
NUS Scotland 
INTRODUCTION  
 
NUS Scotland welcomes the opportunity to submit a briefing to the Education and 
Skills committee and recognises the unique challenges facing the education sector 
as a result of the current global pandemic. NUS Scotland is a federation of over 60 
students' associations in Scotland with member associations stretching from the 
borders to the highlands. We work to promote, defend and extend the rights of 
students and apprentices in Scotland. 
 
COST OF LIVING SUPPORT 
 
In our recent survey (conducted in March/April) NUS Scotland found that 68 per cent 
of students in Scotland were concerned about their ability to manage financially1. 
Almost half of those surveyed indicated that the income of someone who supported 
them financially had been impacted. Over 60 per cent of students of those 
responding to our Covid-19 survey worked alongside their studies. 
 
We remain concerned that the impact of Covid-19 on students this year may be even 
greater than last. While action taken by the Scottish Government to date is welcome, 
we need a longer-term plan. Without one, students face a cost-of-learning crisis. In 
the short term, we would welcome increased discretionary funding to support 
further and higher education students facing financial hardship. In the longer 
term, we believe emergency improvements will need to be made to the 
package of cost-of-living support that is available to Scotland’s learners, so 
that they are properly supported to complete their studies.  
 
SUSTAINABLE PUBLIC INVESMENT  
 
Prior to the Covid-19 pandemic or the impacts of Brexit, colleges and universities 
alike faced significant financial challenges. Due to their increased reliance on the 
marketised international students’ fee regime, and the trend of real-terms declining 
public investment, universities now potentially face substantial financial losses in 
light of Covid-19. In 2020-21 it is estimated that Scottish Universities face an 
operating deficit of between £384 million and £651 million2. Meanwhile, it is 
estimated that colleges could lose £70 million in income next year3.  
 
NUS Scotland recognises the clear need to protect teaching and the quality of 
courses in our institutions and calls for protections to be placed on retention of staff 
who teach and support students every day. Given the scale of the challenge 
facing our colleges and universities, we believe that the Scottish and UK 
governments must provide substantial public investment to support those 
institutions facing financial hardship. In the long-term, the Scottish 
Government must ensure adequate public investment for our institutions so 
that they are safeguarded from economic shocks. We welcome the Scottish 
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Government has ruled out the introduction of tuition fees for Scottish 
undergraduate students in light of the current financial circumstances facing 
the sector. 
 
ENSURING STUDENT SAFETY  
 
NUS Scotland have welcomed the collaborative approach with the Scottish 
Government and its agencies throughout the pandemic and particularly as colleges 
and universities look to re-open. An over-riding priority for NUS Scotland, and 
students’ associations across Scotland, is safety for our students and staff. A safe 
return to campus means low-transmission rates, rigorous hygiene measures, 
comprehensive testing, face coverings, adequate protection for vulnerable 
students to learn safety, and outbreak planning. We also need to see clear 
communication to students, from the Scottish Government, public health 
agencies, and our institutions. 
 
FAIR ASSESSMENT 
 
We welcome the statement from the Minister for Further Education, Higher 
Education and Science committing to fair assessment.  
 
NUS Scotland has consistently called for a “no detriment” approach to assessment. 
QAA define a “no detriment” policy as seeking to “mitigate against the impact of a set 
of circumstances, by ensuring that an individual is not unfairly disadvantaged by a 
requirement to change rules or regulations, in session.4” Some – although not all – 
institutions have committed to a “no detriment” approach. 
 
With disruption set to continue, NUS Scotland believes all institutions should 
adopt a no-detriment approach to assessment, so no student is academically 
disadvantaged or penalised as a result of this pandemic. 
 
STRENGTHENING STUDENTS’ ASSOCIATIONS  
 
Day-to-day students’ associations play a crucial role in representing and supporting 
students, driving national policy at the local level on their campuses, ensuring the 
quality of standards at their colleges and university, and much more. That role is all 
the more important as we address the challenges presented by Covid-19. 
 
It is crucial that the Scottish Government and our institutions continue to 
recognise the key role they play in delivering a strong student experience and 
student voice at institutions across Scotland and ensure that they are properly 
resourced. Going forward, NUS Scotland strongly believes institutions have a 
duty to involve students’ associations in any conversations on responding to 
Covid-19. 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
4 “No Detriment Policies an Overview”, QAA, 28 April 2020 

https://www.qaa.ac.uk/docs/qaa/guidance/no-detriment-policies-an-overview.pdf


WELCOMING OUR INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS  
 
NUS Scotland has long called for an end to the exorbitant fees faced by international 
students. International students’ pay eye high costs for their courses and 
accommodation, on top of visa costs, and charges for healthcare. While we 
recognise the Scottish Government’s recent announcement that EU students will be 
charged tuition fees is ultimately a result of Brexit, it is disappointing that yet more 
students will be paying for their education.  
 
