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Abstract:  
This paper reviews the current state of tertiary education in Scotland. Based on a large 
body of statistical information, it charts how the sector has changed in recent years and 
how the challenges that it now faces have evolved. Tertiary education institutions are 
key to the development of Scotland’s human and social capital and therefore to its 
future prosperity and well-being. Given their international attractiveness, they are also 
an important source of export earnings. But their future is only assured if they continue 
to attract the necessary volume, quality and type of students to remain financially 
viable. Students themselves must be able to make informed choices about their future 
and be able to undertake study, knowing that their current and future finances will be 
manageable. The present funding model now faces challenges on several fronts.  
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Introduction 
Post-school education in Scotland currently faces formidable challenges. Scottish 
Government support for teaching activity has declined in real terms. The overseas 
market in taught postgraduate (TPG) courses has become increasingly important but is 
precarious and heavily dependent on UK immigration policy. Increased National 
Insurance and other increases in costs, particularly energy and salaries, have added to 
the financial pressures. The declining condition of the physical estate undermines the 
ability of institutions to provide efficient and effective learning to their students.  

Higher education (HE) and further education (FE) are important actors within the 
Scottish economy themselves, making a significant contribution, for example, to the 
innovation and overseas earnings that drive economic growth in Scotland. A healthy 
tertiary education system is a necessary condition for economic progress in a highly 
competitive world economy.  

This paper attempts to piece together a picture of the current state of FE and HE in 
Scotland. It does not detail the difficulties faced by particular institutions but rather 
presents a picture of the sector intended to aid informed discussion of the changes that 
now seem to be inevitable if the sector is to fulfil its potential in terms of meeting the 
aspirations of students, other actors within the sector, and the governments that both 
help fund it and set the rules and regulations which shape its activities. FE and HE also 
make significant contributions to Scotland’s cultural and social life, but these are not 
the focus of this paper.    

The data on which the paper draws come from a wide variety of sources including the 
Scottish Education Department (SED), the Student Loans Company (SLC), the Scottish 
Funding Council (SFC), the Higher Education Statistics Company (HESA), His Majesty’s 
Revenue and Customs (HMRC) and the Office for National Statistics (ONS). These are a 
disparate group of organisations, only some of which have an educational focus. This 
means that their data must be hedged with definitional and statistical qualifications.   

A further caveat is that information on HE is substantially more accessible than that for 
FE. This is regrettable, but partly reflects the distinct historical paths followed by further 
and higher education in Scotland. Specifically, as noted by Keating (2005), Scottish 
universities maintain links with UK institutions that support HE both in teaching and 
research. This includes the Higher Education Statistical Authority (HESA), which, as its 
name implies, provides a range of high quality information on HE that is not matched 
within Scottish FE, whose links outside Scotland are more limited. 

Again, as noted by Keating, government has increasingly sought to control Scotland’s 
tertiary education institutions, particularly in relation to their role in supporting the 
development of the human capital that is essential if the Scottish economy is to thrive. 
Thus labour market outcomes have become increasingly important metrics by which 
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the sector is judged, of which the latest manifestation is the Scottish Government’s 
“Shared Outcomes Framework”. 

Scotland’s FE and HE sectors are extremely diverse. This is reflected in the student 
intake, in the aims and objectives of institutions and in their sources of finance. The 
Scottish Government plays an important role both in funding students, teaching and 
research, but other contributions come from the private sector, local government, from 
students, their friends and families. UK government support is less visible, but for some 
functions, such as support for the student loan book and research, it continues to be 
important.  

Diversity is a useful device for risk-spreading: it implies adverse shocks will affect 
institutions differentially – some, but not all, are likely to be badly affected when there is 
a downturn in overseas student markets or in government support. The diversity of the 
offerings by different institutions is also part of the attraction of Scotland to students 
from outside Scotland, making it one of the country’s most important export industries. 
For the UK, as a whole the Office for National Statistics (ONS) estimates that education 
generated £27.90bn in export earnings in 2021 of which 78% came from HE. HESA data 
suggest that in 2023/24 around 74,500 (10.1 %) of all overseas HE students to the UK 
came to Scotland. On the reasonable assumption of equal value added per student, 
this would suggest that HE contributes around £2bn to total Scottish exports, though 
the Scottish Government’s own estimates suggest a figure just over £1bn1.  

There is also a net flow of students from other parts of the UK (rUK) into Scotland, with 
HESA data suggesting that in 2023-24, 33,500 students came to Scottish HE institutions 
from other parts of the UK, with a much smaller flow (10,900) going from Scotland to 
study in rUK. The outflow from Scotland is tempered by the likely charging of fees by rUK 
tertiary education institutions,  

Scottish HE and FE institutions are under a range of pressures other than that of making 
their institution an attractive destination for students. Much of this comes from the 
Scottish Government as a quid pro quo for the funding it supplies to support teaching, 
even though this funding has fallen in real terms and for many institutions covers much 
less than they raise in tuition fees from students coming from other parts of the UK and 
overseas. These pressures include the widening access targets and the Standard 
Outcomes Framework. The UK Government also influences teaching and learning in 
Scottish institutions, mostly in less direct ways. First, the decisions it makes on funding 
FE and HE in England influences Scotland’s block grant via the Barnett Formula. 
Second, the UK Government picks up the costs of student loans made in Scotland – the 
so-called RAB charge. Finally, and most importantly the UK Government controls 
immigration policy as it affects Scotland and the recently proposed tightening of 

 
1 Scottish Government (2021) Export Statistics 2021 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/exports-statistics-scotland-2021/documents/
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regulations, including the application of a charge on overseas student fees may well 
have a significantly negative effect on overseas recruitment into Scottish institutions. 
 
The paper begins by considering the composition and trends in post-school 
destinations of Scottish-domiciled individuals aged 16-19, pointing out the large 
proportion now attending HE or FE, but also the group whose post-school destination is 
unclear. It goes on to discuss how post-school destinations vary by sex and deprivation 
quintile before analysing how entrants to the sector allocate between full-time or part-
time, HE of FE. Scottish-domiciled students attending Scottish institutions are joined by 
others from outside Scotland. The mix is very much dependent on level of study, as 
explained in the next section. Overall trends in numbers, again by level of study and HE 
institution are considered. 

Student finances are a vitally important part of the tertiary education jigsaw. Students in 
Scotland may have free tuition, but they must pay for their maintenance costs. This may 
result in their taking loans or engaging in work. Taking out loans not only has 
consequences for the individual, but student loans taken out by Scottish-domiciled 
students have interesting fiscal consequences.  

Part of the justification for acquiring qualifications is to improve one’s prospects in the 
labour market. New data is becoming available which enables linkage between 
qualifications and labour market outcomes, such as pay and employment. These have 
played a role in the formation of the so-called Shared Outcomes Framework which is an 
important accountability menu that SFC can use to incentivise actions by institutions in 
exchange for funding.  

Institutional reliance on SFC funding to support teaching varies widely by institution. 
Colleges are almost entirely reliant, whereas some universities’ income from taught 
post-graduate courses is much larger than their receipts from SFC.  These institutions 
are able to cross-subsidise teaching of Scottish-domiciled students from the surpluses 
earned on TPG courses. But TPG numbers are volatile and highly contingent on UK 
Government migration policy which seems about to become much intrusive on the 
relationship between the overseas student and the HE or FE institution. The paper 
discusses UK Government’s recent proposals for managing overseas student numbers 
in the light of Scotland’s population projections, which show significant declines in the 
likely client group for tertiary education in Scotland over the next two decades.  

These are the topics covered in this paper. Some important issues may have been 
omitted or glossed over, but the paper is already quite long, so perhaps better to 
address these elsewhere.  
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Post-School Destinations 
This section details documents how FE and HE have become the dominant post-school 
destinations of school leavers in Scotland. It shows how Scottish-domiciled students 
join the mix of students studying at Scottish HE and FE institutions.  

Skills Development Scotland (SDS) carries out a comprehensive annual survey of the 
main activity of those aged 16 to 192. Figure 1 shows the 2024 results from this survey by 
single year of age from 16 to 19. The majority of those age 16 remain in school but this 
share drops each year, so that school is no longer a destination for those aged 19. More 
students enter FE aged 17 than go to HE, but by age 19, more than 42% are attending HE 
and around half the cohort are either at HE or FE. The share of those aged 19 in Modern 
Apprenticeships is just less than 10%, while nearly a quarter of this age group are either 
in employment or self-employment.  

This leaves around 15% of those aged 19 neither in education nor paid employment. 
This is a disturbingly high proportion both in terms of the lost opportunities for these 
young people themselves and for the loss of potential to the Scottish economy.  If the 
UK Government follows through on its recently announced immigration policy3, there 
will be an enhanced requirement to increase the skill levels of the existing workforce 
and of workforce entrants. There will also be added pressure to reduce the proportion of 
the currently inactive into the workforce, which would include those highlighted in 
Figure 1. It is inevitable that FE and HE will play a significant role in addressing the 
challenges of reducing the dependence on immigrants to drive economic growth.  

Unlike many other countries, the Scottish Government does not target the share of 
school leavers entering HE or FE in Scotland. Rather its current target concerns the 
distribution of admissions to HE, rather than on its level. These were set in 2016 by the 
Commission on Widening Access4. Specifically, its objective is that “20% of all entrants 
to higher education institutions to come from the 20% most deprived areas by 2030”. 
While this is a laudable aspiration, its achievement could coincide with a reduction in 
the overall level of HE admissions, if fewer students from more affluent areas choose to 
enter HE or fail to achieve admission requirements. As will be evident from the 
subsequent discussion of labour market outcomes, the evidence strongly suggests that 
both FE and HE provide private benefit in the form of higher earnings, but in turn this 
implies higher productivity, which is the essential driver for higher standards of living 
and improved public services. It therefore seems odd that there is no aspiration for the 
overall proportion of younger people being admitted to HE and/or FE for Scotland. 

 

 
2 Skills Development Scotland(2024)) Annual Participation Measure for 16-19 year olds in Scotland 2024 
3 HM Government (2025) Restoring Control over the Immigration System 
4 Scottish Government (2016) Blueprint for Fairness: Final Report of the Commission on Widening Access 

https://www.skillsdevelopmentscotland.co.uk/media/jbndibkf/annual-participation-measure-2024-report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6821aec3f16c0654b19060ac/restoring-control-over-the-immigration-system-white-paper.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/blueprint-fairness-final-report-commission-widening-access/
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Figure 1: Participation of those aged 16-19 in 2024 

Source: Skills Development Scotland 

Clearly, young people’s aspirations and labour market trends influence the demand for 
HE and FE. The volume of demand from young people domiciled in Scotland will fall as 
the size of the cohort diminishes due to declining fertility. This issue is considered later, 
though it should be noted that entry to tertiary education is not, and should not be, 
restricted to younger people.  

