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Summary 

 

 87% of current MSPs were elected on a commitment to rule out fees, protect college and university 

places, and improve student support.  

 Participation in higher education decreases by around 4.4% for every £1,000 increase in fees.  

 Rather than somehow redistributing money from rich to poor, tuition fees distribute opportunities away 

from those from the poorest backgrounds to those from the richest. 

 Free education provides a level playing field for all; through institutional efforts on access, backed up 

nationally by legislation, through the Post 16 Education Bill, we can ensure that it is all who benefit.  

 Last year, final university application rates fell in England, while remaining stable in Scotland. 

 Some universities, like Glasgow Caledonian and UWS have a tremendous record of fair access, with 20% 

- 25% of their intake coming from the most deprived, which could not be described as elitist and could 

be unfairly hit by fees.  

 Due to the high level of public subsidy, and higher loan defaults with higher fees, tuition fee loans have 

high public costs associated with them.  

 Higher fees in England have resulted in higher inflation, adding greater costs to benefits and pensions. 

 We don’t have to choose between priorities, we can choose to fund what we prioritise.   

 

Reclaim Your Voice 

 

87% of MSPs in the current Scottish Parliament signed up to NUS Scotland’s Reclaim Your Voice campaign 

during the 2011 Scottish Parliament elections, committing to rule out tuition fees, protect college and 

university places and improve student support. Every single Scottish Labour, Scottish Liberal Democrat, SNP 

and Scottish Green MSP signed up to the campaign. Students across Scotland have welcomed this majority 

support in the Scottish Parliament for keeping tuition fees for Scottish students off the table.  

 



At the same time, ‘free education’ was listed as one of the top political priorities for the general public in 

Scotland during the 2011 election campaign. It is clear therefore that Scotland as a country and a society 

recognises the public value of higher education, and it is important that the Scottish Parliament and Scottish 

Government continue to recognise this through public investment in our education system.  

 

Widening access  

 

NUS Scotland believes that a fair society is one where opportunities are open to all, based on talent and 

potential, not their background or bank balance. We would be deeply concerned that any re-introduction of 

tuition fees would narrow the range of opportunities for students from the poorest backgrounds and force 

them to base vital decisions about their future on costs rather than ambitions. In particular, we would be 

concerned that charging tuition fees for a university education would limit progression opportunities for 

students at college as they may be deterred by financial concerns.  

 

Research from the Institute for Fiscal Studies has estimated that participation in higher education decreases 

by around 4.4% for every £1,000 increase in fees1.  In addition, whether tuition fees are paid up-front or 

after graduation, it is clear that poorer and more debt-averse students are more likely to be deterred from 

entering higher education by fees.   

 

This is being borne out in application rates in the rest of the UK where tuition fees have been increased. 

Towards the end of the last UCAS cycle, in 2012, it was shown that in England application rates plummeted 

by an incredibly worrying 8.6%; in Scotland with tuition fee-free education, applications held steady, 

increasing by 0.1%.2 This shows the value of abolishing tuition fees.  

 

As highlighted in NUS Scotland’s recent report Unlocking Scotland’s Potential, Scotland already has the worst 

rates in the UK on widening access to students from poorer backgrounds, and  the abolition of tuition fees 

for Scottish students was a key step towards improving our poor record. With increases in student support, 

places protected, and tuition fees abolished, we believe the building blocks to fair access are in place.  

 

Moreover, the proposed Post 16 Education (Scotland) Bill provides the opportunity to strengthen access, and 

make it a priority underpinned by legislation to create a national framework for institutions to undertake 

local work, which we know works.  
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In particular, we would welcome exploring potential ways to ensure that the bill is “future-proofed” to 

provide for the fairest access now and into the future, while keeping Scotland tuition free.  Specifically: 

 

 An Annual Review of the provision’s effect on access: As was done with the Graduate Endowment 

(Abolition) Bill, we believe that it is important to ensure we regularly review the impacts which are being 

felt by access agreements. More importantly, to ascertain how institutions are undertaking the 

responsibilities placed upon them.  

