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Scottish  Trades  Union  Congress

SUBMISSION TO THE ENTERPRISE AND
LIFELONG LEARNING COMMITTEE

For Meeting on Tuesday 14 November 2000

To Consider Education (Graduate Endowment and Student Support )
(Scotland) Bill

STUC POLICY ON STUDENT FINANCIAL SUPPORT

The STUC’s current policy on student financial support has been developed in
recent years from comprehensive debates at successive Annual Congresses.
It is the STUC’s view that a system of student financial support in Scotland
should be developed which:

(a) is consistent with the principle that further and higher education should
be available, free at the point of access, to all who can benefit from it;

(b) protects and enhances the appeal of further and higher education to
students who experience social exclusion;

(c) protects the distinctive Degree course structures in Scotland;

(d) is progressive in its impact on students in relation to their parental
income;

(e) is consistent with a greater contribution to the cost of further and higher
education being met by employers;

(f) maintains the general excellence of all the institutions of further and
higher education in Scotland without discrimination.
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It was in the context of this policy that the STUC urged the Cubie Committee
to recommend the complete and immediate abolition of student tuition fees for
students normally resident in Scotland and that the system of student loans
should be replaced by a system of maintenance grants.

The STUC General Council recognises that the Cubie Committee did not
adopt this position in its entirety.   However, the General Council welcomed
the Committee’s recommendation that no Scottish domiciled student should
contribute towards full-time tuition costs in higher education and that a
package of non-repayable support for student maintenance should be
introduced, targeted on those from low  income backgrounds.

Although the recommendations of the Cubie Committee did not meet all of the
STUC’s aspirations in relation to the student finance system, the General
Council recognised the considerable work undertaken by the Committee and,
in particular, the thoroughness of its approach in examining the issues raised
with it and the consensus that the Committee ultimately achieved.  The
General Council, therefore, agreed to give its support to the Committee’s
recommendations and to call on the Scottish Executive to implement these
recommendations in full.

THE SCOTTISH EXECUTIVE’S APPROACH TO STUDENT FINANCE

The STUC General Council would wish to make the following comments on
the Scottish Executive’s approach to student finance:

(1) The General Council appreciates the steps taken by the Scottish
Executive to abolish the undergraduate contribution to tuition fees for
Scottish domiciled students studying in Scotland.

(2) The General Council appreciates the steps taken by the Scottish
Executive to introduce bursaries for students from low income families.
The General Council believes that the Scottish Executive should, as a
minimum, accept the recommendations of the Cubie Committee on the
amount of bursary that will be available to the poorest students.
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(3) The General Council believes that a £10,000 income threshold for
graduates to pay into the Graduate Endowment scheme is too low.   As
a minimum, the Scottish Executive should adopt the recommendation
of the Cubie Committee that the payment threshold should be set at
£25,000.  The requirement that graduates begin payment at an income
threshold of £10,000 does not sit well with the principle adopted by the
Executive that graduates should make an individual contribution to the
cost of their higher education because of the greater average level of
income they derive from it.  With the level of average earnings for
September 2000 at £24,000 for non-manual workers, the threshold
recommended by the Cubie Committee meets this criterion.

(4) The General Council believes that the abolition of tuition fees should be
extended to part-time students.

(5) The General Council believes that the student loan scheme should be
extended to all part-time students, on a similar basis to full-time
undergraduate students.

(6) The General Council believes that mature part-time students should be
eligible for the mature students bursary fund.

(7) The General Council believes that, although the main basis for
bursaries should be to support a student for one undergraduate
degree, there should be provision to waive this in exceptional
circumstances.

(8) The General Council does not believe that there should be a discount
for early payment of the graduate endowment as payment should be
linked to ability to pay based on a graduate’s income and not other
financial circumstances.

(9) The General Council believes that any student moving into a category
that would exempt them from paying the Graduate Endowment during
their course of study should retain the exemption from the entire
amount of the Endowment.   This assumes, of course, that the
definition of a student as a “mature student” applies to the point at
which a student commences their course of study.

(10) The General Council welcomes the decision by the Executive to review
the means-test arrangements for higher education as suggested by the
Cubie Committee.
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(11) The General Council welcomes the extra funds that are being made
available by the Executive for childcare for students in further
education and believes that such funding should be extended to higher
education institutions.

(12) The General Council welcomes the fact that discussions are taking
place between the Scottish Executive and Whitehall Ministers about
the relationship between student support and the benefits system. The
General Council urges the Executive to push, in these discussions, for
changes in the benefits system which allow students to have access to
the full range of social security benefits, particularly if they are unable
to obtain employment outwith term time.

(13) The General Council fully welcomed the recommendation of the Cubie
Committee that there should be a code of conduct governing the
employment of students and believes that, rather than simply leaving
this matter to be considered by universities and colleges, the Executive
should take the initiative in promoting discussions on this matter
between the institutions, employers organisations and the trade unions.
The need for such an initiative is evidenced by the lack of any
approach by employer organisations or higher education institutions to
initiate discussions with the trade unions on this matter.