Because technology is changing so rapidly, workers need to constantly enhance and 
upgrade their skills. Micro credentials provide a flexible opportunity for such upgrades 
and are generally available to a wide range of age groups. The OECD5 is currently 
embarked on research to investigate their efficacy. Some Scottish institutions including 
Glasgow Caledonian University, Edinburgh College, West Lothian College and Dumfries 
and Galloway College are piloting the use of “Skills Boosts” within Scotland. 

FE colleges have widened the age range of their student base in recent years, 
particularly for part-time students. Figure 2 shows numbers of students that enrolled for 
full-time and part-time courses at Scottish FE colleges in 2013-14 and 2022-23. What is 
noticeable is the sharp increase in numbers of part-time students aged less than 16 
over the period, suggesting that many school pupils are receiving some of their tuition 
from the colleges. Colleges also cater for large numbers of older students, largely 
studying part-time, though their numbers have not increased as dramatically as the 
under 16s. 

 
5 OECD (2023) Micro credentials for lifelong learning and employability 
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Figure 2 Age distribution of full-time and part-time students attending Scottish colleges 
2013-14 and 2022-23 

 
Source: Scottish Funding Council: College Statistics 2022-23 

Figure 3 uses the SDS dataset to examine trends by gender in participation of the entire 
16-19 age group over the period 2016 to 2024, with each sub graph having the same 
vertical scale. There are no particularly strong trends over this period, except a slight 
increase in the number of 16–19 year old males entering employment. What is 
noticeable is the consistently higher proportion of females than males in HE, which in 
itself reflects higher levels of attainment in school qualifications by females in recent 
years. The higher proportion of females in HE is offset by the higher number of males in 
full time employment and by those taking Modern Apprenticeships. Only FE is almost 
exactly gender balanced. 

employment, though those aged 16-19 from the most affluent quintile are much less 
likely to be in employment than all of the other quintiles. There are deep seated 
differences in paths taken between school and the labour market as between those 
coming from the more affluent and less affluent parts of Scotland. These relativities are 
changing only slowly. 
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Figure 3: Destinations of Scots aged 16-19 by gender 2016-2024  

 

Figure 4: Destinations of Scots aged 16-19 by deprivation quintile of home address 2016-2024 

 

The same data is also categorised by deprivation quintile of the student’s home 
address. Differences in the destinations of 16-19 year olds based on the linkage of home 
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address to quintiles of the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) are shown in 
Figure 4. Those in the least deprived quintile are more likely to stay in school longer and 
more likely to enter HE, relative to those from more deprived areas. There has been a 
slight upward trend in representation in HE from the poorest quintile over the period. 
Those from more deprived quintiles are more likely to attend FE than those from more 
affluent areas. There are no significant trends in part time employment and Modern 
Apprenticeships, which make up a small proportion of the age group and for which 
shares are broadly equal across deprivation quintiles.  Those from the least deprived 
quintile are less likely to be in full-time employment, with the share of those from other 
quintiles increasing slightly between 2014 and 2022. 

Intended Qualification 
Those offered places in HE or FE sign up to courses carrying specific qualifications. 
Qualifications offered in Scotland fit within the Scottish Credit and Qualifications 
Framework (SCQF), which ranges from level 12 (a doctoral degree) to level 1 (National 1, 
Access 1). At universities the qualifications taken are mainly undergraduate and post-
graduate degrees (SCQF levels 10 and 11), while FE colleges offer courses at a range of 
levels from National Certificates (levels 4-5), Higher National Certificates (HNCs) (levels 
6-7) and Higher National Diplomas (HNDs) (level 8). FE colleges offer a substantial 
amount of HE education through their HNC and HND courses. The coverage of the 
SCQF across all levels of qualification has facilitated articulation agreements which, for 
example, enable students at a range of colleges in the West of Scotland to complete 
their engineering degrees at the University of Strathclyde.  

Figure 5 shows numbers of college students between 2013-14 and 2022-23 and their 
selection into full-time or part-time, FE or HE, qualifications. Those registered for HE 
classes are more likely to attend full-time compared with those on FE courses, where 
registration on a part-time basis is more likely. These statistics exemplify the upper 
range of qualifications covered by FE colleges. As mentioned previously, they also 
provide classes for school pupils, illustrating the wide range of challenges that FE 
teachers confront. 
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Figure 5: College Students by Mode and Intended Qualification 

 

Source: Scottish Funding Council (2024) College Statistics 2022-23 

Figure 6 shows the distribution of both full-time and part-time students at Scottish HE 
and FE institutions by the type of qualification for which they were registered in 2013-14, 
2018-19 and 2022-23. These include students with addresses in Scotland and those 
from outwith Scotland – rUK, the EU and those from outside the EU. What is evident is a 
slight decline in numbers registered for HNC/HND and little change in those registered 
for other sub-degree courses. Those registered for first degrees have increased 
somewhat, while those entering TPG courses have risen dramatically, particularly 
between 2018-19 and 2022-23. Changes in research postgraduate (RPG) numbers have 
been much more modest. It is the change in TPG numbers, where institutions set their 
own fees in a highly competitive market that brought significant financial benefits to 
some institutions in the immediate post-Covid period. 
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Figure 6 Students by Intended Qualification 2013/14, 2018/19 and 2022/23 

 
Source: Scottish Funding Council (2024) Students in higher education at Scottish HEIs and colleges 2013-14 to 
2022-23 

Student Mix 
Within Scotland, HESA recognises nineteen institutions with degree awarding powers. 
These vary in longevity from the University of St Andrews, established in 1413, to the 
University of the Highlands and Islands, which was granted university status by the Privy 
Council in 2011. In size, they range from the University of Edinburgh with 24,000 first 
degree students to the Scottish Rural College (SRUC) with 600 first degree students in 
2022-23.  

HESA compiles data on four levels of study – first degree, other undergraduate, TPG and 
research postgraduate. The “other undergraduate” category covers qualifications below 
the level of a first degree but above secondary education such as HNDs and HNCs. 
Among Scotland’s HE institutions, provision of such courses is small compared with 
other levels of study. This is not true of the University of the Highlands and Islands 
which is the main HE institution in Scotland supporting “other undergraduate” courses. 
HND and HNC courses are also provided by Scotland’s FE colleges, whose data is 
unfortunately not captured by HESA6.  

 
6 HESA student figures include anyone enrolled for more than two weeks on a higher education 
(HE) course that is primarily based in the UK, unless they are an incoming exchange student, on 
sabbatical, writing-up or dormant. HE level students at further education (FE) colleges in Wales 
are included, but not students at FE colleges in England, Scotland or Northern Ireland. 
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HE institutions attract students from different geographies at different levels of study, 
partly reflecting their specialities and marketing strategies. Postgraduates are drawn 
from a wide geographical range. For first degree students, some institutions attract 
students from the local area: others do not. In general, studying close to place of 
domicile is less costly, which in turn is reflected in the social mix at different 
institutions. FE colleges tend to be locally based, providing vocational and technical 
training aligned with local industry needs and working with local employers. Their 
catchment areas are predominantly local. 

Scottish addresses are particularly relevant for the first degrees (see Figure 7). But 
again, contrasts are massive. At the University of St Andrews, only 30% of 
undergraduates have Scottish home addresses, while 96% of students at the University 
of the Highlands and Islands are Scottish-domiciled.   

Scottish-domiciled first-degree students do not pay tuition fees at Scottish HE and FE 
institutions. Instead, their fees are paid by the Student Awards Agency Scotland (SAAS) 
and further contributions towards institutional teaching costs is provided by SFC.  This 
should not be taken to imply that these contributions fully meet these costs. The 
subsidy to Scottish domiciled students is not replicated for students from outside 
Scotland who pay tuition fees. First degree students from rUK will pay £9,535 for the 
2025-26 academic year, the same as they would be charged in England.  

Given the wide variation in the share of Scottish-domiciled first-degree students across 
HE institutions shown in Figure 7, some of these are clearly more exposed to the risk of 
changes in the real value of Scottish Government funding than are others. FE colleges 
are even more exposed because of their almost complete dependence on Scottish 
Government funding.  

As indicated above, Scottish universities offer a range of taught and RPG degrees. These 
draw students not only from Scotland, but from other parts of the UK, the EU and the 
wider international market, as is clear from Figure 8 and Figure 9. Geographical diversity 
is particularly strong for TPG courses, which have become an important source of 
cross-subsidy for first-degree courses, as will be discussed later.  

 

 
Thus, for example, the University of Edinburgh claimed a total of 49,740 students in 2022/23 
included 4,585 non-graduating and visiting students (incoming visiting), 2,905 postgraduates 
writing up and 2,900 online learning students living abroad. 
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Figure 7 First Degree Students by Permanent Address 2023/24 
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Figure 8 Taught Postgraduates by Permanent Address 2022/23 
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Figure 9 Research Postgraduates by Permanent Address 2023-24 
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Figure 7, Figure 8 and Figure 9 show how place of domicile of students attending 
Scottish HE is distributed across institutions. But the shares shown in these figures do 
not capture differences in the size of the student body at different institutions. These are 
portrayed in Figure 10, Figure 11 and Figure 12, which also show how numbers 
registered for different levels of study have changed between 2015-16 and 2023-24. The 
figures use a common y axis to capture differences in numbers both by institution and 
by level of study, with first degree students the most numerous and RPGs making up 
only a small share of the student body. In discussing numbers of students by level of 
study, attention is paid to the main sources of funding to cover teaching costs. Thus, for 
first degree students, institutional teaching grants are set by SFC. These are limited by 
the annual budget allocation to tertiary education by Scottish Government which in turn 
reflects the block grant received from HM Treasury and Scotland’s tax raising effort. SFC 
distributes this funding to FE and HE, largely to teaching. Most of the remaining budget 
supports research in HE institutions. Teaching grants are based on the number of 
“funded places” allocated to the institution, their number partly reflecting Scottish 
Government priorities such as STEM promotion, NHS workforce needs etc. But mostly 
they reflect inertia, with relatively few dramatic changes to their number through time. 

Subjects are allocated to one of five “price groups” – clinical & laboratory-based 
subjects, engineering, technology and creative arts, intermediate-cost subjects, 
classroom-based subjects; business, social sciences, distance-learning and low-cost 
postgraduate. Prices, which are presumed to reflect differences in the costs of 
delivering teaching are allocated to each. The price per funded FTE for these categories 
in 2019-20 and in 2025-26 is shown in Table 1 below. 