 Ensuring greater research, policy, and oversight: Looking to England, there is a dual role played out by 

the Sutton Trust and the Office for Fair Access, who play an important role in undertaking policy and 

research on access and ensuring national oversight of efforts to widen access respectively.  We would be 

keen to see how an organisation or body undertaking this creative role could be fostered in Scotland, 

and there is potential for this to be combined or to work in parallel to an independent monitoring body. 

 

The social cost of tuition fees  

 

It has been argued that reintroducing tuition fees in Scotland would somehow be a way to promote social 

justice, as a form of tax on those from more privileged backgrounds. NUS Scotland believes that 

reintroducing tuition fees into Scotland would instead be an incredibly regressive step. Rather than 

somehow redistributing money from rich to poor, tuition fees distribute opportunities away from those from 

the poorest backgrounds to those from the richest.  

 

When faced with a free college education, a paid apprenticeship or a university education that costs tens of 

thousands of pounds, it is clear which route those that are most debt averse, and from the poorest 

backgrounds, would take. But even more than that, this should not be a debate which unfairly pushes those 

from deprived backgrounds into choosing one particular route, like college, simply on the basis that the 

status quo says they should;  we should challenge, and change, the status quo.  

 

Some universities like Glasgow Caledonian and UWS have a tremendous record on fair access, with 20% - 

25% of their students coming from the most deprived backgrounds. These are numbers which rival, if not 

exceed, those seen in many colleges. The reintroduction of fees would imperil this record, and potentially 

mean that those students no longer see university as an option for them. Again, the answer is not to set any 

part of the education system off against the other, but to ensure that all students are free and able to 

choose the right pathway and opportunity for then, irrespective of background. How could anyone argue 

that these institutions are elitist, and therefore their students should be hit with fees? 



There are also those who would argue that poverty is the root cause of poor rates of access, something that 

would be helped by the reintroduction of fees in Scotland, therefore the freeing up of public money to focus 

elsewhere in the system. However, we would argue this is a false choice for a number of reasons.  

 

We believe that our whole tertiary education system, particularly in these difficult economic times, should 

be a priority for public funding. It should not be a choice between universities and colleges, schools and early 

years, as some would have it, but a decision to prioritise all, and education as a whole.  

 

Moreover, under every measure, child poverty has fallen markedly in every year since devolution. If this was 

therefore inextricably linked to university access, we would expect to have done better than we have. 

Clearly there are a number of interlinking factors at play in our levels of social mobility, and fairer access, but 

there are few who would genuinely argue that one answer is the retrograde move of reintroducing fees.  

 

Finally, by using poverty as the only reason for social mobility (or lack thereof) in Scotland, and deciding to 

embark on a dangerous regime of fees to attempt to solve this would write off today’s generation who may 

aspire to university, put off by the introduction of fees, but who would not benefit from increased spending 

elsewhere in the system, at earlier years.  

 

The financial cost of tuition fees  

 

We believe that it is equally pressing to consider whether any move away from of providing free 

undergraduate education could be financially sustainable, or beneficial. Much of this is borne out by recent 

research conducted by the Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI) in October 2012.3  

 

HEPI outline that, following the rise to £9,000 tuition fees in England, the Resource Accounting and 

Budgeting (RAB) costs (what the Government has to pay up front on lending each £1 of student loan, and 

equal to the long-term costs to the Government of the loans it takes out) have been incorrectly calculated, 

which poses a higher risk to the national deficit and the total associated cost to the taxpayer of funding 

higher education. This was shown to be correct not far in to January this year, when David Willets 

announced that the UK government’s original RAB estimates were being revised upwards, adding an extra 

£200m on to the government’s accounts.  
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Compounding this, HEPI did not feel that the impact of fees on inflation has been properly taken into 

account. Tuition fees are included in the calculations for the Retail Price Index (RPI) and the Consumer Price 