(14) The General Council believes that, in its review of support for post-
graduate students, the Executive should recognise that arrangements
are required to ensure that there are no financial disincentives to
students entering taught post-graduate education.
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Education (Graduate Endowment and Student
Support) (Scotland) Bill

The Open University in Scotland’s Submission to the
Enterprise and Lifelong Learning Committee

Introduction
The Open University is Scotland’s largest single provider of part-time higher education, with
approximately 13,000 students.  On 1 April 2000, responsibility for funding the teaching of
Open University students in Scotland transferred from HEFCE to SHEFC.  SHEFC now
provides funding for OU student places and special initiatives related to student support and
learning, while HEFCE continues to be responsible for funding research.

OU students are to be found in virtually every postal district in Scotland and are an integral part
of the country’s higher education provision.  The OU’s curriculum provides opportunities at
every level from new access courses to professional qualifications such as the Diploma in Social
Work and the MBA.  The OU is by far the largest provider in Scotland of part-time higher
education in maths, science and technology; and of on-line courses.  For substantial numbers of
students, including those with employment or caring responsibilities, the geographically isolated
and those with disabilities, the OU provides unique opportunities for study at higher level; its
long-standing open entry policy caters for those with limited previous experience of success in
education.

The Open University's students pay fees, ranging from £185 for a 30-point Level 1
undergraduate course to £2,690 for 60-point components of the MBA programme.  60 points are
equivalent to half a year's full-time study.  Students on low incomes may have their fees waived,
through a special SHEFC-funded scheme for part-time higher education. Some OU students are
supported by their employers, but fewer than are sometimes supposed: only 6% of those in part-
time work, for example, receive any employer support with their studies.

Equal treatment for all learners
A system of student support for the next decade must encourage and sustain lifelong learning in
all its diverse forms.  Both the Cubie Committee and the Scottish Executive, in its responses to
Cubie, recognised that

As we become a society that increasingly values lifelong learning, the profile of learners
within the education system is also changing.  There is a need for flexibility within our
education system in terms of support and delivery to meet the needs of an increasingly
diverse student population.  (Cubie, p.43).

l
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However the Scottish Executive has also recognised that:

One of the areas that we believe has been neglected in recent debates about student support
is the fact that large numbers of students now study on a part-time basis. (The Learning
Nation, p.26)

The Open University has consistently argued that
•  there should be parity of treatment as between full-time and part-time study so that the

learner's choice of mode of study is determined on educational, and not financial, grounds;
and to smooth the passage of those who pass from part-time to full-time study or vice-versa
on the way to their learning goal.

•  resources should be targeted towards those with the greatest need.  For this reason we have
welcomed the SHEFC fee waiver scheme, and the extension of other benefits to part-time
students.

The OU very much welcomes clause 2 of the Bill, which corrects an anomaly that has precluded
distance learning students from access to Disabled Students' Allowance, student loans and other
benefits, and thus seriously disadvantaged OU students by comparison with others in part-time
higher education. We also welcome the availability in Scotland of Individual Learning Accounts
(ILAs) for part-time higher education and anticipate in due course high take-up by OU students.

We note however that the Scottish Executive has yet to respond to recommendation 9 of the
Cubie Report, which proposed a review of how to develop the relationship between the benefits
system and support for part-time students; or to act on recommendation 10 which proposed "as a
matter of urgency" a feasibility study on entitlement to means-tested support for part-time
students. We are very disappointed in this respect that Mature Students' Bursaries will be
available for full-time, but not part-time, students.

We accept the arguments in favour of the abolition of tuition fees for full-time students and
establishment of the Graduate Endowment.  It has to be recognised however that the different
treatment of full-time and part-time students works against the "alignment of full and part-time
support" (The Learning Nation, p. 27) that is a common goal.  We are concerned that a coherent
national examination has not yet taken place of the relative position of full- and part-time
students in different sectors and different modes of study; and we offer our own analysis, at
Appendix 1, as a contribution to the debate.

We set out in more detail below comments on particular aspects of the Bill and the wider policy
issues.

Support to Students with Disabilities
Clause 2 amends section 73(f) of The Education (Scotland) Act 1980.   Replacement of the
words “attending” with “undertaking or . . . who have undertaken” corrects an unexpected and
unwelcome anomaly that works to the disadvantage of Open University students in Scotland.
Of particular importance is the immediate effect on the availability of DSAs to distance learners.
The Scottish Executive made a welcome policy decision last year to extend the availability of
the Disabled Students’ Allowance to some part-time students.  At present, however, this misses
out a substantial community of part-time students in Scotland: those studying on flexible/
distance learning programmes, for whom the OU is the largest provider.
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The OU is a recognised leader in the field of provision for students with disability.  In 2000,
some 637 disabled students registered for OU courses in Scotland.   Over the last 10 years our
numbers of disabled students across the UK have increased by an average of 8 percent a year.
The OU provides a wide range of quality facilities and services to students with disabilities,
including equipment loan schemes, alternative media course materials, specialised study skills
weekends, flexibility with course work, extra support at residential schools, and special
arrangements for course assessment and examinations.