Table 1: Price Per FTE by Price Group for 2019-20 and 2025-26. 

Price 
Group 

Description 
2019–20 Gross 
Price per FTE 

2025–26 Gross 
Price per FTE 

% Increase 

1 Clinical & laboratory-based subjects £16,875 £18,343 8.7% 

2 Engineering, technology, creative arts £9,575 £10,408 8.7% 

3 
Intermediate-cost subjects (e.g., 
computing) 

£8,486 
£9,224 8.7% 

4 
Classroom-based subjects (e.g., 
humanities) 

£7,387 
£8,030 8.7% 

5 Business, social sciences £6,530 £7,099 8.7% 

6 Distance learning, low-cost postgraduate £5,323 £5,785 8.7% 

 

By limiting the number of funded places, SFC ensures that there is no substantial 
budget overrun – a shortfall is in practice more likely due to institutions not being able to 
fill all the places for which they have received funds.   
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Figure 10 First Degree Students 2015-16 to 2023-24 
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The nominal increase of 8.7% in price per FTE over the 2019-20 and 2025-26 period 
across all price groups implies firstly that there has been no change in the relative price 
of the different subject groups over this period, which is extremely surprising. Some 
subjects are, for example, more exposed to energy costs than are others and one might 
have expected this to be reflected in changes in these relative prices.  

Secondly, funding per place has significantly declined in real terms. This is illustrated in 
Table 2, whose columns show the Consumer Price Index (CPI) -  the standard measure 
of inflation (which probably understates the increase in costs facing the sector see, for 
example, Russell Group (2025)7), the main teaching grant from SFC (in £m), the number 
of SFC funded places, nominal funding per place and real funding per place (using the 
CPI). Finally, the table shows inflation in student living costs as estimated by NatWest in 
their annual review of student finances, which illustrates that student finances have 
also been under extreme pressure.  

The value of funding per student place has declined by 22% between 2019-20 and 2024-
25. The tight funding allocation for 2025-26 implies a further decline in support for 
teaching from SFC. Inevitably this leads to institutions seeking to boost their incomes 
from other sources. For example, less well qualified applicants may be accepted to 
Scottish institutions from outwith Scotland even though qualified Scottish students are 
available because the institutional cap on funded places has been reached.  

Table 2: Real Funding Per Student Place 

Academic 
Year 

General 
Inflation 

(CPI) 

Main 
Teaching 
Grant (£ 
million) 

Funded 
Undergraduate 

Places (FTE) 

Nominal 
Funding 

per 
student 

place 

Real funding 
per student 

place 

Student 
Living 
Costs 

2019–20 100 700 107,982 6,483 6,483 100 
2020–21 101.8 712 110,000 6,473 6,358 103 
2021–22 106.2 720 112,000 6,429 6,053 110 
2022–23 112.8 730 115,000 6,348 5,628 121 
2023–24 120.3 740 117,000 6,325 5,258 135 
2024–25 124.1 750 119,540 6,274 5,056 145 
2025–26  727 117,040 6,212   

 
Accurate data on the cost of teaching at HE institutions is difficult to source. The most 
reliable source is the Transparent Approach to Costing (TRAC) data which is based on 
returns from individual academics on how their working time is divided between 
teaching, research, administration etc. These are combined to produce estimates of the 
cost per year of teaching a student in each of 44 subject areas. In 2019, the Department 
for Education carried out an exercise to ascertain how closely costs of provision aligned 

 
7 Russell Group (2025) Spending Review 2025 

https://www.russellgroup.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2025-02/Russell%20Group%20Spending%20Review%202025%20summary.pdf
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with tuition fees8. It found that the match between costs and fees varied substantially 
by subject, with medicine and dentistry, science and engineering exhibiting significant 
shortfalls, while other mainly desk-based subjects had small surpluses. The evidence 
from this paper has been used by bodies such as the Russell Group9 to argue that the 
current fee cap is inadequate. In a Scottish context, the appropriate comparator is not 
the student tuition fee, but the level of SFC funding per student place plus the SAAS 
student fee, which is paid to institutions and has remained at £1820 per year from 2018-
19 to 2024-25 even though prices increased by around 25% over that period10.   

In Scotland, changes in numbers of funded places by subject, and under-recruitment in 
previous years result in changes in the allocation of places to institutions. These are 
illustrated in . which shows adjustments in funded places between 2019-20 and 2025-
26 and between 2024-25 and 2026-2026. These figures are mimicked in the HESA data 
on first degree students in Figure 10 since many institutions rely heavily on Scottish-
domiciled recruitment. Changes from 2024-25 to 2025-26 reflect a withdrawal of 2,500 
places, exactly offsetting those added during the pandemic. The change in funding 
shown in the final column of Table 3.  

Table 3 shows that most institutions will experience a modest increase in cash budgets 
to support the teaching of Scottish-domiciled students between 2024-25 and 2025-26. 
But the overall increase in the teaching budget is 1.9%, well short of the likely rate of 
inflation in HE.  

  

 
8 Department for Education (2019) “Measuring the cost of provision using Transparent Approach to Costing data” 
9 UK Parliament Education Committee (2020) Written evidence submitted by Russell Group 
10 Appendix 2 contains tentative estimates of the extend of underfunding by subject area in Scotland based on the 
2019 Department for Education estimates of cost per subject area using TRAC updated to current prices set against 
the 2024-25 SFC funding per student place coupled with the SAAS student fee. The preliminary results show very 
significant shortfalls in funding, particularly in high-cost areas. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/909417/Measuring_the_cost_of_provision_using_transparent_approach_to_costing_data.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/9378/pdf/
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Table 3: Scottish HE Institutions: Change in Indicative Funded Places 

   2019-20 to 2025-26  2024-25 to 2025-26 

SFC Indicative Funded Places Change in Places 
Changes in 

places 
Change in 
funding 

Aberdeen, University of -4.0% -2.4% 1.5%   
Abertay Dundee, University of -0.1% -2.8% 1.4%   
Dundee, University of -0.4% -2.3% 1.6%   
Edinburgh Napier University 1.4% -2.3% 2.0%   
Edinburgh, University of -2.3% -2.0% 0.9%   
Glasgow Caledonian University 9.9% 0.0% 4.5%   
Glasgow School of Art 3.0% 0.0% 2.8%   
Glasgow, University of 2.0% -2.0% 2.0%   
Heriot-Watt University -0.6% -1.9% 1.8%   
Highlands and Islands, University of the -5.5% -3.6% 0.5%   
Open University in Scotland 5.4% 0.0% 4.0%   
Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh 19.1% -2.0% 2.2%   
Robert Gordon University 2.9% -2.2% 2.1%   
Royal Conservatoire of Scotland -0.7% -2.0% 0.6%   
SRUC 1.1% -4.0% 2.1%   
St Andrews, University of 1.2% -1.9% 1.3%   
Stirling, University of 1.4% -2.2% 2.2%   
Strathclyde, University of 2.2% -1.9% 2.4%   
West of Scotland, University of the -10.5% -5.0% -0.9%   
Total 0.7% -2.1% 1.9%   

 

Exceptions to the stasis in first-degree numbers at HE institutions were Edinburgh and 
Glasgow, the two largest universities, both of which increased numbers of first-degree 
students significantly between 2015/16 and 2023/24 (Figure 10). Given the small 
changes in funded places for Scottish-domiciled students, the additional places must 
have come from students domiciled outside Scotland. These students have paid 
significantly more for tuition than those with whom they share classrooms but have a 
Scottish domicile.  

Thus, at the University of Edinburgh, Scottish-domiciled undergraduates face annual 
fees of £1820 (which is paid by the Student Awards Agency Scotland (SAAS)). Those 
domiciled in rUK pay £9,535, the current standard tuition fee in England, Wales and NI. 
For these rUK students, the slow increase in fees, from £9000 in 2012/13 to £9350 in 
2025/26 has failed to match the increase in teaching costs11. However, first-degree 
students from outside the UK pay £26,500 for classroom subjects and £34,800 for 
laboratory subjects. Though the learning experience is likely to be the same, there is a 
huge disparity in fees charged depending on country of domicile. International students 
are cross subsidising those from rUK in Scottish HE institutions. 

 
11 Institute for Fiscal Studies (2024) “Higher Education Finances: how have they fared, and what options will an 
incoming government have?” 
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For the universities, the incentives are clear – to recruit from outside Scotland, 
preferably from overseas. Established international connections, such as those 
available to St Andrews, Glasgow and Edinburgh, can facilitate such recruitment. Note 
also though they may seem high, the international fees charged at Edinburgh are not 
necessarily uncompetitive, particularly against US comparators. For example, 
Northwestern, which is ranked just above Edinburgh in the Times Educational 
Supplement list of world top universities charged $67,158 for undergraduate tuition in 
2024-25.  

Partly because their focus is necessarily narrower, even within Scotland, the crisis in 
college funding is perhaps greater than that faced by HE institutions. Unlike universities, 
where funding is attached to student places, college funding rewards activity measured 
as “credits” - deemed equivalent to 40 hours of learning. There are five price groups for 
credits which are shown in Table 4, along with the prices set by SFC in 2023-24. 
Colleges are allocated indicative numbers of credits each year, which largely 
determines their funding. As with HE, FE teaching funding is essentially centrally 
planned.  

Table 4: Colleges - Funding per Credit for Academic Year 2023-24 

Price Group Description Funding per 
Credit 

Price Group 1 High-cost subjects such as engineering, construction, and 
science requiring specialized equipment and facilities. £269.60 

Price Group 2 Subjects with moderate delivery costs, including health and 
social care, and hospitality. £305.38 

Price Group 3 Subjects with lower delivery costs, such as business, 
administration, and computing. £354.27 

Price Group 4 Subjects with minimal delivery costs, often classroom-based, 
including humanities and social sciences. £452.48 

Price Group 5 Non-certificated provision, including leisure and community 
learning courses. £467.16 

 
Nevertheless, allocations of credits to colleges have been more flexible than have the 
allocation of funded places to universities, with some reductions taking place between 
2022-23 and 2023-24 to take account of demographic shifts and difficulties faced by 
some colleges in meeting their allocations. Increased nominal prices for credits were 
brought in to compensate colleges for the potential income loss. Nevertheless, the real 
value of SFC support per credit has declined in real terms since 2019-20 (see Table 5)) 

Audit Scotland suggested that college budgets fell by17% in real terms between 2021-
22 and 2024-2512 and that “Colleges are also forecasting reducing cash balances, which 

 
12 Audit Scotland (2024) “Scotland’s colleges 2024” 

https://audit.scot/uploads/docs/um/briefing_240919_Scotlands_colleges.pdf
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may present a risk to their ability to continue in their current form.” Confirming these 
findings, Table 5 shows that the real resource grant provided to colleges has fallen by 
22% in real terms and that the real cost per credit by 11.6% between 2019-20 and 2024-
25. Again these statistics assume that the CPI accurately reflects cost inflation in the 
college sector, when the general view is that it is an underestimate. 