Index (CPI), which is used to calculate various state benefits and Civil Service pensions. HEPI believe that this 

could lead to a £420 million - £1.14 billion increase in the benefits and pensions bill per annum. Again, this 

was proven to be a correct assumption, shown just a few weeks after HEPIs research and assumptions were 

published, when it was announced that the single largest upward pressure on the consumer price index 

(rising 0.5%) in October 2012 came from tuition fees.4 

  

As a result of both of these, HEPI concluded that one, or a combination, of three things will need to happen 

as a result of the fees increase: core grants from HEFCE get reduced; there is a reduction in student 

numbers; or loan subsidies get reduced (e.g. increasing the interest rate payable on loans, repayment 

threshold increased etc.) 

 

In a Scottish context, any moves away from free tuition, and towards the use of greater fee loans, could put 

even greater pressure on public finances, and indeed, paradoxically, reduce funding going to universities, 

should public funding need to reduce in order to fund loans. Equally, with lower graduate earnings in 

Scotland, the likely RAB charge of student loans for tuition fees would be even higher here than in England. 

 

Fees for RUK students 

 

As stated, NUS Scotland opposes the principle and practice of charging any student to study, which makes us 

extremely concerned by the provision contained within the Post 16 Education (Scotland) Bill to set the 

maximum amount chargeable by Scottish institutions to RUK students linked to the maximum amount they 

would be liable to pay in any given academic year elsewhere in the UK. This means that, due to the four year 

degree structure of Scotland, we now have potentially the most expensive higher education system of all the 

UK countries; up to £36,000 as opposed to £27,000 elsewhere for a usual honours degree.  

 

While much of the blame for this has to lie with the Westminster government’s disastrous decision to raise 

fees in England, forcing the Scottish Government to act, we do believe that the proposed system goes 

beyond what is required, and should provide greater safeguards for RUK students. Particularly, as the bill 

progresses, we would welcome further consideration of: 
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 A lower cap: At the very most, fee levels should ensure that the total degree cost faced in Scotland is no 

higher than elsewhere in the UK.  

 Removing variability: Fees should be capped and fixed, combined with greater equalisation of the fee 

amount attached to home and RUK students, to ensure parity between Scottish/EU and RUK students 

and avoid the marketization of higher education in Scotland 

 Introduce minimum standards on fee-waivers and bursaries for RUK students: There should be 

minimum standards to ensure protection for the poorest RUK students, as seen in England, combined 

with responsibility placed somewhere within the system for oversight of this aspect of the system.  

 Robust consultation: Any changes to the system must have to undergo specific and robust consultation 

with all relevant stakeholders, rather than automatically in line with decisions elsewhere in the UK.  

 

Conclusion  

 

Introducing fees for university would be a right-wing response to the inequality in university participation in 

Scotland. Rather than address the inequality, tuition fees would lock it in for generations to come, meaning 

other anti-poverty measures would be doomed to fail. We believe it would be a retrograde step for 

politicians to look at a society where too often your background dictates your life outcomes, and argue that, 

rather than working to redress the balance of outcomes, we should instead charge for access to that service.  

 

Instead of admitting defeat, charging fees, and somehow accepting that universities will always be 

dominated by those from the most privileged backgrounds, we should remove all financial barriers in 

Scotland which would prevent individuals from making the most of their talents, and focus our efforts on 

getting greater numbers of students into our universities from the most disadvantaged backgrounds. 

 

NUS Scotland believes strongly in social justice and in creating a fairer society and we believe that our 

education system does have a key role to play in making this a reality. However we are equally clear that a 

return to a tired and outdated policy of tuition fees is not the way to do this. We are keen to work with MSPs 

across the Scottish Parliament as well as our colleges and universities to find and implement new and 

creative solutions which will improve access to our education system and support every individual to achieve 

their potential in education, regardless of their income or background.  
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