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Foreword 
The post 16 education system in Scotland is under pressure. The rising cost of living, insecure and overpriced housing and systemic underfunding mean it is not working for students or Scotland. But we can change this, we have the chance to build a world leading education system, one that invests in learners, strengthens our economy, and delivers fairness for every student.

Students in Scotland today are more diverse, resilient, and ambitious than ever before. There is no single type of student, we are of all ages, faiths, cultures, and backgrounds. Most students today balance study while working longer hours than ever, many have caring responsibilities, and all face competing demands on their time. The students of today will lead the innovation and creation of the future of Scotland. We deserve an education system which recognises our reality not one built for a different generation. 

The future of Scotland depends on the skills and talent of its people and the ability to retain this talent. Whether it’s the NHS, the arts, our care system, science and engineering, hospitality and tourism, business, the charity sector, or any other industry Scotland needs people with the education and skills you get from tertiary education. Every student, learner and apprentice must have viable learning options without the fear of course cuts or institution instability, a safe and caring learning environment, and the financial support to thrive, not just survive.

Free tuition continues to open the doors for thousands who may otherwise be excluded, but this must not be seen as job done. It must be the starting point for progress towards a better future for students. The next Scottish Government must work collaboratively with institutions, student associations, and students to ensure education is properly funded, student focused and aspirational.

NUS Scotland is calling on all political parties and candidates for the 2026 Scottish Parliament election to commit to a fair future for students. A Fair Deal for Students is a Fair Deal for Scotland. When students succeed Scotland succeeds, together we can build a stronger, greener, and fairer nation for all.

This manifesto is based on consultation with thousands of students and student representatives across Scotland, from conversations on campus to polling and policy debates, this is the collective voice of Scotland students. The question is, are you listening?
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[bookmark: _Ref219897591]Cost of Living: End student poverty

In December 2024 the Scottish Government published the Student Finance and Wellbeing study 2023-2024. The fact that it was the first study of its kind to be conducted in Scotland in 16 years perhaps demonstrates how we got to a point where ‘the majority of students from all backgrounds were struggling financially’.
A quarter of postgraduate students and a third of undergraduate students reported skipping meals due to financial difficulty. 15% of Further Education students have accessed foodbanks, a rate five times higher than that of the general population. This was despite the average full-time student working at least 9 hours more than recommended minimum of 10 hours each week[endnoteRef:1]. Right now, in Scotland in 2026, if someone wants an education they are forced to live in poverty. Students desperately need support with the cost-of-living crisis.  [1: References

 Scottish Government, Student Finance and Wellbeing Study (SFWS) Scotland 2023-2024, December 2024 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/student-finance-wellbeing-study-sfws-scotland-2023-2024-main-report/] 

· Increase the standard level of government funded student financial support in line with the real living wage and raise it regularly with inflation. This single measure would be the most significant step towards eliminating student poverty and would ensure that education is accessible to everyone.
· Make student financial support available to further education students on a similar basis to higher education students, writing off loans for those who transition to higher education. This would protect further education students from poverty and ensure further education is given equal weighting in Scotland’s education system.
· Ensure all Scottish-funded apprenticeships pay the real living wage. Apprentices are workers and learners but don’t receive support or pay to cover the cost of living, never mind the cost of tools. This causes hardship and poverty and stands as a barrier to learning a trade.
· Widen eligibility to hardship funding (Discretionary Funds) to include all international students in need. The poverty experienced by an international student of three years is no different than one of 6 months. 
· Immediately raise Educational Maintenance Allowance (EMA) for the first time in 22 years and regularly review it in line with inflation. Young people in 2026 cannot be expected to survive on 2004 levels of support.
· The Scottish Government must raise Paramedic, Nursing and Midwifery Student Bursary in line with the real living wage. The students studying to support our health care system must not be expected to study and work on a bursary last updated 6 years ago, before significant inflation in the cost of living.
· Introduce a regular review of SAAS household income brackets for student support, in line with inflation. This will ensure that brackets reflect the actual cost of living and people do not ‘drift’ into a bracket in which they receive less support if they need it.
Fair Funding and Good Governance in Tertiary Education

