[image: image1.jpg]Heriot-Watt University

eee9e Student

eeeee Union





Consultation on the Draft Student Fees (Specification)
 (Scotland) Order 2011
Heriot-Watt University Student Union’s Response

September 2011 
Question 1

Do you agree that we need to respond to the changes in tuition fee policy taking place elsewhere in the UK?

Although we agree that the Scottish Government needs to respond to the changes in tuition fees policy which has taken place elsewhere in the UK, we believe that the proposals do not reflect a fair funding system for RUK students. 

Question 2

Do you agree with the suggested approach of deregulating fees for RUK domiciled students, thereby allowing Scottish universities the flexibility to offer those students courses on an equal basis, in terms of overall tuition fee costs, with universities in other parts of the UK?

If not, why not? And how would you ensure that Scottish universities do not become the “cheap option” for RUK domiciled students?

We do not agree with the suggested approach that the Scottish Government has set out. This is an institution led, not a student led policy. It is not fair to use RUK fees to close the funding gap in Scottish higher education. We believe the proposed system of deregulating fees does not ensure that the Scottish system will be accessible to all RUK students. Under the proposals Scotland could become the most expensive place to get a degree in the UK, and the most expensive public higher education in Europe. RUK fees are more than quadrupling; we believe this goes above and beyond protecting Scottish students and this could deter most RUK students from coming to Scotland to get their degree. 

If the Scottish Government was serious about offering courses on an equal basis, in terms of tuition fee costs, with other English universities the maximum fee that a university could charge would not be set at £9,000 per year. Education is a right not a privilege, and we fully oppose tuition fees of any kind. We cannot support the proposed increase in RUK fees. We believe cost should not be a factor in deciding whether to enter higher education or not. Higher fees for RUK students will hinder non-traditional students from lower socio-economic backgrounds from coming to a Scottish university that charges £36,000 for a four year degree. Some universities may offset this cost by reducing the cost to £27,000 by including fee waivers, bursaries, and accommodation subsidies. However, if fees are to be introduced, we believe that the maximum fee per year should be set as low as possible, around £5,910. This fee is based on the average cost of an English degree which is £7,881 per year and £23,643 for a three year degree. There are also additional living costs associated with a longer degree which will also be a factor for RUK students when they decide where to study. Therefore, we need to ensure that the cost of a degree does not put students off coming to study in Scotland. 

The Scottish Government has to ensure that the system has a strong bursary and fee waiver system for RUK students. We believe that at least 20% of the RUK tuition fee should be invested in fee waivers, bursaries and accommodation grants, and 90% of this should go towards widening access initiatives. Widening access and bursaries should not be left to individual institutions. The Scottish Government should regulate how this is rolled out and implemented across Scottish institutions. 

Giving universities individual flexibility to set their own fees might be beneficial to the university, but it sets in place the marketisation of education. This will mean that students may well choose a university, not because it is the best university for them to study at, but because it is the cheapest. We do not want to see any student having to make decisions based on price rather than quality or academic ability. This could cause a disincentive for students to apply to any Scottish university if they cannot afford their first choice university, and it will lead to a damaging and elitist culture forming. Variable course costs could again cause students to evaluate what they will actually study, meaning that the more expensive courses may be off limits to students from non-traditional backgrounds. While we do not want Scottish universities to become the ‘cheap option’ for RUK students, we do not want to price RUK students out of Scottish universities. For this reason, we would like to see fees capped at £5,910 and we fully oppose variability between course subject fees.  

With the cap being removed for RUK student numbers, it is important that Scottish places continue to stay fully protected to ensure equal access for all, especially as the number of Scottish students going to university will not increase. Universities can theoretically admit more RUK students, depending on teaching space and accommodation that is available on their campuses. The quota for Scottish students only applies at institution level, so little can be done to protect the numbers of Scottish students at subject or course level. We fully oppose a system which could allow RUK students to gain priority over Scottish students for sought after places on popular courses because RUK fees will bring in more than Scottish fees. It is also unclear what any surplus funds can and will be used for. We believe that surplus funds should be used to help widening participation, improve teaching and learning, and go towards improving the student experience. Direct entry could become a norm for RUK students as they try and cut the cost of a four year degree. At the same time, universities could peruse direct entry as a way to charge the full £9,000 fees a year for a shorter degree. The curriculum could then be redesigned around those who can pay, and around a shorter degree time. If this happens, a four year degree for Scottish students should be preserved. Students who do get direct entry into second year should not be disadvantaged in any way.

We also have concerns over the new domicile test for Scottish students. The tightening of the Scottish residency regulations could leave some Scottish students in limbo and without funding for their degree. The current unified UK system requires a student to be ‘ordinarily resident’ in the UK, and to be ‘ordinarily resident’ in Scotland on the relevant date before a course starts. We would like a robust system in place that ensures students do not find themselves in a situation where they fall between the differing higher education systems in the UK. If this happens, some students might not get any higher education funding from any funding organisation within the UK. This needs to be avoided as a matter of urgency.

