Breaking the Cycle: Historic Legacies, Modern
Inequities and the Funding Revolution Scotland Needs

Abstract:

Scotland’s tertiary education sector is at a critical crossroads. Students today face deepening
financial hardship, fuelled by stagnant funding, rising living costs, and an education model
increasingly reliant on the exploitation of international student fees. Despite claims of
increased support, the reality is that maintenance funding has failed to keep pace with
inflation, real-terms institutional budgets have shrunk, and hardship is now widespread across
Scotland’s student population.

This growing crisis cannot be separated from systemic issues within the sector: from
disproportionate principal pay increases amidst academic staff wage stagnation, to harmful
course and departmental cuts, and a funding model dependent on international recruitment to
plug public funding gaps. Nor can we ignore the historical legacy underpinning many of our
ancient universities, whose financial foundations were partly built on wealth derived from
colonial exploitation.

At NUS Scotland, we are calling for a fundamental shift. We propose a new funding approach
rooted in public investment, equity, and accountability. Progressive, evidence-based tax
reforms outlined by the Scottish Trade Union Congress show that Scotland could raise over
£1.1 billion annually in the short term, and up to £2.6 billion longer-term, enabling the
establishment of a sustainable, transformative education system. Alongside this, universities
must commit to redistributing parts of their historic and modern financial reserves — including
ethically compromised endowments — to support scholarships, decolonisation initiatives, and
systemic cost-of-living support for marginalised students.

This moment demands courage. It requires rejecting short-term fixes, such as the
reintroduction of tuition fees, and instead embracing education as a public good — one that
benefits not only individuals but the economy and society as a whole. Every £1 invested in
tertiary education generates approximately £7 in wider societal returns.

We can no longer afford to operate from a mindset of scarcity. By investing in education, we
invest in Scotland’s future: a thriving, inclusive wellbeing economy where opportunity is not
limited by background or postcode. Students cannot wait for reform to happen around them
— we must act now, reshaping the future of our sector with bold, evidence-driven, and
values-led policy choices.



Introduction

Scotland’s tertiary education sector is at a crossroads. The choice before us is stark: continue
down the road of underfunding, rising inequality, and systemic failure, or take bold, solution-
focused action to transform education into the public good it must be.

In this paper, we set out where we are, how we got here, and the urgent changes needed to
secure a thriving, fair, and world-leading education system. This is not about tinkering at the
edges — it’s about political will, economic courage, and a commitment to justice.

Where We Are Now: A System at Breaking Point

Students in Scotland are facing growing financial hardship due to inadequate sector funding.
Despite claims of increased support, universities and colleges face real-terms cuts, student
maintenance has failed to keep up with inflation, and the poorest students are left struggling
to meet basic living costs.

With the 2026 Scottish Parliamentary Elections approaching, we must put student funding at
the heart of the political conversation. Year after year, budgets project more cuts, exploiting
international students (including EU students post-Brexit) to plug gaps, while home students
are left to firefight daily challenges caused by the underfunding of institutions.

Education is a fundamental right. We cannot allow it to be eroded.

The Cost of Education: Students Paying the Price

While the national conversation focuses on institutional finance, the reality of student life is
being ignored.

Recent research shows that between half and two-thirds of students are experiencing financial
difficulty, with 15% of college students forced to use foodbanks — five times the national
average.

Our own research at NUS Scotland paints a similar picture:
e Over a third of students struggling to pay rent.
e One in five relying on credit cards to cover basic costs.
e A third cutting back on meals due to unaffordable travel costs.
e Nearly half of international students unable to afford heating.

This reality must be part of the national debate. Poverty cannot be a precondition for learning.

Reckoning with the Past: Colonial Wealth and Today’s Inequalities

If we are serious about reshaping education funding, we must reckon with how historic
injustices shaped our institutions.



Scotland’s ancient universities — including Edinburgh, Glasgow, Aberdeen, and St Andrews
— benefited directly from wealth built through colonialism and the slave trade.

Today, these same institutions charge exorbitant fees to international students from countries
once exploited to build Scotland’s wealth.
We cannot keep perpetuating injustice under the banner of education.

Turning Old Wealth into New Opportunities

If we are committed to genuine transformation, we must take real action.
We propose redirecting parts of old, ethically compromised endowments towards:

e Scholarships and cost-of-living support for racialised and marginalised students.

o Community investment funds for programmes designed with those impacted by
Scotland’s colonial legacy.

e Permanent funding for serious decolonisation work across universities.

At the same time, universities’ modern, untainted reserves — built from investments and land
holdings — should be strategically used to build a resilient, equitable education system.

For example, the University of Edinburgh’s endowment now sits above £500 million. Even
using a fraction of this wealth could protect students, stabilise institutions, and drive real
change.

This isn’t about erasing history. It’s about responding to it with courage and responsibility.

The Power Gap: Staff Cuts, Sky-High Salaries, and a Broken Model

There is a fundamental imbalance in who benefits and who struggles within our institutions.

While university staff have seen real-terms pay cuts of 20% over the last decade, principal
salaries soared by 75% over the same period. College staff have suffered even worse, with
real-terms pay down 35% over 12 years.

Universities and colleges are public service bodies — principals' pay should be set through
national collective bargaining, just like every other member of staff.

No one should be able to negotiate their own six-figure salary while their colleagues are
forced into industrial action just to survive.

Funding the Future: What Scotland Can Do Now

We cannot allow funding restrictions to limit our ambition for education.
The Scottish Trade Union Congress has outlined bold, progressive ways we could raise over
£1.1 billion a year immediately through:



e £779 million from progressive income tax reforms.
e £255 million from increased Land and Buildings Transaction Tax (LBTT) receipts.
e £32 million from raising the Additional Dwellings Supplement.
e £69 million from increased Scottish Landfill Tax revenues.
In the longer term, deeper reforms could raise an extra £2.6 billion annually by:
e Introducing a wealth tax.
e Replacing Council Tax with a Proportional Property Tax.
o Reforming business rates reliefs.
o Creating new taxes on private jets, frequent flyers, and carbon-intensive land use.

We have the tools. What we need now is the political will to use them.

Fixing Student Support: Living Grants, Not Debt Traps

We must move away from a broken system of loans and debt.

Students should not have to work 20+ hours a week on top of full-time study just to survive.
We must provide maintenance grants matched to the real Living Wage, ensuring students can
focus on learning without being plunged into hardship.

This isn’t a luxury — it’s an essential investment in Scotland’s future.

Investing in People, Building a Better Scotland

Every £1 invested in higher and further education returns around £7 in benefits to society and
the economy.

Education is not a drain on public resources — it is a cornerstone of a thriving, inclusive
wellbeing economy.

Scotland’s future wellbeing, productivity, and social justice all depend on how we fund
education now.

We must shift the conversation from scarcity to possibility.

The Choice Ahead: Keep Failing or Start Transforming

We stand at a crossroads.
One path continues the cycle of cuts, exploitation, and growing barriers to learning.
The other path is one of investment, ambition, and collective courage.

We must enshrine the right to accessible, funded education in law — protecting our sector
from short-term political thinking and securing a public good for generations to come.



Now is the time to decide: do we settle for a system that locks students into hardship, or do
we build one that truly gives everyone the chance to thrive?

The future of Scotland’s education system — and the future of our country — depends on the
choice we make today.
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