been means-tested out of fees, but were liable for the endowment and not eligible for 
the new grants.  

 

 Around 50% of potentially liable students were exempt – principally HNC/D students, mature 
students and lone parents and disabled students.   

 

 Mature students were outside the national bursary scheme and benefitted only from new locally-
managed, discretionary funds.   

 

 HNC/D students however experienced the reintroduction of bursaries, the removal of fees and no 
new debt through the endowment. 

 

The funding of tuition fees 

“The commitment to free education is not cheap. It costs us money to deliver it, but that is the point. It  
costs the Scottish Government and not the families of students in Scotland” [Willie Coffey MSP] 
 

 Funding free tuition costs the SAAS budget around £210 million a year.  This covers only around a 
quarter of teaching costs, the rest of the cost of tuition is met by the Scottish Funding Council.  Both 
forms of funding are met by the cash budget. The policy does therefore require significant 
government investment. 

 

 There is no part of the UK where tuition fee costs for first-time full-time students need to be met by 
students’ families.  They can always be funded, and normally are, by students themselves taking out 
loans, with the debt becoming a charge on their own future income, in the same way as maintenance 
loans. 

 
 
The impact of fees on Scottish Higher Education  

“Free education is central to my vision of the Scotland that we should have and, indeed, to the vision of 
Scotland that most people in Scotland share. It is also central to the NUS’s vision of the country that it wants to 
live in …. [The introduction of charging students for fees would mean] a massive erosion of the extraordinarily 
high standing and status of Scottish higher education …. [would] run the very substantial risk of undermining 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/News/Releases/2008/02/28172530
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S1_Bills/Education%20%28Graduate%20Endowment%20and%20Student%20Support%29%20%28Scotland%29%20Bill/b22s1pm.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S1_Bills/Education%20%28Graduate%20Endowment%20and%20Student%20Support%29%20%28Scotland%29%20Bill/b22s1pm.pdf
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the whole of Scottish higher education... [and] will destroy Scottish higher education.”   [The Cabinet 
Secretary] 
 

 In 2011-12 there were 281,000 students in higher education in Scotland (233,000 in HEIs, the 
remainder in FE colleges) http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Lifelong-
learning/API0809/Students0910.  This included all first-time and second-time undergraduates, post-
graduates including those undertaking professional qualifications, part-time and full-time, Scottish 
and other UK-domiciled, EU students and overseas students. 
 

 In 2011-12 SAAS provided full fee support to 120,000 students in higher education, who were either 
Scottish domiciled or non-UK EU students, almost all being full-time first-time undergraduates 
fulfilling certain residency requirements 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Lifelong-learning/TrendHEStudentSupport. 
This therefore represented 40-45% of the student body, allowing for some potential dislocation 
between data sets.   
 

 The remaining 55-60% of students were unaffected be free tuition policy and will have been charged 
fees which were met by private funds (including student loans), sponsoring bodies such as research 
councils and charities, employers, overseas governments and so on. 
 

 Tuition fees are therefore already well-established as a part of the Scottish higher education sector 
and already contribute substantially to meeting its costs.   
 

 The argument about the destructive effects on higher education of ending free tuition for first-time 
Scottish domiciled undergraduates therefore cannot be based on fees in themselves being 
unprecedented in Scottish higher education or that introducing fees for those currently exempt would 
by itself require a fundamental change in the way institutions function, relate to students or are 
perceived internationally. “Higher education” here therefore presumably means something else, such 
as the perception of higher education in the general Scottish population, attitudes towards it among 
prospective and actual domestic undergraduate students (not just in terms of participation rates, but 
about how and why they might undertake it) or the relationship between institutions and the wider 
domestic community.   
 

 This must also be an argument about something other than simple increases in the cost to students of 
studying, as this cost is already rising substantially for lower-income students, as grants are 
withdrawn, and this is not argued to carry the same risks. 
 

 Arguments of this sort quickly become untestable, as reference to the experience of other countries 
which have, for example, introduced fees and not experienced such profoundly negative effects in 
terms of societal attitudes towards higher education or the functionality of their systems, can be 
discounted as irrelevant to the specific experience and culture of Scotland.   
 

 However, the mechanism by which it is assumed that any seriously damaging effects would take 
effect can still be teased out and examined for plausibility.  Indeed, the more acutely tuition fees are 
in direct competition with other types of spending, including grants,  the more important it becomes 
that arguments about the intangible benefits of free tuition are properly scrutinised and not simply 
taken at face value.  
 

 Fair questions include: what value do we place on free tuition as a distinctively Scottish policy and at 
whose expense?  Is it worth, say, an additional levy on basic or (once the Scotland Act 2012 comes 
into force) other rates of income tax? If not, why is it worth a de facto higher rate of graduate tax 
levied only on graduates from poorer homes as a result of replacing grant with student debt? 
 

  

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Lifelong-learning/API0809/Students0910
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Lifelong-learning/API0809/Students0910
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Lifelong-learning/TrendHEStudentSupport
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An obsession with tuition fees? 

“Robin Parker said that, rather than having an obsession with tuition fees, Scottish Labour’s obsession should 
be with promoting fairer access to higher education” [Claire Adamson, MSP] 
 

 I have not yet identified the source for this reference: however, Robin Parker (President of NUS 
Scotland) did recently  state  that: “The debate here shouldn’t be about tuition fees or no fees. How 
can fees and debt of many thousands of pounds actually encourage people to from poorer 
backgrounds to go to higher education? The debate should be about how we widen access.” 
http://www.scotsman.com/the-scotsman/opinion/comment/robin-parker-education-debate-should-
be-on-access-1-2951112 

 

 This debate was on an opposition motion about student grant cuts, which contained no reference to 
fees, even if fees would certainly be one option for addressing concerns about grant cuts in the longer 
term – although not in time for this autumn. There was only one passing reference to current bursary 
policy by any government-side speaker and a limited interest in overall levels of student debt,  but a 
significant concentration of attention on what the future tuition fee policy of an alternative 
government in Scotland might be.  On the strength of that, it might reasonably be asked how far it is 
fair to attribute a unique obsession with tuition fees to the opposition. 
 

http://www.scotsman.com/the-scotsman/opinion/comment/robin-parker-education-debate-should-be-on-access-1-2951112
http://www.scotsman.com/the-scotsman/opinion/comment/robin-parker-education-debate-should-be-on-access-1-2951112