We also believe that Scottish students who want to study in England will be greatly disadvantaged by the proposals as Scottish students will have to pay £9,000 to study at a university in England. The Welsh Assembly has declared that Welsh students will not pay any more to study in England than they do to study in Wales. This means that Welsh students will not pay more than £3,275 to study in England. We would like to see the Scottish Government honour this for Scottish students and pay the additional difference. Based on Scottish fees of £1,820 per student, this would mean up to £7,180 paid by the Scottish Government based on a £9,000 degree in England.

Investing in higher education is a cost that pays off in the long term. The knowledge economy demands that people are skilled and educated, and universities ensure that jobs are created in the economy. RUK students also bring economic advantages as they spend money in the local economy during university and when they stay in Scotland to pursue their careers. If we put RUK students off coming to Scotland to study, it could be detrimental to Scotland in the long run. Therefore, it is essential that our proposals are taken into account.

Question 4

Do you have any comments on the draft Order and associated documentation (Annex B)?

The Draft Order proposes to maintain the current level of cross border flows within the UK, while protecting Scottish domiciled students. We do not believe that the proposals adequately ensure this. Currently, around 15% of undergraduates come from RUK. The current proposals of charging up to £9,000 fees per year could put of students from a lower socio-economic background applying. This would result in top domicile RUK students applying and getting into Scottish universities. The Draft Order needs to ensure that widening participation is still a priority. The figures suggest that Scottish universities can generate up to £62m in additional revenue if RUK students are charged around £6,375 in fees per year. This amount should have been the suggested per year fee instead of £9,000.

The Draft Order is too black and white. The protection of Scottish student places is a welcome one. However, there is no cap on how many RUK students an institution can take. This could result in student oversubscription at institutions, and lectures and tutorial classes may also be oversubscribed, resulting in larger classes. This could impact on the learning experience of students who study in Scotland. 
Question 5

Do you consider that there is any additional evidence in relation to adverse impact on any of the equality groups that we have not recognised or considered?  

If so, please identify this and provide us with any further relevant data to support your analysis.

The IEIA notes that proposed changes to tuition fee levels and the student support system in England will have a socio-economic impact on RUK-domiciled students, but there is nowhere near enough information on this topic in the IEIA. As stated, the Equality Act 2010 does not require the Scottish Government to promote equality on the basis of socio-economic status. However, as the main ethos of the new system is to encourage as the same amount RUK students to study in Scotland, an impact assessment into the socio-economic status of the students who will come here is essential. Widening participation is integral to a fair university system, and students from all socio-economic statuses should be able to access university education in Scotland.  

Question 6

Do you think that there are any alternative options which we could adopt to mitigate any potential for adverse impact?

Disabled students and BME students are routinely under-represented in university at the best of times. When we assess the figures which are presented, we can see that RUK disabled and BME students are further under-represented in Scottish institutions. We believe that this student demographic should be positively enticed into higher education. We would like to see more fee waivers, bursaries and accommodation grants to help cover the cost of living in Scotland, alongside higher fees. This will help to ensure that numbers of disabled or BME students studying in Scotland does not dwindle. 

Question 7

Do you agree with our findings in the EQIA?

The statistics in the EQIA are robust enough, but as the evidence shows, disabled and BME students are already under applying for Scottish university places. This needs to be monitored effectively to ensure this demographic do not lose out when applying for a university place in Scotland.
Question 8

Any other comments about this consultation?

We would have liked to have seen more information on the socio-economic make-up of RUK students who currently study in Scotland. It would be useful to see how many current students are from lower-socio-economic backgrounds, how many have accessed hardship loans and support, and dropped out of university before their degree had finished. This information is important so that we can assess how the proposed changes will impact on students after the changes have been implemented. However, if only the top socio-economic sector apply to come to Scotland to study, we also need to monitor and assess this.

Demand for higher education in the UK is extremely high. Demand exceeds supply year in year out. The increase in tuition fees in Scotland will inhibit mobility within higher education, especially for those from lower socio-economic backgrounds. The Scottish Government needs to guarantee that mechanisms are put in place to ensure that higher education is accessible to all RUK students. 

In conclusion, we want:

· At least 20% of RUK tuition fees invested in fee waivers, bursaries and accommodation grants

· Maximum of £5,910 fees for RUK students per year

· No variable course costs

· Assurances that no students will be left in limbo and without funding 

· Four year Scottish degrees protected

· Scottish Government to cover any additional fees associated with studying in England

· Surplus funds used for widening participation and improving the student experience

· Class sizes protected

· Socio-economic status of current students made known

· Incentives for RUK disabled and BME students to study in Scotland 
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