Rarely has there been a year where the challenges to the higher and further education in Scotland has been more apparent than in 2025. Headlines were filled with concerns of universities nearing collapse, college campuses facing closure, and education jobs at risk.
And while this may have raised alarm bells in the halls of Holyrood it should not have been a surprise to anyone paying attention. Funding to Scotland’s colleges had been cut by 20% since 2021/22[endnoteRef:2]. Between 2014 and 2024 per year funding for university students had fallen by a fifth in real terms[endnoteRef:3]. And in the last decade there has not been a single year when college or university staff somewhere in Scotland did not have to take industrial action. [2: 
 Audit Scotland, Scotland’s Colleges 2025, 2025
https://audit.scot/publications/scotlands-colleges-2025
]  [3:  Institute for Fiscal Studies, Scottish Budget: Higher Education Spending, 2024
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/scottish-budget-higher-education-spending
] 

If we want to retain an education system of which we can be proud Scotland must demonstrate ambition. In past centuries, primary and secondary education were recognised as public goods and commitment was undertaken to build them into true public services – the same must now be done for tertiary education.
We call on parties and candidates to pledge to:
· Enshrine education at all levels as a public good in law. Making clear and permanent all Scottish citizens’ right to lifelong education and government’s duty to ensure that the education system is properly funded and supported through adequate structures.
· Enshrine free tuition for Scottish home students as a permanent right in law. Recognising the human right to education and making clear that this commitment is a permanent feature of Scottish public life. 
· Invest in the Colleges and the further education system and afford it respect and esteem equal to higher education. Implement real terms funding increases and end the long-term undervaluing of Scotland’s institutions of working class education.
· Commit to a rebalancing towards public funding in higher education to reflect the public value of education. Work to rebalance funding so that every domestic student’s tuition is once again fully publicly funded and ending the sector’s reliance on international student exploitation and marketisation. 
· Introduce a true regulatory body for tertiary education, in consultation with students, staff, unions and education institutions. Recognising that as with all public goods public funding must come with strong oversight. 
· Commit to fair and sustainable funding of students’ associations. Demonstrating understanding of their importance in creating community and supporting students and ensuring they have adequate independence to truly represent students.
· Recognise the importance and value of workers in tertiary education. Support further and higher education workers and end the need for them to persistently fight for good livelihoods and fair conditions. 
· End unreasonably high salaries and payouts to senior management in tertiary education. Implement requirements for publicly funded education institutions to have reasonable pay scales so that senior management pay cannot be an order of magnitude higher than the institution’s lowest paid worker. 
[bookmark: _Ref219897596]A New Deal for Student Housing

With the introduction of the Housing (Scotland) Act 2025 an important first step was taken toward finally tackling the housing emergency gripping Scotland. However, the glaring exclusion of measures to tackle many of the inequalities and injustices faced by student renters risks undermining any effort to fix Scotland’s housing system. 

More than a third (34%) of students in Scotland struggle to pay their rent[endnoteRef:4] and alarmingly 12% of students report having experienced homelessness[endnoteRef:5].  [4:  NUS Scotland, Student Housing Report, November 2024 https://assets.nationbuilder.com/nus/pages/539/attachments/original/1768236783/Scotland_Student_Housing_and_Renters_2024_report.pdf?1768236783
]  [5:  NUS Scotland, Broke: How Scotland is Failing its Students, 2022 
https://www.nus-scotland.org.uk/broke_report
] 


This is unacceptable in the 21st century, we need a new deal for student housing. 

We call on parties and candidates to pledge to introduce a new Housing Act that will:

· Apply rent controls to purpose-built student accommodation (PBSA) bringing unaffordable rents down, and regulating a sector which has long put profit above people.
· Abolish guarantor requirements for renting, removing an unfair barrier to housing for students and society’s most vulnerable people. As an interim measure government-backed guarantor schemes for estranged students and international students should be immediately established. 
· Give renters in student accommodation a universal 28 day right to quit their tenancy, bringing student accommodation into line with all other forms of housing.
· Empower and fund local councils to build dramatically more social housing. Ensure that students are eligible to apply for these homes and integrate better into the communities in which they live.
· Restrict short-term let licences in areas of high student population, ensuring tourism doesn’t harm rather than enrich communities.
· Support the establishment of student housing co-operatives by creating a supportive legislative landscape towards co-operatives. This would allow student communities to better take housing challenges into their own hands. 
· Introduce a statutory set of terms and conditions for purpose-built student accommodation in Scotland. Ensuring students get a fair deal wherever they live and that good housing providers are not at a disadvantage to those that don’t voluntarily follow best practice.

