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Central question raises a large number of 

additional questions:

¸ How is social justice or fairness understood in relation to 
Scottish higher education?

¸ What are the social characteristics of students in Scottish 
higher education and in different types of institution? 

¸ How are financial resources distributed across different 
education sectors, and what can we learn from these priorities?

¸ Does ófreeô undergraduate tuition automatically produce a 
ófairerô system?



¸ Review of policy and administrative data

¸ Analysis of HESA data to investigate social characteristics of
HE students across UK (social class, gender & ethnicity) and
the nature of cross -border student flows

¸ Interviews with young people in schools to investigate HE
ambitions, attitudes to student finance and widening access
(c.100 interviews)

¸ Interviews with key informants in Scotland, England, rest of the
UK and internationally (c. 50 Scottish interviews)

¸ Knowledge exchange activities, including seminar series,
production of a film and teaching materials

Research methods 
ESRC project Higher Education in Scotland, the Devolution 

Settlement and the Referendum on Independence



¸ Social justice refers to beliefs about ótheway in which the good and bad
things in life should be distributed among members of a societyô.

¸ Recent writing on social justice identifies (at least) three inter -connected
domains ï(re)distribution (of economic and social resources), recognition
(accordance of respect to different groups) and representation
(participation in social institutions and governance regimes)

¸ All three domains important in HE ïbut what criteria should be used to
judge degrees of fairness?

¸ Social democratic states often focus on equal opportunities ïdifferent
outcomes are tolerated because everyone has (ostensibly) the same initial
chance to succeed .

¸ Equal outcomes approaches more unusual . Phillips suggests that unequal
group outcomes should be regarded as evidence of systemic injustice .

What is meant by social justice in the context 

of higher education? 

Scottish policy documents rarely define



óTheGovernmentôsambition is that a
child born today in one of our most
deprived communities should, by the
time he or she leaves school, have the
same chance of going to university as a
child born in one of our least deprived
communitiesô.

-- Interim Report,  Commission on Widening Access, 2015

Ambiguity In 

Scottish Governmentôs objectives?



Tuition fees policy  - central area of divergence 

between Scotland and England ï
belief that this policy would automatically deliver ófairô 

participation in HE

óFreeôuniversity tuition fee became flagship policy of SNP
Government ï particularly during referendum campaign of
2013/14.

Independence White Paper argued that Scottish HE based on
óabilityto learn, rather than ability to payôïin contrast with
marketised English system .

November 2014 - former First Minister Alex Salmond placed
stone at Heriot Watt University engraved with the following
words :

óTherockswill melt with thesunbeforeI allow tuition feesto
beimposedonScotlandôsstudentsô



between Scotland and England



Has fairness been delivered?

University application & entry rates by country 

and neighbourhood deprivation 

Scotland has lower rate of university participation compared with 

other jurisdictions ïhigher HEIPR in Scotland explained by greater 

use of colleges. 17% of all Scottish HE takes place in colleges, 

compared with 6% in England. Policy has both pros and cons. 

Major social class differences persist - 18 year olds from more 

advantaged areas are five times more likely to apply and four times 

more likely to enter than those from poorer areas.

Scotland has lowest difference in entry rates between most and 

least deprived areas compared with other jurisdictions ïthis is 

partly driven by SGôs decision to allocate 720 ówidening accessô 

places to higher tariff institutions - whilst numbers from advantaged 

remained the same.



18 year old entry rates 

for disadvantaged areas (POLAR3 Q1) 

by country of domicile, 2015



January deadline application rates by country 

for 18 year olds ( most disadvantaged areas , 

POLAR3 quintile 1) 2016



18 year old entry rates 

for advantaged areas (POLAR3 Q5) 

by country of domicile 2015



January deadline application rates by country 

for 18 year olds ( most advantaged areas , 

POLAR3 quintile 5) 2016



January deadline application rates by SIMD 

quintile for Scottish 18 year olds

(SIMD quintile 5 are the most advantaged areas)



18 year old entry rate ratios (higher tariff providers): 

most advantaged areas (POLAR3 Q5) to most 

disadvantaged areas by country of domicile



Young Scottish -domiciled SIMD20 entrants to 

full -time undergraduate courses 

at selected Scottish HEIs, 2005-06 to 2014-15

Notes:
(1) Edinburgh College of Art (ECA) merged with the University of Edinburgh on 1 August 2011.  These figures for the University of Edinburgh for earlier sessions include students at ECA.

(2) Contains the figures for Bell College and the University of Paisley for 2005-06 and 2006-07.  These institutions merged on 1August 2007 to become the University of the West of Scotland.


