
Spotlight on Good Practice: Discretionary Funding in FE/HE 

Gillian Maxwell is a qualified and registered social worker.  Gillian joined the HUB for 

SUCCESS (HfS) in 2021 having worked as a Supervising Social Worker, with Foster 

Carers, for 7 years previously; prior to this, Gillian worked for 15 years with children, 

and families, impacted by mental ill health and childhood sexual trauma.  Within her 

career, Gillian has worked extensively with children, and families, with experience of 

the care system.  

Financial Barriers 

Financial issues are one of the biggest barriers that students, with care 

experience face within further and higher education. Students most often do 

not have the ‘back up’ of familial financial support and voice tells us that it is 

often a struggle meet day to day costs whilst studying. The introduction of the Care 

Experienced Student Bursary, in 2018, was a huge step forward, however, we know 

that the bursary does not cover all the costs of full time FE/HE.  This is particularly 

the case for those students who do not get additional financial support, such as a 

care leaver, often having to pay for accommodation.  Our data tells us that financial 

hardship distracts from studies and has a detrimental impact on retention.  

 Lifeline of Support 

Discretionary funds are often the only route available to our students when 

financial issues arise. However, student voice tells us that the process for 

applying to the fund is time consuming and re-traumatising often meaning that they 

will avoid making an application.  For example, students could be asked for up to 10 

pieces of evidence to support their application which would then be analysed for 

spending patterns.  Students acknowledge the need for some evidence of hardship, 

however, struggled with the lack of choice around financial scrutiny, noted a 

disproportionate amount of evidence gathering, relayed a sense of being judged, a 

lack of understanding about how complex their personal lives could be and an 

overriding lack of trust in institutions motivations around their processes.   Despite 

CE students being recognised as a priority group for DF there was a sense that there 

was an unfair expectation around burden of proof. 

In response to what we were hearing from students, in 2021, the HUB partnership, 

along with SAAS and SFC, began discussions as to what proportionate steps we 

could take to assist CE students more effectively and efficiently to access DF. It was 

recognised that there was a need for clearer guidance from the SFC, a need to 

separate out financial education from hardship and a shared view that the process 

should reflect the importance of meeting student needs as well as institutional 

auditing requirements.  We were delighted when the Minister for Education, Jamie 

Hepburn, issued guiding principles for DF which highlighted the need for institutional 



processes to appropriately reflect CE students as priority and their ability to use 

discretion when awarding funds. All the HUB partners have actively signed up to 

these principles providing a mandate to develop collective DF processes across the 

partnership.  

 

Spotlight on Good Practice 

We reached out to one of our university partners to explore a re-framing 

approach to the DF process and invited our student ambassadors along to be part of 

the discussions.  In sessions with the funding team, we explored what motivates 

them as a team/practitioners’, acknowledging their worries around how best to 

support students with care experience and considered the institutional expectations 

around funding awards.  At the request of the team, we revisited what care 

experience means, how trauma experiences can have a lifelong impact on 

individuals and how being trauma aware as a team can have a positive impact on a 

student’s experience of working with them. Alongside our student ambassadors, the 

team examined their current processes, both for DF and other funding routes, to 

understand how a student, with care experience, may experience their engagement 

with funding applications.  

Using the NHS trauma informed practice model, the team re-examined their 

processes using the cornerstones of Safety, Collaboration, Trust, Empowerment and 

Choice to consider how they might adapt the way they work.  Supported by our 

student ambassadors, the team have recognised the importance of relationship-

based practice and are now developing a more proactive model of practice for 

engaging their care experienced students.  This piece of collaborative work has 

resulted in an agreed award with minimum evidence, a named contact for CE 

Students within the funding team and a commitment to working with our 

ambassadors to review written and digital communication.  The Team Leader 

commented “I have gained some valuable insight into the specific needs of Care 

Experienced students and the necessity to adjust processes to effectively meet 

these needs”. 

 

Voice and Keeping the Promise 

The voice and individual work of the HfS allowed us to identify and 

evidence issues as it affected individual students.  By listening and working 

in partnership we have been able to improve student experience but also work 

collaboratively to influence and empower change within the institutions.  We are 

committed to utilising these changes to influence change across the wider 

partnership, ensuring that every student, regardless of which institution they attend, 



are met with the same choice, safety, collaboration, trusting and empowering 

approach to DF application and awards.   
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