[bookmark: _Ref219897597]Transport: Get students moving

Students commute via public transport at more than three times the rate of the average worker in Scotland[endnoteRef:6], with 42% of students travelling to class by bus, tram, subway, or train[endnoteRef:7]. Affordable, accessible public transport is a vital part of being able to engage with education, but for many students, Scotland’s transport infrastructure is falling short. [6:  Transport Scotland, Transport and Travel in Scotland, 2022
https://www.transport.gov.scot/media/cxwdlrm5/transport-and-travel-in-scotland-2022-pdf.pdf
]  [7: NUS Scotland, Fighting for Students: The Cost of Survival, 2023
https://www.nus-scotland.org.uk/the_cost_of_survival
] 

Scotland has taken positive steps in public transport affordability in recent years by scrapping peak rail fares and introducing free bus travel for under-22s. However, most students (55%) are too old to be eligible for this, and the cost of transport has still risen significantly in recent years. Bus travel costs 60% more than it did in 2012[endnoteRef:8] and the UK’s train network is one of the most expensive in Europe[endnoteRef:9]. 21% of students have reported that cost of public transport has caused them to miss a class, and there’s doubtless many more who don’t even consider education because of this barrier.  [8:  NUS Scotland, The Transport Barrier, 2023 
https://www.nus-scotland.org.uk/public_transport_report
]  [9:  Sky News, 2023
https://news.sky.com/video/uk-has-most-expensive-train-tickets-in-europe-with-further-hikes-to-come-13024438
] 

We call on parties and candidates to pledge to get students moving by:
· Expand free bus travel eligibility to all students regardless of age. This will remove a key barrier to education for many, further climate crisis action and empower students to contribute to the economy.
· Expand free ferry travel to match the eligibility for free bus travel, on all ferries within Scotland. This will ensure that students and young people in Scotland’s island communities get a fair deal. 
· Better empower and fund local councils to create publicly owned bus franchises which can be more responsive and accountable to the public and exist as a community asset that invests profit back into the public transport system.
· Introduce a student rail rate across Scotland, reducing train ticket prices by 50% for all students. This will empower students to travel in an environmentally friendly way, never miss a class because of cost and better take part in society. 
· Introduce an integrated Scottish travel card 
· – allowing members of the public to access tickets which transfer between Bus, Train, Ferry, Underground, and Tram. Ending the absurd, disjointed jigsaw of a system currently in place. As a first step a trial of an integrated student travel card could act as a blueprint for a full roll out to everyone.
· Create regional working groups between transport bodies and education institutions, to build timetables that work for students. 
[bookmark: _Ref219897599]Equalities: A fair and just Scotland of which students can be proud

Since the devolved Scottish parliament first convened 27 years ago Scotland has prided itself on being a progressive nation advancing the causes of equality, fairness and human rights but progress has stalled. 
In recent years we have seen a regression in our public discourse, with far too many in our political and media classes sowing division and blaming minority groups, particularly migrants and trans people, for all society’s problems. This is not the 21st century Scotland that students want or need.
Every student deserves access to an education where they will be safe, treated fairly and equally, and secure that they are contributing to a better world. 
We call on parties and candidates to pledge to:
· Establish national standards for universities and colleges to prevent and respond to gender-based violence (GBV), with funding for whole-institution prevention education, including trauma-informed, survivor-centred staff training, to ensure learning environments are safe, inclusive and welcoming to all.
· Ensure every campus is accessible and green by funding retrofitting of campus buildings and creating better standards on new campuses. There should be no physical barriers to accessing tertiary education in Scotland, and our education system should lead the way in tackling the climate crisis.
· Commit to fully using Scotland’s devolved powers to protect trans people from exclusionary laws and practices and refuse to implement any trans-exclusionary guidance passed down by the UK Government. Scotland should be a beacon of fairness which refuses to regress.  
· Reform Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA) to make it more accessible and better publicised so that every eligible student gets the support they need. Disabled students need a fair and humane system of support without jumping through hoops.
· Require educational institutions in receipt of public funding in Scotland to follow ethical investments and trading policies and engage the student and staff bodies on the development and oversight on these policies. This will help ensure that public money intended to education and enrich our society is not contributing to the climate crisis, war, or the violation of human rights. 
· Reform the healthcare system for Trans people so that Gender Affirming Care is available and accessible through an informed consent model. Healthcare is a human right, and we must stop treating Trans people like a political football to be kicked around.
· Ban conversion practices that are designed to 'cure' or suppress a person’s sexual orientation or gender identity. Students and young people should be proud and free to find out who they are without attempts to suppress it.
· Safeguard reproductive rights in Scotland through modernisation of abortion law by removing it from the criminal justice system and replacing the Abortion Act 1967 with a health and human rights-based framework.
· Commit to a better, respectful public discourse around refugees, asylum seekers, migrants and international students. Start all political discussion around these groups from a place of recognition of their humanity and rights and ensure discussions are based in fact rather than predicated on perpetuating fears or division.
[bookmark: _Ref219897602]Recognising Every Journey: Estranged, Caring, and Care-Experienced Students 

