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Searching for the Right University: Entrants and the new student finance system

             The new system of student finance in England has increased the degree of complexity of decision-making facing applicants to HE (Adnett, 2006; Ramsden and Brown, 2007; Tight, 2007). Whilst the HEIs have generally chosen not to compete in terms of tuition fees, they have sought to gain a competitive advantage in terms of how (and how much) they allocate of their additional funding to bursaries and scholarships. In this paper we utilise a search theoretic framework to generate hypotheses about the impact of this new system on widening participation and fair access. This framework goes beyond previous models such as Dynarski and Scott-Clayton (2006).
             Since bursaries and scholarships are largely allocated on the basis of family income, other things being equal, we would expect that entrants from low income families would have financial incentives to search more extensively than other groups. However we argue that other things are unlikely to be equal, and conclude that the new system has created more complexity for those groups of students who are least able to access and interpret the information necessary for them to make efficient decisions about where to study. Moreover, given that entrants find it extremely difficult to compare the expected benefits from attending alternative HEIs, the new system is likely to have dysfunctional effects through distorting non-traditional students’ choice in favour of local HEIs.
             Using data gathered by means of postal and electronic questionnaires from over 2,000 first-year undergraduate students in two post-1992 HEIs, (in one case across two cohorts, one affected by the new system and the other not), we test our hypotheses. We find some evidence to support our central hypothesis, that non-traditional entrants were less well-informed about the financial consequences of their choice of HEI.
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