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Post-school trajectories

From school to work
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Participation of Scottish-domiciled students aged 16-19 (2024)
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Destinations of Scottish-Domiciled Students aged 16-19 by gender 2016-2024
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Employees in Scotland 2000-2019 
by level of qualification
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SG vision for tertiary education participation?

• Much emphasis on targets for widening access
– important role for FE 

• But intake to HE/FE is controlled by rationing funded 
places/credits

• Excess demand goes unfunded
• Preference given to priority areas:

– health and social care/STEM/teaching/digital skills/green skills
– mainly through reductions in other subject areas, so that overall 

number of places grow relatively slowly, or not at all.
– Is this somewhat opaque approach optimal for labour market 

outcomes (or any other outcome)?
– How is it evaluated?
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Student Circumstances
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Tertiary education in Scotland is not free
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Student Circumstances 

• Many FE and HE students face financial difficulties, 
particularly those from less-affluent backgrounds 

• Offset in a variety of ways – loans, gifts, wages etc.

• Generally lower debt in Scotland than England due to 
free tuition

• Real value of student support has been falling

• UK Government bears the risk of Scottish student 
debt default via the RAB charge
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Funding and cross-subsidisation
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University funding - taught postgraduates (TPGs)
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University funding - taught postgraduates (TPGs)
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TPGs – Economic contribution and cross-subsidy

• 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 
£699.5m. 

• TPGs heavily cross-subsidise teaching at other levels of study 
• These students also buy accommodation, 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 also has positive 
economic effects as student spending spills over into the wider economy. 

• The benefits are largely centred on Scotland’s cities, particularly 
Edinburgh and Glasgow.
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Demographic Change and Migration
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2022-based population projections for 16-19 year-
olds resident in Scotland
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Shared Outcomes Framework
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Shared Outcomes Framework

• The Enterprise and Skills Strategic Board (ESSB) commissioned 
the Education and Skills Impact Framework (ESIF) to provide 
the evidence base to inform FE/HE funding – calibrating 
return on investment (ROI) 

• The Shared Outcomes Framework (SOF) is the 
implementation mechanism for ESIF to which the Scottish 
Funding Council and Skills Development Scotland are held 
accountable. 

• Successful delivery (if that is desirable) cannot be achieved if 
the real value of funding support is declining (FE/HE) and 
possibilities for cross-subsidisation are being closed off (HE)
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Real Scottish Government Spending on HE/FE and 
Student Support 2019/20 to 2023/24
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A critical juncture?

"Tertiary education is a key determinant of a 
country’s capacity to innovate, attract investment 
and sustain growth." - OECD

“Without changes to policy or increases in funding, 
the Scottish Government will not be able to 
maintain current levels of public service provision in 
the long term.” - Scottish Fiscal Commission (Apr 
2025)
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Between a rock and a hard place

• The Scottish Government’s budget increasingly dominated 
by costs of health/social care/social security

• Spending in other parts of the public sector is increasingly 
under threat. Scottish Government also seeking to increase 
its revenues through taxes and levies etc.

• FE and HE are key to Scotland’s future prosperity. Difficult 
decisions around their funding are inevitable.

• There is a need for an overall strategy that includes realistic 
funding options as well as economic and societal targets.
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