Table 5: Scottish Colleges Resource Grants and Credits 2019-2024-25 

Academic 
Year 

  Resource 
Grant 
(£m) 

Real 
Resource 

Grant 
(£m) 

Funded 
Credits 

(millions) 

Nominal 
Cost Per 

Credit 

Real 
Cost 
Per 

Credit 
2019–20 100 675.7 675.7 1.75 386.1 386.1 
2020–21 101.8 675.7 663.8 1.73 390.6 383.7 
2021–22 106.2 675.7 636.3 1.77 381.8 359.5 
2022–23 112.8 675.7 599.0 1.69 399.8 354.5 
2023–24 120.3 643 534.5 1.55 414.8 344.8 
2024–25 124.1 656.2 528.8 1.55 423.4 341.1 
2025–26   656.2   1.55 423.4   

Source: Scottish Funding Council 
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Table 6: Scottish Colleges Teaching Grant 2025-26 

College/Region 

Indicative 
credit 

threshold for 
AY 2025-26 

Teaching 
grant for 

AY 2024-25 
(£000s)  

Total 
indicative 
teaching 

grant 
for AY 

2025-26  

Increase 
2024/25 to 

2025/26 

Cost per 
credit 

Ayrshire College 111,480 £37,551 £37,942 1.0% £340 
Borders College 23,891 £9,645 £9,866 2.3% £413 
Dumfries & Galloway College 27,800 £10,808 £10,950 1.3% £394 
Dundee & Angus College 98,307 £31,371 £32,261 2.8% £328 
Edinburgh College 164,857 £48,841 £50,514 3.4% £306 
Fife College 118,604 £37,920 £38,399 1.3% £324 
Forth Valley College 79,107 £25,059 £25,644 2.3% £324 
City of Glasgow College1 157,800 £43,957 £45,251 2.9% £287 
Glasgow Clyde College1 113,721 £34,886 £36,245 3.9% £319 
Glasgow Kelvin College1 71,941 £23,809 £24,560 3.2% £341 
Highlands & Islands Region 101,632 £48,945 £50,106 2.4% £493 
New College Lanarkshire2 117,288 £37,654 £38,448 2.1% £328 
South Lanarkshire College2 43,601 £13,724 £14,131 3.0% £324 
Newbattle Abbey College 822 £1,028 £1,051 2.3% £1,279 
North East Scotland College 115,931 £35,072 £36,152 3.1% £312 
Sabhal Mór Ostaig 861 £1,424 £1,438 1.0% £1,670 
SRUC 20,152 £9,727 £9,995 2.8% £496 
West College Scotland 140,450 £44,108 £45,418 3.0% £323 
West Lothian College 44,605 £13,762 £14,156 2.9% £317 
TOTAL 1,552,850 £509,290 £522,524 2.6% £336 

 

Table 6 shows college teaching grants allocated by SFC for 2025-26 compared with 
2024-25.  It is notable that there is relatively little variation in the proposed increase 
between. This gives the impression of a system that is being driven by its momentum, 
rather than by innovation. And costs of delivery are also remarkable uniform, with a 
small number of exceptions, such as Sabhal Mór Ostaig. 
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Figure 11 Taught Postgraduates by institution 2015-16 to 2023-24 
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The increase in TPG numbers studying at Scottish HE institutions has been dramatic 
(Figure 11), with almost all HE institutions experiencing significant increases. These 
were largest at Glasgow and Edinburgh, but for Scotland as a whole, the number of 
TPGs increased from 26,000 in 2014-15 to 83,000 in 2021-22 before falling back to 
72,000 in 2023-24. The trend has been upward but with substantial year-to-year 
variations and its future evolution is in considerable doubt due to changes in UK 
migration policy, which will be discussed subsequently.  

TPG courses are dominated by overseas students (see Figure 8) who pay premium fees. 
Table 7 below shows the cost of a master’s degree in marketing at various universities in 
2024-25. This would be a fairly typical postgraduate taught course that can be delivered 
at relatively low cost. For international students, the average tuition fee across 
institutions is nearly £24,700, while for UK students it is £11,600.  

Table 7 Tuition Fees for Master's Degrees in Marketing (2024–25) 

 

 
Given the weighting towards international students, assume an average tuition fee of 
£20,000, constant in real terms.  Then these TPG students injected more than £1.4bn 
into Scottish HE institutions in fees alone in 2023-24, almost double that year’s SFC 
teaching grant of £715.2m. These students also pay for rent, food etc while in Scotland. 
With a conservative estimate of an average £12,000 per annum spent on maintenance, 
TPG students are likely to have injected at least an additional £800m into the Scottish 
economy during 2023-24, implying a total injection of more than £2bn. Irrespective of 
the educational benefits that arise from this activity and the international networks it 
establishes for Scotland, it has a positive economic effects as student spending spills 
over into the wider economy. Of course, these benefits are largely focussed on 
Scotland’s cities, particularly Edinburgh and Glasgow.  

Table 8 uses HESA data to show how these TPGs are distributed across subjects: this 
distribution more closely reflects student demand rather than the system of funded 
places that dominates the distribution of students across subjects at undergraduate 
level. Institutional offerings seek to satisfy anticipated student demand, while 
maximizing the surplus over delivery costs, surpluses that can be used to cross-
subsidise loss-making teaching.  

University UK Students International Students 

University of Aberdeen £11,100 £23,000 

University of Edinburgh £19,100 £31,600 

University of Glasgow £12,150 £28,260 

University of Dundee £10,500 £21,900 

University of St Andrews £14,850 £29,990 

University of Strathclyde £9,500 £20,000 

University of Stirling £5,006 £19,645 

Heriot-Watt University £10,736 £23,248 
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The number of TPGs studying in Scotland in 2023-24 is shown in the second column of 
Table 8, while their distribution is listed in the third column. The fourth column shows 
the numbers of TPGs in each subject for the UK as a whole, while the fifth column gives 
Scotland’s share of UK TPGs in that discipline. To draw out the contrast with 
undergraduates, the final column also shows the distribution of first-degree students by 
the same subject across all Scottish HE institutions.  

Table 8: Distribution by Subject of Taught Postgraduates 2023-24, Scotland and UK  

Subject 

Taught Postgraduates First  Degree 

Scotland 
as % of 

Scotland UK 

Scotland 
as % of 

UK 
as % of 

Scotland 
Medicine and dentistry 2,140 3.0% 14,580 14.7% 4.3% 
Subjects allied to medicine 8,840 12.3% 97,945 9.0% 12.2% 
Biological and sport sciences 1,205 1.7% 11,515 10.5% 5.8% 
Psychology 2,600 3.6% 29,800 8.7% 5.1% 
Veterinary sciences 315 0.4% 1,970 16.0% 1.0% 
Agriculture, food and related studies 575 0.8% 4,280 13.4% 0.4% 
Physical sciences 580 0.8% 5,065 11.5% 3.4% 
Mathematical sciences 860 1.2% 7,725 11.1% 2.3% 
Engineering and technology 4,485 6.2% 35,170 12.8% 7.7% 
Computing 5,395 7.5% 54,755 9.9% 6.4% 
Architecture, building and planning 2,130 3.0% 19,310 11.0% 2.2% 
Social sciences 5,255 7.3% 60,640 8.7% 10.2% 
Law 2,435 3.4% 40,770 6.0% 4.0% 
Business and management 17,190 23.9% 208,060 8.3% 12.0% 
Language and area studies 1,435 2.0% 11,905 12.1% 4.5% 
Historical, philosophical and 
religious studies 1,655 2.3% 10,595 15.6% 5.1% 
Education and teaching 7,810 10.9% 60,265 13.0% 3.1% 
Combined and general studies 2,205 3.1% 6,895 32.0% 1.2% 
Media, journalism and 
communications 1,730 2.4% 12,910 13.4% 1.4% 
Design, and creative and performing 
arts 1,705 2.4% 26,300 6.5% 5.9% 
Geography, earth and 
environmental studies (natural 
sciences) 1,285 1.8% 5,030 25.5% 1.7% 
Total 71,830 100.0% 725,485 9.9% 100.0% 

Source: HESA Table 49 

Several features stand out from Table 8: almost double the proportion of TPGs study 
business and management (23.9%) at Scottish HEIs than do first degree students 
(12.0%). Yet Scotland produces only 8.8% of the total business and management 
postgrads in the UK, while its overall share of the UK TPG market is 9.9%. It is in subjects 
such as veterinary sciences, medicine, agriculture, engineering, geography and history 
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where Scotland enrols a disproportionately large number of TPGs compared with the 
UK as a whole. This perhaps reflects historical strength in these areas.  

The TPG market is volatile and subject to a range of economic and political pressures. 
After reaching a peak of 83,000 In 2021-22, numbers fell back to 72,000 in 2023-24. In 
broad terms this 13% reduction in TPG volume suggests an income reduction of around 
£200m in fees alone, with a consequent negative effect on the incomes of HE providers. 
Volume reductions can be offset by increasing tuition fees, but driving significant price 
increases in the short-term may be viewed as risky in the current economic climate. 
Again, the reduction in TPG numbers in 2023-24 was not evenly distributed, with the 
University of the West of Scotland, Napier, Dundee and Glasgow being particularly 
affected. 

Turning finally to RPGs, shown in Figure 12 numbers are much smaller than those at 
other levels of study and have changed relatively little over the last decade. Numbers in 
this category tend to reflect the strength of the local research culture, with many of 
them being funded by UK Research and Innovation (UKRI), industry or UK charities. They 
are concentrated in the older institutions with again the Universities of Glasgow and 
Edinburgh being prominent.  Fees from these students are not sufficient to exert 
significant influence on overall teaching budgets and it should be noted that RPGs 
frequently play an important role in tutoring undergraduate students.  
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Figure 12 Research Postgraduates by institution 2015-16 to 2022-24 
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Financial Support for Students 
This section examines financial support for Scottish-domiciled students. This is both of 
direct interest and also, alongside teaching grants for FE and HE, it forms the third pillar 
of Scottish Government support for the teaching of FE and HE students in Scotland. The 
usual headline of any discussion of such support is Scotland’s free tuition policy and its 
contrast with other parts of the UK. It is worth noting that in a European context, it is 
England, rather than Scotland, that is the exception in charging relatively high tuition 
fees.  