Education can be a lifeline, a ladder out of poverty and disadvantage that can allow the most marginalised in our society to pursue the life they want and deserve. But despite grand ambitions Scotland is not moving fast enough to fulfil its goals in widening access to education and eliminating poverty. 
One in ten (11%) students from under-represented groups have accessed support from foodbanks because of financial difficulties[endnoteRef:10]. 75% of student carers reported issues with finances and budgeting according to a Carers Trust report[endnoteRef:11]. Students from under-represented groups also report additional difficulties sourcing accommodation due to guarantor requirements often paying more upfront to secure accommodation. These issues with accommodation are often compounded by the struggles students from under-represented groups face with accessing suitable flexible employment. [10:  Scottish Government, Student Finance and Wellbeing Study (SFWS) Scotland 2023-2024, December 2024. Page 144
https://www.gov.scot/publications/student-finance-wellbeing-study-sfws-scotland-2023-2024-main-report/
]  [11:  Carers Trust, The Student Carer Experience in Scotland, 2020 https://carers.org/resources/all-resources/118-the-student-carer-experience-in-scotland
] 

Students from all backgrounds deserve access to an education which supports all journeys into and through education.
We call on parties and candidates to pledge to:
· Increase support for student carers as the cost of living rises and ensure that support available is well publicised and accessible. No student should suffer reduced opportunities for the selfless act of caring.
· Increase the value of the estranged student bursary (ESB) bringing it into line with support received by students from other disadvantaged backgrounds. A young person’s estrangement from their parents must not be a barrier to a fair start in adulthood.
· Introduce more student support specifically for student parents. Helping to ensure that neither students nor their children are expected to suffer hardship as a price for education.
· Provide free Childcare for student parents, and ensure childcare is available where students live or study. Ensuring every parent and their family can benefit from the advantages of tertiary education.
· Introduce a higher duty of care on universities and colleges to better protect estranged students, student parents and carers, and care experienced students. And publish regular strategies on how they are supporting each of these student groups. These responsibilities must be matched with adequate public funding to fulfil them. This will help students thrive in their place of study and continue through their education until completion.
· Strengthen the remit of the Commissioner for Fair Access to encompass the whole of tertiary education, rather than just higher education. Ensuring advice the government receives on achieving wider participation in higher education is able to factor in the whole of the student journey.

[bookmark: _Ref219897604]Mental Health and Wellbeing: Investing in Minds, Building a Healthier Future Together

Reports from the Mental Health Foundation found that in Scotland 74% of university students[endnoteRef:12], and 64% of college students[endnoteRef:13] report low mental wellbeing.  They also found that one quarter of university students ate less due to a lack of resources or money, and three-quarters of college students who reported low mental wellbeing had experienced food insecurity or had a long-term health condition, and half had a disability.  [12:  Mental Health Foundation, Thriving Learners: Initial Findings from
Scottish HEIs, 2021
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/our-work/research/thriving-learners
]  [13:  Mental Health Foundation, Thriving Learners: Initial findings from
Scottish colleges, 2022
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/our-work/research/thriving-learners
] 