What has been lacking in our provision is individual support for students in meeting study costs.
In common with full-time and part-time disabled students, distance learners often must incur
additional costs, e.g. for specialist equipment or personal assistance, to enable them to study.

Support to Students on Benefits and Low Incomes
The SHEFC fee waiver scheme has enabled large numbers of adults on low incomes to take up
learning opportunities with the OU.  In the current year, some 2,300 OU students in Scotland
have had their fees waived through this and related schemes; we are monitoring carefully the
progress of these students.  In our view, this has been an outstandingly successful initiative in
removing one of the major barriers to widening participation, especially for women.  As we gain
more information about the characteristics and progress of students assisted in this way, we will
hope to demonstrate the benefits it is bringing in particular geographical areas and among
categories of student traditionally under-represented in higher education.  No decision has yet
been announced on the future of the scheme after the current year.  We firmly believe it should
be made permanent and formally embedded in funding arrangements in pursuit of the social
inclusion agenda; and that where possible it should be extended.

Employment issues
Scotland: The Learning Nation – Helping Students states that “for the most part, [part-time]
students are able to support themselves through their earnings” (p. 26). This may be true for
living costs.  However, our own institutional research, over many years, has identified finance as
one of the major barriers to participation and to progress. It is wrong to assume that all part-time
students are in paid employment and therefore potentially in a position to pay for the costs of
study themselves. Some 17% of new entrant students in the OU in Scotland are outside the
labour market1, due to caring responsibilities, long-term sickness or disability, unemployment or
retirement.  It is also wrong to assume that those part-time students who are in paid employment,
are supported financially by their employers or are indeed in a position to afford costs associated
with study (e.g. childcare, travel, materials, computing). In the UK as a whole, only a quarter of
OU students who are in full-time paid work get any part of their fees paid by employers;
amongst part-time employees, the proportion is just 6 per cent.2

Consistency of financial support
We have examined the financial support available to full-time and part-time students in both
further and higher education, and set out our conclusions at Appendix 1, attached.  We do not
claim this as an authoritative account: it is based on the best information available to us now.
However it does suggest that old anomalies are at risk of being replaced by new. More learners
than ever before move between sectors and modes of study as their needs or circumstances
change and they will increasingly question the reasons for different treatment. Indeed it can be

                                                          
1 17% of new entrants in 1997-98 to the OU in Scotland for whom the OU has data
2 OU Planning Office, 1999
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argued that the distinction between "full-time" and "part-time" is itself outmoded, as full-time
students take on part-time jobs and some part-time students undertake study loads equivalent or
nearly equivalent to full-time, and as outcomes are measured in the common currency of credit
points.

To take a simple example, a mature student on a full-time higher education course will from
next year pay no tuition fee, be exempt from liability to contribute to the Graduate Endowment,
and may be eligible for a Mature Students’ Bursary.  The equivalent student, with perhaps a
similar study load, in part-time higher education will pay fees of up to £1000 a year, will receive
a fee waiver only if on a very low income or in receipt of benefits, and may apply for an ILA
which will pay for a maximum of £100 towards the cost of their course.

If Scotland is seriously to pursue a lifelong learning agenda, we need to ensure that the system
of financial support is not only easy to understand and fair, but that it facilitates and does not
impede flexibility in study.

SUMMARY

•  The OU welcomes Clause 2 of the Bill, which corrects an anomaly between distance
learners and other part-time students, and between Scotland and the rest of the United
Kingdom, and permits access on an equal basis to disabled students’ allowance and student
loans.

•  As Cubie and the Scottish Executive concede, there is unfinished business in developing
policy for the support of part-time students in higher education, in the context of lifelong
learning.  This is now urgent.

•  Because learners increasingly move across sectors and modes of study, the OU urges
consistency of treatment and coherence in support; the OU also believes that financial
support should be targeted where need is greatest.
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Summary – Eligibility for Student Support in Scotland

Full-Time Young
FE

Full-Time Mature
FE

Part-Time Mature
FE

Full- Time Young
HE

Full-Time Mature
HE

Part-Time HE
(non-OU)

OU

Access Bursaries Yes, if eligible Yes, if eligible Yes, if eligible Yes, if eligible No No No

Student Loans No No No Yes, sliding scale Yes, full amount New scheme autumn
2000

Change to legislation
required

Mature Students’
Bursary Fund

- No No - At institutions’
discretion

No No

Tuition Fees Do not pay Do not pay Do not pay Do not pay Do not pay SHEFC Fee Waiver
Scheme

SHEFC Fee Waiver
Scheme

Graduate
Endowment

No No No From 2001.
Legislation required

No No No

Childcare At college discretion At college discretion Yes No No No No

Disabled Students
Allowance

No No No Yes Yes Yes Change to legislation
required

Individual
Learning Account

(ILA)3

Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes

                                                          
3 minimum age 18
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