In addition to free tuition, the Scottish Government offers financial support for Scottish 
domiciled students in both HE and FE.  The regulations governing this support are 
complex and mainly targeted on maintenance costs. Students may also be eligible for 
loans13 that are contingent on regulations set by the Scottish Government which outline 
eligibility criteria, loan amounts, repayment terms, and other conditions specific to 
Scottish-domiciled students.  

In general, such support is targeted towards those on low income or in more difficult 
circumstances. This somewhat offsets the free tuition policy which provides support to 
Scottish-domiciled students, irrespective of their own or parental income. But tuition 
fees form only part of the costs that students face. They also must cover living costs 
which encompass accommodation, food and groceries, travel, course materials, social 
and leisure. 

FE students do not generally pay fees and there are means-tested, non-repayable 
bursaries of up to £113 per week (£4,859 per year), with enhanced bursaries of £8,100 
per year for care-experienced students. Extra support is available through Education 
Maintenance Allowance (EMA): £30 per week for students aged 16–19 from low-income 
households and discretionary funds for students experiencing financial hardship (e.g., 
housing or travel costs).  

For HE students, minimum support of £8,100 per year is available for students from 
households with earnings below £21,000, through a mix of bursaries and loans and all 
students can access a non-income-assessed loan of up to £5,100 per year, with 
postgraduates being eligible for loans of up to £10,000 (for tuition and living costs) for 
TPG or RPG courses. 

The Scottish Government’s independent review14 of the student financial support 
system was aimed at reducing unfairness and complexity from the existing student 
support system. It recommended the establishment of a guaranteed minimum income 
of £8,100 for all students based on the National Living Wage at the time, to reduce the 

 
13 Scottish Funding Council (2022) The Student Support Scotland Regulations 2022 
14 Scottish Government (2017) A New Social Contract for Students 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/independent-report/2017/11/independent-review-student-financial-support-scotland/documents/00527875-pdf/00527875-pdf/govscot%3Adocument/00527875.pdf
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debt burden on lower income students and improve loan repayment conditions.  This 
has only been incrementally implemented. 

The Scottish Government also commissioned the Student Finance and Well-being 
Study (2023-24)15, which surveyed 2,429 students across 16 colleges and 16 
universities, supplemented by qualitative interviews and focus groups. Its key findings 
were that 61% of FE, 56% of HE undergraduates and 50% of HE postgraduates 
experience financial difficulties with students from the 20% most deprived areas, 
students providing care, student parents and disabled students faced heightened 
challenges.   

According to the 2024 National Student Money Survey16, the average student spends 
approximately £1,100 per month, with rent accounting for almost half of the total the 
remainder being made up of food, transport, clothes, course materials and leisure 
activities.  Other estimates are broadly similar: NUS Scotland estimates average 
monthly living costs at £1020, while typical income from loans and bursaries falls 
short17. 64% of students report reduced spending on essentials such as heating and 
food18.  Though estimated mean income may be broadly similar, there is inevitably high 
variance around such estimates, since individual circumstances vary widely and costs -
particularly accommodation costs - are highly location specific.  

Nevertheless, these estimates suggest that average maintenance costs across the UK 
as a whole form a larger share of the student budget than do tuition fees. Most Scottish-
domiciled students contribute towards their living costs and therefore their tertiary 
education cannot be described as “free”: but it is fair to say that the overall costs they 
face are typically less than those incurred by students domiciled in other parts of the 
UK. This is certainly true on an annual basis, but the longer duration of many HE courses 
in Scotland (four years rather than the three years typical in the rest of the UK) extend 
the time over which Scottish students incur maintenance costs, which potentially 
narrows the gap between Scotland and rUK in the overall costs of HE. 

Student Loans 
As of the 2024/25 tax year, the repayment threshold for student loans in Scotland 
stands at £31,395 annually, equating to £2,616 monthly or £604 weekly. Borrowers 
earning above this threshold are required to repay 9% of their income over the 
threshold. For instance, an individual earning £35,000 annually would repay 
approximately £27 per month.  

 
15 Scottish Government (2024 ) Student Finance and Well-being Study Scotland 2023-2024 
16 Save the Student (2024) National Student Money Survey  
17 NUS Scotland (2023). *Broke: How Scotland’s students are being hit by the cost of living crisis” 
18 Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2023). *Cost of Living Crisis and Student Poverty*. 
 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/student-finance-wellbeing-study-sfws-scotland-2023-2024-main-report/pages/18/
https://www.savethestudent.org/money/surveys/student-money-survey-2024-results.html
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Repayments are made through the Pay As You Earn (PAYE) system, while the self-
employed borrowers are responsible for arranging repayments via the self-assessment 
system. Interest accrues on the loan from the date the first payment is received.  

Should a borrower's income fall below the repayment threshold, repayments cease and 
only resume when income surpasses the threshold again. Any outstanding loan balance 
is written off 30 years after becoming eligible for repayment, or earlier in cases of death 
or permanent disability.  

Ogden and Phillips (2023) estimate that Scottish students graduate with much lower 
student debt than their English counterparts and this is largely due to free tuition19.  
They argue that 

“Despite studying for longer, Scottish students graduate with far lower 
student loan balances on average than their English counterparts (£15,430 
in 2022–23, compared with £44,940). This is largely due to free tuition; the 
96% who study in Scotland face no tuition costs, whereas most English 
students would borrow around £28,000 for three years of tuition fees.” 

The treatment of student debt in the public accounts is complex. UK Government raises 
the funds that enable the Student Loans Company to make loans to students from the 
markets. Whether it makes a profit or loss on these loans partly depends on the interest 
rates it pays relative to those paid by graduates who earn sufficient to contribute, on the 
design of the repayment schedule and, importantly, on the share of the loans that must 
be written off due to non-repayment.  

The Resource Accounting and Budgeting (RAB) charge is the estimated cost to the 
government of subsidizing the student loan system. It quantifies the portion of student 
loan outlay that is not expected to be repaid by borrowers, accounting for the time value 
of money.  

The RAB charge is entered as a cost in the government's accounts when loans are 
issued. Thus, the estimated share of loans not expected to be repaid is recorded as a 
current expense and thus affects the current budget. This upfront recognition of the RAB 
charge ensures that the costs of the scheme are dealt with at the time the loans are 
issued, rather than being delayed for future taxpayers to deal with.  

The Scottish Government sets the conditions on student loans, such as the level of 
income below which repayment is not required. But in practice, the Scottish 
Government is administering these loans on behalf of the UK Government. The loans 
are issued by HM Treasury, not by the Scottish Government, and are therefore not a 
direct call on the Scottish budget. Student loan repayments therefore are made to the 

 
19 Ogden, K. and Phillips, D. (2023) “Scottish universities and students are under pressure and so is the Scottish 
budget”, Institute for Fiscal Studies 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/uk-comparisons-to-financial-year-2023
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/uk-comparisons-to-financial-year-2023
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/scottish-universities-and-students-are-under-pressure-and-so-scottish-budget#:%7E:text=Scottish%20students%20graduate%20with%20less,three%20years%20of%20tuition%20fees.
https://ifs.org.uk/articles/scottish-universities-and-students-are-under-pressure-and-so-scottish-budget#:%7E:text=Scottish%20students%20graduate%20with%20less,three%20years%20of%20tuition%20fees.
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Treasury, not the Scottish Government. The RAB charge is included in UK Government 
budgets as Annually Managed Expenditure (AME).  

The Scottish Government records the RAB charge in its accounts, but this has no effect 
on its Departmental Expenditure Limits (DEL) budget which funds all the major services 
such as health and education. The RAB charge can vary substantially from year to year. 
For example, changes in expected future interest rates can have a major effect on its 
value. Insulating from this volatility by handling the RAB charge through AME means that 
the Scottish Government’s core spending plans are not disrupted by such volatility.  

Thus, the Scottish Government sets the conditions for the student loans system in 
Scotland, but its financial effects are not included within the Scottish Government 
accounts. If the Scottish Government significantly increased the generosity of the 
scheme, causing the RAB charge to rise, UK Government might argue that the Scottish 
Government should take on the risk of handling loans made to Scottish-domiciled 
students. However, HM treasury has tended to be wary of enabling the Scottish 
Government to take on significant debt, and this might help maintain the status quo. 

The Scottish Government itself is perhaps unlikely to push at the boundaries of the 
present arrangements, given its recent experience with new social security powers, 
whose funding is proving volatile and difficult to control, and which sits alongside 
health, education etc. as part of the main Scottish budget. Scottish social security 
spending is now part of the annual DEL budget. Expenditure on this item has risen 
rapidly, causing significant downward pressure on other spending programmes such as 
FE and HE.  

Student Employment 
Aside from the loan system, student maintenance costs can also be offset through paid 
work. Table 9 below, drawn from the 2024 Annual Population Survey (APS), shows that a 
significant minority of full-time students in both Scotland and rUK are in employment, 
with a slightly higher proportion in Scotland. This may reflect a more vibrant labour 
market in Scotland but could also be the result of those studying in rUK having access 
to a wider range of funding options such as direct cash transfers from family. 

Table 9 Economic Activity of Full-time Students in Scotland and rUK 2024 

  Scotland rUK 
Basic economic activity (ILO definition) (reported) 

  

Employed 38% 31% 
Unemployed 3% 5% 
Inactive  59% 65% 

Source: Office for National Statistics. (2025). Annual Population Survey, January - December, 2024. [data collection]. 
UK Data Service. SN: 9354, DOI: http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-9354-1 
 
The APS also shows that average hours for full-time students who do work is 24 hours 

http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-9354-1
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per week across the UK – this is somewhat longer than the Higher Education Policy 
Institute estimates of 14.5 hours20, though its estimate of the number of students in 
paid employment during term time is much higher at 56%.  With the current living wage 
set at £10.00 per hour for those aged 18-20, and £12.21 for those aged 21 and over, paid 
work provides an offset against living costs and tuition fees (where applicable). 
Evidence of the effect of part-time work on student outcomes is mixed though there is 
clearly a danger that excessive hours of paid-for work impacts negatively on studies.  

Labour Market Outcomes for FE and HE Qualified Graduates 
Skills and competencies gained during the process of acquiring HE and FE 
qualifications add to the individual’s human capital, increasing their productivity and 
likely adding to their value in the labour market. Increased productivity brings public 
benefit in the form of higher income levels and tax receipts, this argument being one of 
the most important justifications for public support for both  FE and HE. The concept of 
human capital is germane to recent developments in Scottish Government policy which 
use the concept of return on investment (ROI) when considering options for HE and FE 
funding. More of this later. 

