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NUS Scotland welcomes the steps the Scottish Government has taken this year to 
alleviate student hardship. Ahead of the Scottish Government setting out its’ 2021/22 
budget plans, NUS Scotland welcomes the opportunity to set out our priorities.  

Summary  

NUS Scotland is calling for the Scottish Government to: 

• Double the amount of FE and HE discretionary funds that were made 
available in 2020/21 (1), using new, additional funding. 

• Invest an additional £5 million in digital inclusion for students in 2021/22. 
 

1. FE & HE Discretionary Funds 

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 
we recognise that the impact of Covid-19 on students may be greater in the next 
academic year. As such NUS Scotland is calling for the Scottish Government to 
double the amount of FE and HE discretionary funds that were made available in 
2020/21, using new, additional funding.   

1.1. National Union of Students Covid-19 survey 

Covid-19 has caused financial hardship for Scotland’s students, as a result of lost or 
reduced employment, for students themselves, and for those on whom they 
financially depend (e.g. parents, carers, or partners). Research (2) by NUS Scotland 
found the following: 

• Students have reported a negative impact on their income from paid 
employment. In March 14% of those who were in employment had their hours 
reduced, and 6% had been made unemployed. By July 11% of those in 
employment reported a reduction in their hours, and 14% had been made 
unemployed. In July, two thirds of respondents in Scotland said that Covid-19 
had some degree of impact upon their income, indicating a major (30%), 
moderate (17%), or slight (21%) impact. The key impact was fewer job 
opportunities and fewer hours/shifts being available or being furloughed and 
receiving a lower income. 

• Around four in five respondents indicated that they were concerned about 
their ability to manage financially, in both March and July. The proportion of 
students who reported being “extremely concerned” increased from 16% to 
21% between March and July. 

1 According to SAAS, the HE discretionary funding in 2020-21 was £18.6 million. The Scottish Funding Council were 
unable to provide FE discretionary funding (FEDF) figures for 2020-21. The most recent FEDF figures, for 2018/19, 
showed a spend of £7,021,251 at Scotland’s colleges.  

2 The National Union of Students has carried out a student survey on Covid-19, in March (639 responses) and July (165 
responses) 2020. 

  



• The incomes of others that students depend on, including parents, carers and 
partners, have been negatively impacted. In March 13% of students reported 
that the income of someone who supported them financially had been 
‘majorly’ affected, while 18% reported a ‘moderate’ impact. Those reported a 
‘major’ impact increased to 23% by July, while those reporting a ‘moderate’ 
impact decreased to 13%. 

• Students have had to rely on financial assistance from a range of sources. In 
July, half or respondents (49%) reported having sought financial assistance 
from family members. Two in five (40%) relied on savings, a quarter (23%) 
used their institution’s hardship funds. Around one fifth (17%) used credit 
cards. 

 
1.2. Scottish Government case studies on student hardship 
 
A Scottish Government report published on Friday 30 October (3), which was 
informed by contextual information from institutions and providers in May and 
June, and student case studies in July and August, found the following: 

• Much higher demand for discretionary funds was reported. Institutions 
described “significant” financial hardship being reported by students whose 
employment opportunities had been negatively affected by Covid-19. 
Furlough arrangements for students working in sectors most severely 
impacted by Covid-19 restrictions (e.g. hospitality) were “insufficient” 
 

• Students may not have been aware of the availability of discretionary 
funding. Some universities and colleges providing “no meaningful way of 
providing students with information on what they might be eligible for”. 
Long processing times and limited availability or eligibility were reported. 

 

• Most students are not eligible for Universal Credit, and those who are 
eligible faced delays in support. Students reported to institutions the 
significant time between higher education funding payments ending in 
June and Universal Credit (UC) applications being processed, leaving 
them with periods without income. 

 

• Some of the most vulnerable students face the greatest hardship. Those 
living in areas of deprivation were potentially most adversely affected, with 
universities with a high proportion of students from deprived areas 
reporting a substantial increase in enquiries for support. The report also 
highlights the particular challenges facing care-experienced students, 
estranged students, refugees and asylum seekers, final year students, EU 
and international students, students with caring responsibilities, and those 
living in isolated communities. 

 

• Institutions and student case studies alike raised “concerns about 
spiralling debt, limited access to discretionary funds and benefits, as well 
as reliance on commercial loans” to allow them to make ends meet. An 
“overreliance” on commercial credit became a reality to many. 

 
3 Case studies of student hardship during COVID-19: Final Research Report, Scottish Government, October 
2020 



• Students were impacted as a result of family members’ incomes being 
negatively affected. This was highlighted by students and institutions alike. 

• The report identifies “future budget provision of continued and increased 
access to Covid-19 related discretionary funds”. 

 
1.3. Student mental health research 
 
On 28 October 2020, Think Positive, which is hosted by NUS Scotland, published 
research on student mental health. The research, carried out prior to the COVID-
19 outbreak, included a student survey of over 3,000 college and university 
students in Scotland, alongside in-depth analysis of the mental health and 
wellbeing services of eight case-study institutions across Scotland.   

Responses to the survey showed almost half of respondents identifying that a 
lack of money or financial pressures can impact negatively on their mental health 
and wellbeing. Conversely, and importantly, more than a quarter of students 
indicated that receiving a bursary or other financial support provided by their 
college/university had a positive impact on their mental health and wellbeing. We 
remain concerned that the increased financial pressures presented by COVID-19 
will have a negative impact on student mental health. 
 
1.4. Freedom of information requests 
 
It is clear that students have faced significant financial hardship as a result of 
Covid-19. In September of this year NUS Scotland gathered data on student 
demand for discretionary funding at Scotland’s colleges and universities. The 
data showed that there was a marked increase in successful applications for 
discretionary funding and the amount of funding awarded between 2018/19 and 
2019/20 (4) at Scotland’s colleges and universities. One college reported an 
increase in the number of successful applications from 47 to 1,337. 