The crisis in student mental health in Scotland is a story of students being ground down by not just by everyday life but by poverty and disadvantage. This is a costly crisis putting pressure on our NHS and undermining students’ ability to move into long term work and boost the economy. We need urgent action.
We call on parties and candidates to pledge to:
· Guarantee that colleges and universities commit to an adequate minimum level of mental health support. Ensuring that every student in crisis gets the support they need, and that fewer students reach crisis point.
· Ensure that the colleges and universities are adequately funded to deliver adequate mental health support. Ensuring no student is failed because their institution couldn’t afford to look after them.
· Commit to long term funding of mental health projects that ensure good standards and a joined-up approach to mental health support provision across tertiary education and beyond, such as the Think Positive project. Guaranteeing that good projects can engage in long term planning, rather than being held back by uncertainty.
· Commit to working with students to improve applications for discretionary funding to make them more accessible, less complicated and less intrusive. Ensuring that bureaucracy doesn’t stand in the way of students getting the help they need.
· Establish better and more streamlined pathways between Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS) and adult mental health services. No young person should lose the support they need when they move into tertiary education.
· Make extended waiting times for student counselling services an incident to be monitored by the Scottish Funding Council (SFC). If the Scottish Government and its delegated bodies don’t gather data then they are less able to respond to crises.
[bookmark: _Ref219897723]A welcoming Scotland for International Students 

In 2023/24 (the most recent academic year for which statistics are available) there were 73,915 international students studying in Scotland[endnoteRef:14] - a significant population of potential voters in the 2026 election. International students enrich our society in immeasurable ways, bringing new perspectives, outlooks and contributions to our lecture halls, streets and culture but also have a very tangible positive economic impact. A 2023 Higher Education Policy Institute report found that international students in Scotland had a net £4.21billion contribution to the economy[endnoteRef:15].  [14: Higher Education Statistics Agency, UK, 2023/24- Where students come from and go to study, 2025
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/20-03-2025/sb271-higher-education-student-statistics/location ]  [15: 
Higher Education Policy Institute, The costs and benefits of international higher education students to the UK, 2023
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2023/05/16/international-students-boost-uk-economy-by-41-9-billion/ ] 

However, the welcome international students receive is not equal to the price they pay to be here. Not only do today’s international students have to contend with a hostile political discourse surrounding migration, divorced from the reality of their lived experiences, they also face real challenges just surviving day to day life. In Scotland, 68% of international students worry about their finances frequently or all the time, and for the majority this is having a negative impact on their mental health. Half of international students have skipped a meal because of a lack of money and 10% report having had to use foodbanks.[endnoteRef:16]  [16: 
NUS Scotland, Cost of Living Crisis: International Students, 2023
https://www.nus-scotland.org.uk/international_students_col_report] 

International students are limited in the support they can receive or the work they can undertake here and much of the legislation that governs this is reserved to the UK parliament in Westminster. However, Scotland can and must do more to be a welcoming place where students who come here from afar can thrive. 
We call on parties and candidates to pledge to:
· Establish a dedicated public body responsible for supporting international students during their studies in Scotland. Whether fully independent or part of a larger body, international students deserve an institution dedicated to overseeing their experience and ensuring they get a fair deal and a good education in Scotland. 
· End the higher education sector’s reliance on exploitatively high international student fees. Public investment must once again fully cover the cost of domestic tuition, ending the incentive to subsidise with international fees.
· Require publicly funded education institutions to demonstrate good standards when advertising to international students. Scotland must retain its strong international reputation by requiring educational institutions to issue regular reports demonstrating fair practices when advertising abroad. 
· Establish a Scottish Scholarship for students from countries historically exploited during Scotland and Britain’s colonial past to study here. Much of the education system of which Scotland is rightly proud was built from wealth violently taken from others, this would be a small step in repaying that debt. 
· Commit to a better, respectful public discourse around international students, refugees, asylum seekers and migrants. Start all political discussion around these groups from a place of recognition of their humanity and rights and ensure discussions are based in fact rather than predicated on perpetuating fears or division. 
· Call on the UK Government to end the No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) visa policy. This policy which restricts international students and migrants from accessing support has been found to cause hardship and been ruled unlawful[endnoteRef:17]. [17: 
 Right to Remain, Home Office NRPF policy found to be unlawful, again, 2023
Home Office NRPF policy found to be unlawful, again – Right to Remain] 

· Ensure support is readily available for international students undergoing hardship to signpost them to services not prohibited to them by NRPF. While the Scottish Parliament cannot legislate on reserved visa matters it can ensure Scotland’s humanity is shown by offering what support it can.
