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Introduction 
 
NUS Scotland welcomes the opportunity to submit a briefing to the Education and Skills 

committee and recognises the unique challenges facing the education sector as a result 

of the current global pandemic. NUS Scotland is a federation of over 32 students' 

associations in Scotland with member associations stretching from the borders to the 

highlands. We work to promote, defend and extend the rights of students and 

apprentices in Scotland. 

 

For many students, this year has been incredibly tough. We fully support all public health 

measures required to tackle Covid-19, however we wish to ensure the education and 

welfare of students is well supported through another lockdown. 

 

Compensation for Rent 

 

In the First Minister’s announcement on Friday 8 January, undergraduate university 

students were informed that they are expected to restart their studies at home until at 

least the middle of February, and that they should return to campus and their term-time 

accommodation when asked to do so by their university. For many students, this will 

lead to significant financial pressure. As it stands, students do not have the certainty 

they need to hand in their notice to term-time accommodation because they don’t know 

if their learning will be online for the full semester. It seems that their only choice is to 

pay rent for accommodation they cannot use. 

 

We are particularly concerned that this announcement will not only affect students in 

university-owned accommodation but those in the private rented sector and purpose-

built student accommodation as well. Without significant intervention from the Scottish 

Government, it will leave a postcode lottery as accommodation providers and institutions 

themselves decide individually if students are entitled to refunds, how much 

compensation they will be offered, and for how long. This decision will have major cost 

implications at a time when students are already under serious financial pressure. 

 

Our most recent survey conducted in November 2020 showed over two-thirds of student 

renters (71 per cent) are concerned about their ability to pay rent, 25 per cent of 

students have been unable to pay their rent in full in the last four months and around a 

third of students (33 per cent) have been unable to pay their bills in full. This research 

was conducted prior to the most recent lockdown announcement and this will have only 

increased since then. 

 

NUS Scotland is calling on the Scottish Government to ensure a comprehensive package 

of support is introduced to compensate students affected by this guidance, and that this 

compensation is offered to students as standard for the disruption caused by the 

pandemic to their accommodation. 

 

No Detriment Policies and Support to Complete Courses and Graduate 

 

The ongoing disruption to teaching and learning means this semester is likely to be one 

of the hardest yet for students. We wish to avoid students being academically 

disadvantaged and are deeply concerned about the potential impact both on students’ 

ability to progress, articulate and graduate. 

 



Many students who are parents are having to home-school their children and 

themselves, and other student carers are experiencing increased responsibilities over the 

lockdown. Through our research, we know that students’ mental health is declining, and 

many have struggled with learning online. The digital wealth divide means that a 

significant percentage of our poorest students have lost more teaching time than other 

students because of delays in accessing laptops, software and wi-fi. 

 

We welcome the Minister for Further and Higher Education and Science’s commitment to 

fair assessment last year following the March lockdown, and we want to see all 

institutions ensuring students are treated fairly this year again.  

 

Even if there is a vast improvement to public health in the coming months, students 

have already experienced enough disruption and inequality in their access to education 

to make some planned assessments fair. In light of this, we believe all institutions 

should adopt a no-detriment approach to assessment, so no student is academically 

disadvantaged as a result of this pandemic. 

 

QAA define a “no detriment” policy as seeking to “mitigate against the impact of a set of 

circumstances, by ensuring that an individual is not unfairly disadvantaged by a 

requirement to change rules or regulations, in session.” We believe that in order to avoid 

unnecessary drop outs, all institutions should have the same policy in place. 

 

NUS Scotland is calling on the Scottish Government to urgently look at all possible 

avenues to ensure students in further and higher education are able to – safely – 

complete the qualifications and graduate. We remain particularly concerned that the 

disruption caused to those on practical and lab based courses will mean that a significant 

number of students do not have the required hours on placement which are essential to 

achieving their qualifications. In colleges alone, we note there are over 99 awarding 

bodies and so without urgent intervention we risk some students being unable to 

complete or being academically disadvantaged. 

 

Fee-paying students 

 

We continue to strongly oppose the marketisation of education. However, as many 

students are charged astronomical tuition fees and treated as customers, they then have 

the right to seek compensation. 

 

We believe that all students, at all levels of education, should have the opportunity to 

retake this year of their qualifications, at no additional cost, while receiving full 

maintenance support in addition to the funding they are automatically entitled to 

through SAAS. 

 

For fee-paying students who do not wish to take this up, the Scottish Government 

should commit to supporting institutions to write off or reimburse this year’s tuition fees. 

 

Discretionary and Digital Funding 

 

While the pandemic has affected all students, the impacts have hit disadvantaged 

students hardest; those already experiencing financial hardship, those without the safety 

net of family support, those from a widening access background, and those who are the 

first in their family to access further or higher education. We are deeply concerned that 

the great strides Scotland has made at widening access to further and higher education 

is being eroded in a single year. 

 

The economic disruption caused by Covid-19 threatens to push learners in Scotland into 

significant hardship with increased numbers facing poverty in the year ahead. As such, 

NUS Scotland is calling for the Scottish Government to double the amount of further and 



higher education discretionary funds that were made available in 2020/21, using new, 

additional funding. 

Our most recent survey showed the proportion of students in part-time employment has 

dropped to a fifth of students and students who do not work at all has jumped to 59 per 

cent compared to 27 per cent in July. We also noted that 73 per cent of students 

concerned about managing financially during the covid-19 outbreak, with 14 per cent of 

students have used food banks during the pandemic. 

 

We also remain concerned that the digital poverty gap is widening existing inequalities. 

The demand for digital support exceeds what colleges and universities can offer. As 

students, we believe that current funding will not cover the forthcoming need of students 

in the year ahead and so we are calling on the Scottish Government to invest an 

additional £5 million into digital inclusion for students in 2021/22. 
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