In its recent review of the current Scottish Graduate labour market, Prospects 
Luminate21 identified the following traits of the Scottish graduate labour market: 

• Scotland has a higher proportion of people than the UK average educated to 
NVQ4+ (degree or equivalent) - more than 50% of the workforce has this level of 
qualification.  

• Outcomes for graduates from Scottish institutions were slightly more positive 
than the UK as a whole. Unemployment was at the lowest since Graduate 
Outcomes data was introduced, at 4.2%. 

• The analysis showed that high-tech manufacturing is vital to the Scottish 
economy - and there is a need for highly skilled workers in this sector. 

• Small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) are a little less important to 
graduate employment in Scotland than in some other parts of the UK, with 22% 
of graduates starting their career at an SME. 

• The vast majority of graduates working in Scotland (82%) are from Scotland and 
studied in Scotland. 

 
20 Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI) (2024) “Student academic experience survey 2024” 
21 Prospects Luminate (2024) “What do graduates do? A region-by-region analysis of the Scottish graduate labour 
market” 

https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/SAES-2024.pdf
https://graduatemarkettrends.cdn.prismic.io/graduatemarkettrends/Zh5EVjjCgu4jz2EW_what-do-graduates-do-scotland-2324.pdf
https://graduatemarkettrends.cdn.prismic.io/graduatemarkettrends/Zh5EVjjCgu4jz2EW_what-do-graduates-do-scotland-2324.pdf
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• Among the rest, 7% came from outside Scotland and didn't study here, 6% are 
returners (from Scotland but went elsewhere to study) and less than 5% are 
stayers, from elsewhere but moved to Scotland for study and stayed for work. 

In relation to the observation that the majority of the workforce are now qualified to 
NVQ4+ or above, Figure 13 shows that this has come about almost exclusively due to 
the increase in workers qualified to degree level. It shows the shares of the Scottish 
workforce by level of qualification from 2000 to 2019 using the UK Labour Force 
Survey22, It is dominated by a clear upward trend in the share of workers educated to 
degree level. This is offset by a decline in the shares of those with lower levels of 
qualifications, or no qualifications at all. The share of those educated to NVQ4 has 
remained relatively stable: it should be recalled that qualifications such as HND and 
HNC are longstanding and there is likely a significant outflow into retirement of 
individuals with these qualifications, whereas numbers with degrees are not affected to 
the same extent due to the substantial increase in the proportion of school leavers 
enrolling for degree qualifications since the 1990s. It is also worth recalling that the 
observed trend does not imply that the increase in the degree-level workforce is solely 
due to the activities of HE, since, as mentioned earlier, a significant component of 
teaching at FE colleges supports degree-level qualifications and, as indicated above 
some of those with HE and FE qualifications will have been educated outside Scotland. 

Figure 13: Share of the Scottish Workforce by Qualification 2000-2019 

 

Source: Office for National Statistics UK Labour Force Survey  

 
22 The quality of statistics from the Labour Force Survey declined significantly after 2020 and more recent results have 
therefore not been included. 
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Employment rates of graduates in Scotland are generally higher than those of the 
general population, but that there may be an issue of underemployment where 
graduates are working in jobs that do not require a degree or that are outside their field 
of study. It is sometimes argued that this issue is more prevalent in areas with fewer 
specialized job opportunities and in fields such as the arts, social sciences, and 
humanities.  Figure 14 shows total earnings of graduates in Scotland by subject 5 years 
after graduation for both males and females. The annual earnings of those with 
qualifications in health-related and STEM subjects tend to exceed the Scottish average, 
while those with arts qualifications tend to earn less. This is not a hard and fast rule 
however given that the average earnings of those with a degree in politics exceed that of 
those with qualifications in chemistry or biosciences. More detailed analysis would be 
necessary to assess any suggestion of underemployment within the Scottish graduate 
labour market. For example, there may well be institutional effects as well as subject 
effects – those educated at more prestigious institutions earn a wage premium. For 
interest, Appendix 1 reproduces a Scottish Government table from the LEO dataset and 
includes institution as well as subject in estimates of median earnings, though sample 
sizes are likely too small to draw meaningful conclusions. 

Figure 14 Median total earnings of graduates from Scottish HEIs by subject studied and sex five 
years after graduation, 2021/22 tax year 

 

Source: Longitudinal Education Outcomes (LEO) from universities, 2021/22 tax year: Scotland 
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University Finances 
Changes in the size and composition of the student body are key determinants of 
institutional income from tuition fees in both FE and HE. Such changes have been more 
marked within HE in recent years because of its greater access to markets outside 
Scotland. HE institutions can also access a wider range of funding sources than can FE. 
On succeeding pages, the volatility of tuition fee income and the importance of other 
funding sources is illustrated (Figure 15, Figure 16, Figure 17 and Figure 18), for the 
period 2015-16 to 2023-24, again using HESA data. All data are nominal.  Funding body 
grants ((Figure 15) portray SFC teaching and research grants combined. These have 
grown steadily for most institutions reflecting the slow increase in nominal funding 
made available to the SFC by Scottish Government. The most rapid growth, albeit from 
a low base, was allocated to the University of the Highlands and Islands (UHI). In 2023-
24 UHI received almost as large a funding body grant as did The University of 
Strathclyde, even though it has many fewer students and a lower research profile. 

It is tuition fee income (Figure 16) which has grown disproportionately in recent years. 
Virtually all institutions have benefitted, though absolute growth was strongest at the 
Universities of Edinburgh and Glasgow. This rate of growth was probably unsustainable. 
Even though, in some subjects, the marginal cost of an additional student is low, 
eventually capacity constraints bite, often with a reputational cost. However, while 
marginal costs are low, particularly in relation to overseas students, tuition fee income 
becomes the major source of cross-subsidy into teaching Scottish-domiciled students 
whose funding support from the Scottish Government falls below actual teaching costs. 

The key question is the extent to which these rapid increases will be reversed: there may 
be a decline in demand if the international economy slows down, but a more immediate 
concern is the imposition of constraints on both supply and demand by the UK 
Government, based on increasingly tight migration controls. These are discussed later. 

Research grants and contracts are an important source of income (Figure 17) in the 
research-intensive HE institutions. These are intensely competitive and often do not 
fully cover their costs. They have reputational spillovers and may thus have a positive 
effect on student recruitment, but they are not a credible mechanism for compensating 
for the underfunding of teaching. 

The distribution of investment income (Figure 18) is highly unequal and volatile and 
again dominated by the universities of Edinburgh and Glasgow). Having a thriving 
alumni organization is important for attracting capital. But the use of funds may be 
restricted by donor wishes and perhaps tied to capital projects. Volatility, size and 
restrictions mean that investment income is not a credible funding mechanism for 
teaching undergraduates.     
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Figure 15 Funding body grants 2015-16 to 2023-24 
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Figure 16 Tuition fees 2015-16 to 2023-24 
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Figure 17 Research grants and contracts 2015-16 to 2023-24 
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Figure 18 Investment income 2015-16 to 2023-24 
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Scottish Government Policy for Post-School Education 
The Scottish Government has developed a strategy for post-school education and skills, 
which has received remarkably little public attention. This followed the establishment 
of the Enterprise and Skills Strategic Board (ESSB) in November 2017 in the wake of the 
Enterprise and Skills Review23. It involves the main economic development agencies - 
Scottish Enterprise, Highlands and Islands Enterprise, Skills Development Scotland, 
and the Scottish Funding Council with the aim of to maximizing the impact of Scotland’s 
investment in enterprise and skills development. The Education and Skills Impact 
Framework (ESIF) was conceived by ESSB in 2019 to develop a robust evidence base to 
inform investment in post-school education and skills. 

It set out to address the lack of comprehensive evidence on the impact and ROI of post-
compulsory education in Scotland and marked a significant commitment to upgrade 
the quality of information brought to bear on the development of skills policies in 
Scotland. Its analysis concentrated on FE, HE and Modern Apprenticeships.  Increased 
availability of linked administrative data made more powerful quantitative analysis of 
ROI and other outcomes possible. In particular, the Longitudinal Education Outcomes 
(LEO) data, mentioned in the previous section, links educational pathways with labour 
market and social security outcomes, specifically using data made available by HMRC 
and DWP.  

The analysis of these data, conducted by London Economics, attempted to calibrate 
ROI to qualifications in HE, FE and Modern Apprenticeships. The assessment of such 
returns is not straightforward, since it requires an appropriate counterfactual against 
which to calibrate the qualification being assessed – a set of people who did not take 
the qualification, otherwise indistinguishable from those who did. For the analysis of 
ROI on first degrees, London Economics chose to compare those who graduated with 
those who matriculated, but did not complete. There can never be an ideal comparator 
group, but this approach is probably the best available, given the constraints imposed 
by the dataset. A further difficulty is that attributing return on investment to college 
qualifications is challenging, because it is difficult to assign funding to specific 
qualification groups in the data24.  

The returns showed that first degree graduates consistently earn significantly more than 
non completers. For men, these differences ranged between 12.7% and 45.4%, while 
for women the advantages of completion of a first degree lay between 13.4% and 
52.9%. The variation in returns was largely accounted for by the age at which individuals 

 
23 Scottish Government (2017) Enterprise and Skills Review: Report on Phase 2 
24 The project also tried to assign social and wellbeing benefits to post-secondary education. The well-are inherently 
difficult to quantify within the context of a cross-sectional study. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/enterprise-skills-review-report-phase-2/
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completed their degrees, with those who completed while they were relatively young 
faring better than those who undertook study later in life.  

For those taking “other undergraduate” qualifications such as HNDs and HNCs returns 
were calculated relative to the next highest level of qualification. For women, returns 
varied between 6.6% and 30.2%, with the highest returns accruing to those who 
completed between the ages of 22 and 30. For men, the returns were much less 
significant, and in some cases insignificantly different from zero. 

Returns to postgraduate taught qualifications, measured relative to the next highest 
qualification (first degree) were consistently strong and positive, ranging between 8.9% 
and 25.4% for men and 14.3% and 32.6% for women.   

The study also found that of those leaving the college sector with qualifications in 2019-
20, 46.9% went on to further study at university, while 37.5% joined the workforce 6-12 
months after qualifying and a further 9.7% were looking for work. Of those with 
identifiable HNC or HND qualifications, 58.8% went on to further study at university. 
Given that colleges disproportionately recruit from more disadvantaged areas, it 
appears that the college channel provides an important route to widening access.  

