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Aspire delivers forward-thinking
pre-arrival student bursaries

It is highly unusual for universities to make bursary
payments to prospective students in the period
between results day and start-of-term enrolment.
Thanks to the agility and flexibility of the JS Group'’s
Aspire platform, the University of Sheffield has taken a
bold step to support eligible students during this crucial
six-week transition period.

By drawing down on credit-based bursaries through
JS Group’s Aspire system, students at pre-arrival stage
are now able to afford the resources that they need
for their future studies well ahead of registration. This
contributes to a greater confidence in University of
Sheffield’'s overall commitment to them as they start to
confirm them as their first choice for a future

student experience.

The University has more than doubled its investment

in its Access+ IT and Equipment Bursary recently as it
recognises the vital contribution that such early-stage
funding makes to students when it comes to being able
to purchase technology and other specialist kit that
their courses will require. This expansion is also down to
securing more external funding from alumni donations.
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It allows access to key equipment for university that you
could find incredibly useful in succeeding at your

degree work”

Access + Student Beneficiary

It benefits the university and
the students

Timely and secure credit funding can be made through
JS Group's Aspire platform to relevant students
immediately after they receive their exam results and
as they prepare for university study. Resources driven
funding can also be accessed during the post-decision
enrolment and induction phases of university life.

Students can choose how to spend their funds on
technology, learning aids and other course-specific
resources and they can also obtain supermarket
vouchers for groceries during their first term.

Sarah Adams, Access Officer in the Access Service
(within the department of Marketing, Admissions,
Recruitment and Communications), says: “We are
talking about quite short timeframes to turn information
around so that students can access their bursary funds
early. Operationally, it's meant that we can quickly and
easily provide students with the support that we're so
wanting to be able to give them. This is done in a way
that is secure from a data point of view and from a
financial information point of view. We are not having
to ask for or to access bank details. It's as easy for the
students as it is for us. It enables students to make
choices. It's straightforward and easy to use and allows
us more options and more control over how and when
we deliver the Access+ bursary to new students.”

The University’s own survey of bursary beneficiaries
shows this forward-thinking approach to bursaries “has
had a positive impact on the start of their student life”
— with more than half of recipients saying it reduced
money worries — especially for obtaining IT equipment.
The survey findings say that “respondents were most
likely to find that the bursary got them started with their
studies, helped them to be able to afford to participate
with their peers, helped them to concentrate without
worrying about finances, helped them to feel less
anxious and be more satisfied with their life as

a student.”
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A forward-thinking bursary

strategy enhancing early
experiences for WP students

Sheffield Access+

This investment is all part of the University of Sheffield's
Access+ support programme to assist students from
diverse backgrounds - where higher education may not
usually be the obvious post-school choice - through
their crucial transition phase into higher education.
Access+ supports students in the year that they are
applying to start their first year of undergraduate
study at Sheffield. It provides opportunities and
activities for students from backgrounds and
circumstances who may face barriers to accessing
higher education.

Access+ includes a range of support measures: travel
bursaries to attend open days and offer holder days,
contextual offers on entry grades, information sessions,
1-1 online mentoring (during July and August) for
transition — as well as the Access+ IT and

Equipment bursary.

Where JS Group Comes In

The Bursary element allows students who have made
the University of Sheffield their first choice to receive
pre-enroliment credit payments (and payments during
the first two months of their studies).
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Starting uni can be really anxiety inducing, and having
the bursary means you have one less thing to worry

about. It's really reassuring to have, and applying is
super easy.”

Access + Student Beneficiary

This is possible due to the optionality within Aspire,
allowing universities to make payments to students
ahead of registration using only an email address.
Students are then able to use their funds to purchase
resources such as laptops, tablets, headphones, etc on
JS Group's Aspire platform in preparation for their first
day at university. The money can also be used when
students start their studies at university to purchase
‘grocery only’ vouchers from Tesco, Sainsbury’s and Aldi.

“Essentially, we want to help
students navigate the transition
to university by providing
resources to support their
successful start to university
life. Providing this bursary helps
remove one of the common
barriers they face.” says Caroline
Knight (above), the University of Sheffield’'s Access
Manager (Mentoring and Transition).

University of

Shefﬁeld

Sarah Adams delivers many elements of the

Access+ support programme. “One aspect we had
been considering is the digital poverty or the deficit
that some students feel that they may face (when
compared with other applicants). We took a risk and
brought forward the timeline of financial assistance in
order to help with earlier access to technologies ahead
of the registration period. By doing this, it is helping
students to feel a stronger sense of belonging and to
feel that they aren’t as disadvantaged.”

The Bursary scheme also encourages students to
have a greater sense of self-ownership, by having
their own purchasing power they can start to feel more
independent and take control for their future learning.
“It inspires them to think about their own learning,”
adds Sarah. “They can prioritise and choose what they
want to purchase — whether that's a laptop, a tablet or
another form of digital asset — and we believe they are
starting to think more about how they will be learning
and how to manage this.”

Data & Impact

Another benefit of using the Aspire platform is

JS Group’s provision of real-time data on the timing
and use of bursary funds by students. The University
can assess particular patterns in how students are
choosing to make purchases and thereby understand
how to adapt and improve this provision in line with real
needs and interests.

The University of Sheffield Access Service also
conducts its own evaluation on the use and impact

of the bursary alongside assessment of the broader
Access+ programme of support. Both quantitative

and qualitative methods are used to engage with
students across different parts of the support phases.
“We are running robust evaluations that give us a really
good amount of feedback of what our stakeholders are
saying and feeling,” says Vicky Peace, Access Manager
(Evaluation and Reporting).

The three main points of feedback from students about
the Bursary's early availability are that: it provides
financial help, it helps with studies, and it reduces
worry and stress.
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The IT and Equipment Bursary can help take your mind
off worrying about money, especially since some of

the equipment you need for university can be quite
expensive.”

Access + Student Beneficiary
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