 
1.5. NASMA correspondence 

On 2nd November the Chair of the National Association of Student Money 
Advisers, which represents the majority of HEIs across Scotland, wrote to the 
Minister for Further Education, Higher Education and Science, setting out 
concerns for the year ahead(5). The letter states that many HEIs are expected to 
exhaust funds earlier than normal because of unprecedented demand, which will 
impact on the capacity to support students through the summer when they are 
not receiving SAAS or SLC funding.   
 

2. Demand on Current Digital Funding 
NUS Scotland welcomes the £5 million investment to tackle digital poverty in 
Scotland’s colleges and universities (6)However, we remain concerned that demand 
for digital support exceeds the amount that colleges and universities can offer with 
initial funding and as a result will widen existing inequalities.  

 
4 Information is available upon request. While there is variation in institution’s reporting methods, a number of 
colleges and universities were able to provide monthly breakdowns, including for the months following March of 
this year, when Scotland went into lockdown.  
5 Letter from Kellie McAlonan, Chair of NASMA to Richard Lochhead, Minister for Further Education, Higher 
Education and Science, 2 November 2020.  
6 “£5m to help disadvantaged students”, Scottish Funding Council, 14 August 2020. 



We are also concerned that current funding will not cover the forthcoming need of 
students in the year ahead. NUS Scotland is calling on the Scottish Government to 
invest an additional £5 million into digital inclusion for students in 2021/22. 
 
2.1 EIS FELA student survey: Impact of COVID-19 and online learning 

A survey of 1,831 students from 15 colleges conducted by EIS FELA in March-May 
2020 (7) found the following: 
 

• 20% of learners cited computer equipment or a lack of broadband as a barrier 
to studying, with only 58% of students having exclusive use of a device 
(excluding phones). 
 

• Students who do not have access to digital are concerned about their ability to 
complete their studies. When asked about overall confidence in continued 
study and concerns about the future on average learners gave a score of 
6.5/10 as to their confidence in being able to study under lockdown (1 being 
not able to study at all and 10 being fully confident). This was lower for those 
who did not have exclusive use of a device other than a smartphone (5.2). 
 

• 8% of respondents relied on mobile internet packages to access their 
learning, while 1.5% of students indicated that they had no internet access at 
home at all. While rural students were under-represented in the study, a 
number of respondents referred to slow or unreliable internet connectivity as 
an additional barrier to study. 

 
College and university lecturers also reported concerns about students accessing 
digital, with demand for laptops oversubscribed. Additional research by EIS FELA in 
June 2020 (8) found that educators found 80% of their students were impacted by 
access to equipment, 77% had poor or no internet connection and 76% were 
impacted by challenging home circumstances.   

2.2 Evidence from institutions 

Institutions and student associations continue to raise concerns about the demand 
on digital funding as a result of Covid-19. Data gathered by NUS Scotland shows 
student demand for digital funding at Scotland’s colleges and universities exceeds 
the allocated digital funding provided by the Scottish Funding Council.   
For example: 
 

• The University of the Highlands and Islands were allocated enough funding to 
purchase approximately 400 laptops spread across 13 partners from the 
Scottish Funding Council (SFC). However, within Perth College alone over 
700 students were identified as needing a laptop (9). 

 
 
 
 
7. EIS FELA student survey: Impact of COVID-19 and online learning”, EIS FELA, 3 May 2020.    
8 “EIS FELA member survey, June 2020 – COVID and return to work”, EIS FELA, July 2020.  
9 “Students gain digital access to support online study”, Perth College, Thursday 29th October 2020. new 
requests from 

 



• Edinburgh College ran a digital access survey for new students in 
August/September 2020. There were 5,546 responses, with 617 students 
identified as having “no digital access”. The current allocation of funding from 
the SFC allowed 640 devices to be purchased, meeting initial demand. 
However, only 25% of students responded to the survey. Staff have noted 
there has been another increase in those who didn’t respond originally and 
are particularly concerned as there is no additional provision for students 
starting courses in January 2021. 

 

• Figures obtained from freedom of information requests show that Fife College 
were awarded enough funding to purchase 490 Chromebooks. However, the 
college themselves have purchased 2,550 Chromebooks to meet the demand 
from students and staff (10). The college also noted logistics and supplier 
chain constrains which has led to significant delays in getting laptops to 
students. Institutions require funding for the next academic year at the earliest 
opportunity to ensure laptops can be purchased in time. 
 

• Scotland’s Rural College have spent their £52k funding allocation from the 
SFC. The college themselves have spent a further £40k on hardware for 
students. However, this has only covered approximately 56% of the students 
identified as needing support and doesn't include forthcoming need. 
 

• The President of the Royal Conservatoire Student Association wrote to the 
Minister for Higher and Further Education in August 2020 (11) to set out his 
concerns that initial funding did not go far enough and raised concerns that 
the demands of online learning will result in many students facing additional 
financial hardship. The Royal Conservatoire of Scotland was awarded £9,349 
of digital funding, which would allow 26 laptops to be purchased. However, 
every music student has been advised to invest in a USB microphone ranging 
from £80-240, a £77 software license and requires a computer capable of 
running specialist music notation software, resulting in many students needing 
to upgrade their laptop to ensure compatibility. 

 
For more information on this submission, please contact: Nicole Dempster  
Press and Public Affairs Consultant 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
10 Information available on request.  
11 Letter from John Craig, President of the Royal Conservatoire Student Association to Richard Lochhead, 
Minister for Further Education, Higher Education and Science, 28 August 2020. 