Whatever the quality of the findings, it is important to recognise that this study has been 
influential in the formation of the Scottish Government’s post-school education policy. 
Notably, ESIF has informed efforts to simplify the landscape of post-school education 
funding and strategy and has fed into the development of the Shared Outcomes 
Framework (SOF). This is the vehicle which SFC and SDS monitor and report on projects 
which contribute to the skills outcomes set by in the National Strategy for Economic 
Transformation. The SOF is now the “main way that Scotland’s colleges and higher 
education institutions provide context to the Scottish Funding Council (SFC), to assure 
them of the use of Scottish Government funding.”25 While ESIF provided the evidence 
base, SOF now establishes the accountability framework. And while it emphasizes the 
importance of institutions demonstrating credible financial planning and sustainability 
it does not set specific financial targets. 

Colleges appear to have engaged more actively with ESIF-related findings, perhaps 
because of their heavier reliance on Scottish Government funding. using them to realign 
provision toward sectors with stronger labour market returns — such as digital, health 
and social care, and renewables. Impact on universities has been less obvious. While 
universities have been involved in high-level discussions and have used ESIF data in 
strategic planning (e.g., aligning with national skills strategies), direct course redesign or 
institutional transformation resulting from ESIF is difficult to evidence.  

 
25 University of Edinburgh (2023) SFC Outcome Framework and Assurance Model 

https://governance-strategic-planning.ed.ac.uk/strategic-planning/Outcome-Framework
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The ESIF analysis is retrospective rather than prospective. It does not, at present, seek 
to forecast Scotland’s future labour market requirements. Neither is it highly detailed at 
regional and occupational levels. Its linkages to employers are perhaps weaker than 
necessary to address detailed planning across high-growth sectors. Nevertheless, it 
now forms an important part of the context within which policy decisions about tertiary 
education are made.  

The lack of an explicit funding framework within SOF would seem to implicitly assume 
that institutions are sustainable under current funding arrangements and that Scottish 
Government funding is adequate to meet teaching costs.  

Future Demand for HE and FE  
If the 16-19 age group continues to be the main point of entry for both HE and FE, the 
size of this group will be a key determinant of recruitment into Scottish HE and FE. 
Population projections are, as the name suggests, projections rather than forecasts, but 
it now clear that, like many developed nations, Scotland is a low fertility country, which 
causes the population to shrink, causing the average age of the population to rise. The 
current Scottish total fertility rate (TFR) is 1.30. This means that on average women will 
have 1.3 children during their lifetime. This is well below replacement rate and Scotland 
therefore requires net immigration to maintain or grow its population.  

Immigration is more difficult to predict than fertility and is crucially dependent on 
migration policy, which is set by UK Government. It has changed substantially in recent 
years and thus changed Scotland’s relative attractiveness to the pool of available 
migrants. This is important not only for the general inflow to Scotland and its potential 
effect on the number of children coming through the school system, but also because 
overseas students and their dependents are counted as part of UK migration flows.  

The Office for National Statistics (ONS) recently published a range of population 
projections for Scotland based on the 2022 Census. For Scotland, the principal 
projection assumes a net inflow of 30,000 migrants per year: this is around average for 
the last decade, but considerably less than the exceptionally high net migration of 2023, 
which was partly the result of record numbers of overseas students and their 
dependents coming to the UK. ONS produces additional projections for Scotland. 
These include one that assumes zero net migration and one that assumes fertility falls 
even more precipitously.  

The paths of these alternative projections for Scotland’s population aged 16-19, are 
shown in  Figure 19. None of these are easy options: all involve short-term costs and 
have strategic implications for the tertiary sector as a whole and so may perhaps be 
best addressed by coherent policy development at national level. This is also discussed 
subsequently.  
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Understandably, a drop in fertility at the start of the period has little effect on the 16-19 
year old population until the latter part of the period, whereas zero net migration causes 
a steep decline in the size of the 16-19 cohort to around 170,000 by 2045, representing a 
28% decline on 2022 levels. The principal projection shows a more modest drop of 9% 
by 2045. Absent some radical increase in net migration, which seems increasingly 
unlikely within the current policy framework, demand for FE and HE from domestic 
sources is set to fall significantly over the next two decades. 

The Scottish Fiscal Commission26 recently published its assessment of Scotland’s 
fiscal sustainability. Population change, as illustrated here, is a key driver of its 
projections. This may explain why, in these projections, education spending grows more 
slowly than spending on health, social care and social security. 

From an institutional perspective, a declining population of 16-19 year olds pose a 
significant long-term challenge. Maintaining or increasing student numbers will require 
some combination of: 

1. widening the age range of new entrants to HE/FE 
2. increasing the proportion of school leavers attending HE/FE 
3. attracting more students from outwith Scotland 

None of these are easy options: all involve short-term costs and have strategic 
implications for the tertiary sector as a whole and so may perhaps be best addressed by 
coherent policy development at national level. This is also discussed subsequently. 

 

  

 
26 Scottish Fiscal Commission (2025) Fiscal Sustainability Report  

https://fiscalcommission.scot/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Publication-April-2025-Fiscal-Sustainability-Report.pdf
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Figure 19: 2022-based population projections for those aged 16-19 in Scotland 

 

Source: Office for National Statistics 

An important cause of the recent decline in TPG numbers was UK migration policy. In 
January 2024, UK Government implemented a policy preventing most international 
students on TPG courses from bringing family members to the UK as dependants. This 
change significantly impacted enrolments from countries where studying abroad with 
family is common, such as Nigeria and India. The uncertainty surrounding the policy 
also led many prospective students to alter study plans.  

The UK Government stance was partly a response to net immigration figures to the UK of 
764,000 and 685,000 in 2022 and 2023 respectively. Scotland experienced net 
immigration of 42,600 in 2021-22 from international sources and 47,700 in 2022-23, 
almost double the previous record level set in 2006-07 of 24,200. Whereas Scotland 
received less than its population share of overall net migration, recent rates have been 
high and partly driven by inflows of overseas students and their dependents, who are 
included in recorded migration flows. 

The Scottish Government has argued for some time in favour of having its own migration 
policy, its argument for the shape of a post-independence policy being published in 
202327. All efforts to persuade the UK Government that Scotland should be able, like 
Quebec within Canada, to set separate migration policies for Scotland have been 

 
27 Scottish Government (2023) Building a New Scotland: Migration to Scotland after Independence 
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rebuffed. Thus, though Scotland’s TPG programmes have clearly been successful in a 
highly competitive international marketplace over the last decade, their future evolution 
is dependent on the UK’s migration regulations.  With populist opinion increasing 
hostile to migration, it is unlikely that these regulations will be relaxed in the short to 
medium term. Indeed, the May 2025 UK Government White Paper - Restoring Control 
Over the Immigration System28 introduces a series of policies that will have potentially 
dramatic effects on overseas student recruitment and consequently on the finances of 
those Scottish HE and FE institutions that are dependent on the international market. If 
implemented, the measures in the White Paper will affect both students and tertiary 
sector institutions. These are listed below: 

Effects on Students 

1. Shortened Graduate Visa Duration: 

The post-study Graduate Route, which previously allowed international graduates to 
stay in the UK for 2–3 years, will be reduced to 18 months, limiting the time students 
have to find skilled work and potentially remain in the UK longer-term. 

2. Increased Scrutiny and Compliance Requirements: 

Students must demonstrate a genuine intention to study, with more stringent 
evidence requirements at the application stage, especially for short-term English 
language courses. 

Students are increasingly being denied visas or being refused at high rates, in part 
due to concerns about fraudulent intentions to claim asylum later. 

3. Restricted Rights for Dependants: 

A major driver of policy change is the rapid growth in dependant visas (from 16,000 
in 2019 to 143,000 in 2023), particularly among Master’s students. This has led to 
tightened restrictions on bringing dependants. 

4. Increased Risk of Asylum Claim Scrutiny: 

Around 47% of asylum claims from visa holders in 2024 came from students, often 
submitted close to visa expiry. The paper warns of tighter controls and faster 
removals for those suspected of abusing the system. 

Effects on HE and FE institutions 

1. Compliance Thresholds: Institutions must now meet tougher Basic Compliance 
Assessment (BCA) thresholds: 

Visa refusal rate below 10% 

 
28 UK Government (2025) Restoring control over the immigration system 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/restoring-control-over-the-immigration-system-white-paper
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Course enrolment rate raised from 90% to 95% 

Course completion rate raised from 85% to 90%. 

2. Red-Amber-Green Risk Rating System: 

Universities will be banded by compliance level. Those at risk (Amber/Red) may 
face recruitment restrictions or must implement action plans to improve 
compliance. 

3. Recruitment Agent Oversight: 

Institutions must sign up to an Agent Quality Framework, ensuring that overseas 
agents meet strict standards. Responsibility for due diligence remains with the 
sponsor university. 

4. Potential Financial Impacts: 

UK Government is considering a 6% levy on international tuition fee income to be 
redistributed across the skills and education system. This could reduce the net 
income institutions receive from international recruitment. Details are to be set 
out in the Autumn Budget. Based on data from the 2023-24 academic year, 
Scottish institutions would have faced a bill of around £80m had this measure 
been in place, with the University of Edinburgh having to pay £23m and the 
University of Glasgow £18m. How this measure would interact with the fiscal 
framework29 to which both the UK and Scottish Governments are signed up is not 
clear. 

5. Impact on Lower-Ranked Institutions: 

The paper singles out the increase in sponsored study visas at universities with a 
low global ranking as a concern. These institutions may face higher scrutiny and 
possibly limitations on visa sponsorship if they are seen to be driving migration 
pressures. 

These policies signal a shift toward greater restriction and tighter oversight of the 
overseas student market with the explicit aim to reduce net migration. Institutions, 
particularly less prestigious ones, face compliance pressures and possible financial 
penalties. These measures could deter some international applicants and strain the 
finances of Scottish institutions reliant on overseas tuition income. Although the White 
Paper does not commit to a fixed cap on net migration, the measures are likely to 
significantly reduce net flows to the UK and to Scotland, with immediate negative 
effects on overseas student recruitment, but also rendering those population 
projections with low net migration more likely, which as we have seen, will further 

 
29 Scottish Government (2024) Fiscal framework: agreement between the Scottish and UK Governments. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/fiscal-framework-agreement-between-scottish-uk-governments/
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reduce the size of the 16-19 cohort who may be seeking places in Scottish FE and HE 
institutions. 

