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Bursaries and institutional aid in higher education in england: do they safeguard and promote fair access? (0070) 
The 2004 Higher Education Act introduced variable tuition fees of up to £3,000 for full-time undergraduates in England. Higher education institutions (HEIs) charging the maximum tuition must give low-income students bursaries of £300. On top of this mandatory minimum, HEIs now provide additional discretionary financial support exceeding this level to these and other students.
The degree to which these new bursaries and discretionary financial support have become a policy instrument for improving access and widening participation has not, as yet, been documented. Little is known about why the government introduced bursaries and what the government saw as their role. Even less is known about the type of bursaries HEIs have introduced or how they are being used because up till now, they have not been examined systematically. This paper presents the first such analysis. It starts by charting the policy discourse surrounding the introduction of bursaries and scholarships in England. Next, it explores some key features of the new non-mandatory discretionary bursaries and scholarships during their first year of existence. Specifically, the paper investigates the main eligibility criteria adopted by HEIs for providing bursaries in order to obtain insights into how HEIs in England are using them and what they see as their purpose. Finally, it assesses the extent to which the bursaries and scholarships implemented on the ground by HEIs, reflect the political objectives and policy rhetoric articulated by government when launching bursaries. It concludes that, from the evidence currently available, a mismatch exists between government aspirations and HEIs’ actual use of bursaries and scholarships. Moreover, the bursaries and scholarships put in place may perpetuate existing divisions within and across higher education.

