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What are student loans?
A type of public funding under which:

Government provides money upfront to individuals (for living costs) 

and to institutions on behalf of individuals (for fees)

Government afterwards recovers some or all this money from the 

individuals

A UK-wide scheme, but much of the detail about how it’s used is 

left to devolved governments



A short history of student loans in Scotland

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

900

1000

N
et

 lo
an

s 
ad

va
n

ce
d

 (
£

m
)

Budget (net lending 
cash terms)

Source: Student Loans Company Source: Scottish Government

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

700

800

A
n

n
u

al
 le

n
d

in
g 

(£
m

)

Maintenance Loan Tuition Fee Loan

Annual lending to Scottish Government-funded students (2023-24 prices) 
2001-02 to 2023-24



Loan as proportion of all Scottish Government funding for 
higher education 2025-26
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Scottish Government full-time undergraduate living cost support 
2021-22 to 2024-25

Source: Student Awards Agency Scotland
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To finish
The Scottish Government’s funding of higher education in Scotland now relies heavily 
on student loans

Students living cost support is not ornamental – students who need it, really need it

We choose to use loans in a way which have a real risk of reinforcing regressive 
effects over the long term

That’s not an act of God, it’s a political – and civic – choice

It’s likely there is substantial unused loan allocation for Scotland

We might not want to use it – but if we do, a fairer design of loan 

system becomes even more imperative
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