Conclusion 
The Scottish Government Shared Outcomes Framework is a strategy based on making 
funding for teaching in FE and HE conditional on achieving outcomes that largely focus 
on the labour market. In terms of widening access it argues for increased numbers of 
apprenticeships from under-represented groups and also that 20% of university 
entrants should come from the 20% most deprived areas (SIMD20) by 2030. It 
emphasises the need to strengthen STEM pathways within post-secondary education. 
Yet there is no explanation of how these objectives can be met while the resources 
available to the sector are contracting in real terms.  Figure 20 presents the most 
reliable data on spending on HE and FE in Scotland based on the Classification of 
Functions of Government (COFOG) data from HM Treasury. This is an ex post analysis of 
actual spending - not the spending announced at the budget, which may be subject to 
in-year adjustment. It covers support for HE, FE and student support – each of which 
have been discussed previously. It shows how each of these declined in real terms 
between 2019-20 and 2023-24, even using the GDP deflator, which has increased less 
rapidly than the main price deflators since 2019-20. 

Figure 20 Scottish Government support for Students, Further and Higher Education 
2019/20 to 2023/24 (real 2023/24 prices) 

Source: UK Government (2024) Public Spending Statistics Release July 2024 
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The continued use of cross-subsidisation from TPG income, which has been more 
important for some HE institutions than Scottish Government funding, is encountering 
serious obstacles, the main one being the already significant and potentially 
substantial, tightening of rules around access of foreign students to Scottish HE 
institutions. The impact of these changes will fall mainly on TPG courses, which have 
delivered very substantial income increases for some Scottish HE institutions in recent 
years.  

We need to better understand the effects of financial hardship on students and also 
gain a better understanding of the costs and benefits of student employment. 

The SFC approach to funding is largely driven by momentum. There is an obvious loss 
aversion rationale for this approach since making significant increases to some 
institutional budgets would necessarily require losses elsewhere within a system that 
has limited financial manoeuvrability. However, this is unlikely to lead to significant 
innovation within the system.  

The lack of good quality data on the FE sector is a continuing disappointment and 
undermines the ability to present arguments relating to FE on the one hand and HE on 
the other on a consistent basis. Whereas HESA data is readily accessible with clear 
metadata, accessing data on the FE sector in Scotland is more strewn with obstacles.   
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Appendix 1: Median Earnings of Graduates by Subject and HEI  

 

Source: LEO Dataset 

Table 7: Median total earnings of graduates* from Scottish HEIs by subject area and HEI five years after graduation, 2021/22 tax year
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Agriculture, food and related subjects 32,700      . . . . . . . . . . 25,900      . 32,100      .
Allied health . 37,200      . 31,400      . . . 29,900      31,200      . . . . 30,700      . 30,700      
Architecture, building and planning . 28,800      36,900      29,900      36,100      30,700      37,400      . 29,600      . . 28,100      28,500      .
Biosciences 29,900      26,800      31,000      28,500      36,900      30,700      . 28,500      29,200      38,000      30,500      . 29,200      25,200      23,900      31,800      . 25,200      
Business and management 35,800      25,600      29,600      28,800      39,800      29,600      . 40,500      34,300      26,600      29,900      . 52,000      28,500      30,300      35,800      24,100      24,800      
Celtic studies . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Chemistry 31,400      . . . 35,000      . . 31,900      28,800      . . . 35,000      . . 32,500      . 26,300      
Combined and general studies . . . . 27,400      . . . . . . . . . .
Computing 36,900      37,800      38,900      31,800      52,900      31,000      . 46,400      42,700      . 28,800      . 77,000      . 43,100      41,600      27,200      25,200      
Creative arts and design 26,300      23,700      25,600      24,800      25,200      23,000      32,800      22,600      . 23,400      . . . . . 15,300      20,800      
Economics 36,300      . 36,500      54,800      . . 42,000      46,000      . . . 58,400      . 48,500      . .
Education and teaching 34,700      . 34,700      . 34,700      . . 34,700      . . . 35,000      . . 34,700      34,300      25,900      34,700      
Engineering 36,500      30,300      32,500      35,800      39,400      35,000      . 37,200      36,100      . 40,900      . . 37,200      27,400      33,000      
English studies 27,200      . 27,100      27,000      28,300      . . 27,700      . . . 32,100      . 21,900      28,100      .
General, applied and forensic sciences 21,500      28,800      44,200      . 27,000      . . 26,600      . . 28,500      
Geography, earth and environmental studies 29,600      . 29,900      . 33,900      . . 30,300      . . . . 35,400      28,100      30,300      .
Health and social care . . 36,100      34,300      39,200      . . . 36,900      . . . 38,000      39,100      24,100      31,800      
History and archaeology 26,300      . 30,700      . 31,800      . . 28,100      . . . . 32,800      . 24,800      25,200      21,000      .
Languages and area studies 29,200      . 35,900      . . 27,200      29,600      . . . 35,000      . 26,300      31,000      . .
Law 38,000      32,100      35,800      31,400      41,400      31,000      . 39,800      . 33,900      . . . 36,500      35,000      . 26,500      
Materials & technology . . . . . . . . . . .
Mathematical sciences . 32,700      . 38,700      . . 36,100      37,600      . . . 44,900      . 36,500      34,300      . .
Media, journalism and communications . . 24,800      . 25,200      . . 25,200      24,800      . . 26,500      . 23,400      
Medical sciences 33,200      . 31,000      . 46,400      35,400      . 28,300      . 35,400      38,000      . . . . . .
Medicine & dentistry 55,100      . 56,900      . 53,300      . 55,800      . . . . 47,400      . . . . .
Nursing & midwifery . 36,700      33,600      32,500      36,500      34,700      . 36,100      . 37,200      32,500      . . . 35,000      . 34,700      
Performing arts 26,300      . . 24,100      23,900      . . 27,000      . 22,300      . 21,100      . . . . 21,500      20,900      
Pharmacology, toxicology and pharmacy 31,000      . . 47,100      31,800      . 33,900      . 29,400      39,400      . . . . 39,100      . .
Philosophy and religious studies 24,500      . . 32,500      . . 25,600      . . . . 32,500      . 25,200      . .
Physics and astronomy 29,700      . . 35,800      . . 33,600      31,000      . . . 40,900      . . 32,100      . 27,200      
Politics 29,900      . 30,800      . 37,600      . . 32,100      . . . . 41,200      . 29,900      28,500      . 26,100      
Psychology 28,100      26,500      27,400      24,800      30,300      26,300      . 28,500      26,300      26,300      . . 29,400      . 26,300      28,100      25,900      24,800      
Sociology, social policy and anthropology 28,300      25,900      27,000      31,000      27,000      . 27,700      . 24,800      26,100      . . 28,100      23,000      23,900      
Sport and exercise sciences 25,500      25,900      35,000      . . . . 27,900      . . . 28,300      . 26,600      
Veterinary sciences . . . 25,600      39,800      . . 41,100      . . . . . . . . . .

Median total earnings (£)
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Appendix 2: Tuition cost shortfalls 2024/25 

 Subject 

Price 
Group 

Scottish 
Government 
Contribution 

2024/25 

Estimated 
cost per 

FTE 
2018/19 

Estimated 
cost per 

FTE 
2024/25 

Cost - 
Contribution 

(%) 

Veterinary science 1 £19,580 £23,282 £31,342 -60% 

Clinical dentistry 1 £19,580 £21,405 £28,815 -47% 

Clinical medicine 1 £19,580 £17,801 £23,963 -22% 

Mineral, metallurgy and materials engineering 2 £11,897 £15,047 £20,256 -70% 

Chemistry 3 £10,751 £13,650 £18,375 -71% 

Physics 2 £11,897 £13,465 £18,126 -52% 

General engineering 3 £10,751 £13,257 £17,846 -66% 

Music, dance, drama and performing arts 3 £10,751 £13,155 £17,709 -65% 

Agriculture, forestry and food science 3 £10,751 £12,974 £17,465 -62% 

Earth, marine and environmental sciences 3 £10,751 £12,865 £17,319 -61% 

Civil engineering 3 £10,751 £12,797 £17,227 -60% 

Mechanical, aero and production engineering 3 £10,751 £12,708 £17,107 -59% 

Electrical, electronic and computer engineering 2 £11,897 £12,625 £16,996 -43% 

Chemical engineering 3 £10,751 £12,436 £16,741 -56% 

Anatomy and physiology 5 £8,693 £12,276 £16,526 -90% 

Art and design 3 £10,751 £12,127 £16,325 -52% 

Architecture, built environment and planning 5 £8,693 £11,979 £16,126 -86% 

Pharmacy and pharmacology 2 £11,897 £11,852 £15,955 -34% 

Biosciences 3 £10,751 £11,651 £15,684 -46% 

Media studies 6 £7,421 £11,314 £15,231 -105% 

Theology and religious studies 6 £7,421 £11,213 £15,095 -103% 

IT, systems sciences and computer software 
engineering 4 £9,595 £11,103 £14,947 -56% 

Modern languages 6 £7,421 £11,020 £14,835 -100% 

Area studies 5 £8,693 £10,943 £14,731 -69% 

Archaeology 4 £9,595 £10,872 £14,636 -53% 

Geography and environmental studies 5 £8,693 £10,703 £14,408 -66% 

Nursing and allied health professions 4 £9,595 £10,365 £13,953 -45% 

Classics 6 £7,421 £10,336 £13,914 -87% 

Anthropology and development studies 6 £7,421 £10,253 £13,802 -86% 

Continuing education 5 £8,693 £10,129 £13,635 -57% 

Education 5 £8,693 £10,097 £13,592 -56% 

Mathematics 5 £8,693 £9,852 £13,263 -53% 

Health and community studies 3 £10,751 £9,806 £13,201 -23% 

Social work and social policy 6 £7,421 £9,629 £12,962 -75% 

Psychology and behavioural sciences 5 £8,693 £9,613 £12,941 -49% 

English language and literature 6 £7,421 £9,609 £12,935 -74% 

Business and management studies 6 £7,421 £9,608 £12,934 -74% 
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Sports science and leisure studies 5 £8,693 £9,570 £12,883 -48% 

Law 6 £7,421 £9,458 £12,732 -72% 

Philosophy 6 £7,421 £9,456 £12,729 -72% 

Catering and hospitality management 6 £7,421 £9,455 £12,728 -72% 

Politics and international studies 6 £7,421 £9,340 £12,573 -69% 

History 6 £7,421 £9,334 £12,565 -69% 

Economics and econometrics 6 £7,421 £9,186 £12,366 -67% 

Sociology 6 £7,421 £9,121 £12,279 -65% 
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