Viewing international students as a ‘lucrative’ income stream for our institutions is 
shameful. We reject this mindset and the marketisation of the education system. 
International students are part of the fabric of our communities and positively 
contribute immeasurably to our society. We believe that governments, 
institutions, and society must ensure that Scotland is welcoming and inviting 
place to study and live.  
 
HORIZON 2020 AND ERASMUS+ 
 
While Covid-19 is rightly the priority of the sector at this time, we cannot lose sight of 
the impact of Brexit on students. Horizon 2020 and Erasmus+ programmes have 
boosted the education sector’s ability to collaborate with EU partners for research 
projects, attracting global talent to the UK and giving our students invaluable 
experiences internationally. The funding platforms that the EU provides allow for all 
institutions to access the funding that they need and students to study abroad at low 
cost. NUS Scotland notes the importance of international programmes such as 
Erasmus+ and Horizon 2020 and the recognises the benefits this brings to 
Scottish students and institutions- with Brexit fast approaching a suitable 
alternative or continued participation in these programmes must be found.  
 
SUPPORTING APPRENTINCES  
 
Apprentices in Scotland make up a large group of further education students. We 
have long called for greater support to be offered to these apprentices and while 
there is scope for the government to ensure that apprentices are fairly paid through 
their procurement rules there are also many other barriers that face apprentices such 
as the cost of tools and equipment falling heavily on the apprentice themselves 
rather than institutions and employers. NUS Scotland strongly believes that 
apprenticeships should be fully resourced, and these costs met by the 
business hosting them.  
 
NUS Scotland also recognises the importance of student support from access to 
careers services, sport and wellbeing, mental health support, etc. We believe that 
this support should include apprentices and be available to all students 
regardless of age and mode of study.  
 
In addition, a recent report by the National Society of Apprentices found challenges 
with apprentices not receiving off the job training in colleges. Apprentices regularly 
raise the difficulty of getting time off to learn from their employers5. We believe 
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returning to day or block release would ensure that apprentices get a quality 
education in colleges, delivering both real work and a real education.  
 
 
WIDENING ACCESS IN SCOTLAND’S INSTITUTIONS  
 
Excellent progress has been made in widening access to our universities– 15.9 per 
cent of Scottish-domiciled entrants to full-time first degrees in academic year 
2018/19 were from the 20 per cent most disadvantaged areas. These figures are 
subject to change based on this year’s SQA results and the ongoing admissions 
processes at Scotland’s universities. We welcome that Scottish universities have 
committed to not allow progress on widening access to be derailed by Covid-196. We 
hope to see institutions and the Scottish Government alike support students 
from poorer backgrounds to succeed in their studies.  
 
THE LEARNER JOURNEY  
 
The learner journey must remain a focus when thinking about the different routes 
into education. Making opportunities for progression and movement within 
institutions, and the attainment and success of students a priority. Schools, colleges 
and universities should work in partnership, fostering links to support the whole 
student learning experience. Some students enter further and higher education 
through vocational training, apprenticeships and work-based learning opportunities 
and so recognising that each student learning journey will be unique to them is 
important. NUS Scotland believes that measures must remain in place to 
ensure the quality of experiences for those who enter and exit at different 
points and stages.  
 
QUALITY OF THE STUDENT LEARNING EXPEREINCE  
 
While universities and colleges use different frameworks, along with the associated 
processes to monitor, to assure and to enhance the learning experience, it is crucial 
that the place of student voice is protected.  
The Quality Enhancement Framework for Universities offers an opportunity for self-
reflection and partnership working which NUS believes we must continue to 
maintain, whilst also achieving progression within areas that are known challenges to 
the sector (such as attainment gaps and gender imbalances).  
 
When it comes to reporting and data gathering we need to ensure that the right 
data is reviewed to ensure progression and institutional performance. NUS 
Scotland welcomes the focus on enhancing the quality of the student 
experience and equalities in the institutions Key Performance Indicators.  
 
SUPPORTING A GREEN RECOVERY  
 
The climate emergency remains one of the most significant long-term challenges 
facing the education sector and society in general. With an opportunity to build a 
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fairer, greener, more equal society the education system can, and must, play a 
pivotal role in helping transition society towards a net-zero future.  
 
NUS Scotland continues to call for net zero emissions in higher education by 
2030, ensuring that the sustainable development goals are embedded into 
education (including the curricula), research, leadership, operations, 
administration, engagement and knowledge exchange. Given the nature of this 
emergency NUS Scotland believes that institutions should be reporting 
annually on progress of sustainability and climate change strategy.  


