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Abstract:

University policy plays a fundamental role in reducing social inequalities.
The purpose of this paper is to assess whether the strategy of geographical
expansion of universities, in addition to the financial aid and tuition fees policy
in Spain guarantee that people with insufficient economic resources can access
and complete university studies. To do this, we analysed the territorial proximity
of the university offer to the place of residence of potential students, using the
Population Register, and compared the income thresholds for access to the state
grants programme with the median and poverty line of the household income
distribution, using the Statistics on Income and Living Conditions. The analysis
reveals that the wide geographical spread of public university campuses facilitates
access to higher education for a significant percentage of young people. However,
the study also shows that while the tuition fee exemption grant is available to
students from any household ranging from vulnerable to those with incomes
close to the median, other grants, which are essential to avoid student dropout,
do not even reach all households at risk of poverty. Moreover, their average
amount is insufficient to compensate for the opportunity cost of studying. This
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result contrasts with a tuition fees policy that subsidises the enrolment of all
students, including those living in middle- and high-income households. This
subsidy also presents notable differences between autonomous regions that are
not justified by the divergences in the income levels of households in the region.
The paper concludes by pointing out the advisability of a joint review of the
current grants programme and tuition fees policy.

Key words: University policy, university grants, tuition fees, social inequalities,
poverty

Resumen

La politica universitaria juega un papel fundamental en la reduccion de las
desigualdades sociales. El proposito de este trabajo es evaluar si la estrategia
de expansion geografica de la oferta educativa, la politica de becas y ayudas
y el sistema de precios publicos en Espana garantizan que las personas con
recursos econdmicos insuficientes puedan acceder y culminar los estudios
universitarios. Para ello, se analiza la proximidad territorial de la oferta al lugar
de residencia de los estudiantes potenciales de acuerdo con la distribucion de
la poblacién y se comparan los umbrales de ingresos para acceder al sistema
de becas estatal con la mediana y la linea de pobreza de la distribucion de
la renta entre los hogares a partir de la Encuesta de Condiciones de Vida. El
analisis revela que el amplio despliegue geografico de campus publicos facilita
el acceso a la educacion superior a un porcentaje notable de la poblacion joven.
Sin embargo, el estudio muestra que, mientras que de la beca de exencion de
matricula pueden beneficiarse desde los estudiantes que residen en hogares
vulnerables hasta aquellos con rentas cercanas a la mediana, el resto de ayudas,
imprescindibles para evitar el abandono, no alcanza siquiera a todos los hogares
en riesgo de pobreza, y su importe medio es insuficiente para compensar el coste
de oportunidad de estudiar. Este resultado contrasta con una politica de precios
publicos que subvenciona la matricula a todos los estudiantes, incluidos los que
residen en hogares con rentas medias y altas. Una subvenciéon que, ademas,
presenta notables diferencias por comunidad auténoma que no se justifican por
las divergencias en los niveles de renta de los hogares de la region. Se concluye
sefialando la conveniencia de una revision conjunta del actual sistema de becas
y precios publicos.

Palabras clave: politica universitaria, becas universitarias, tasas universitarias,
desigualdades sociales, pobreza
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Introduction

There are many studies that support the benefits of higher education in
reducing social inequalities. Firstly, they point out that higher education
broadens the opportunities for better wages and working conditions
(Bartscher, Kuhn & Schularick, 2020). In addition, the effort and personal
achievement of completing a degree neutralises the discriminatory
effects of social origin which continue to affect the rest of the population
(Fachelli, Torrents y Navarro-Cendejas, 2014). Secondly, higher education
reduces the likelihood of downward mobility on the social ladder,
especially in adverse economic contexts. Higher educated individuals
find it easier to hold on during these periods, as they typically earn
higher incomes and accumulate more wealth (Pastor y Pérez, 2019; Cant6
& Ruiz, 2015). In fact, people with higher education tend to be at the
top of the income distribution (Pastor y Pérez, 2019). There are fewer
unemployed higher educated people as, in general, they enjoy better
working conditions, lower rates of precariousness and lower average
periods of unemployment, since they develop a better job search strategy
and have more opportunities due to their qualifications (Goerlich &
Minano, 2018). Higher education is thus submitted as a resilience factor
in the face of adversity, reducing the risk of poverty and social exclusion.

Improved education also has very positive effects on other facets of
wellbeing (Miinich & Psacharopoulos, 2018; Pastor y Pérez, 2019) and,
through intergenerational transmission, extends its effects over time,
because, as Pastor and Pérez (2019, p.209) and the OECD (2018, p.14)
point out, children with higher educated parents, ceteris paribus, are
more likely to achieve this level of education as well. Thus, the more
university graduates a society has, the higher the proportion of people
who will receive higher education in future generations.

On this basis, it is reasonable that the OECD (2018) identifies actions
in education, and in particular in higher education, as the first key policy
to reduce inequalities. Such actions should ensure equal opportunities in
access and should prevent the risk of university dropout for economic
reasons. Thus, for example, a wide network of university campuses
can serve to geographically approximate the educational offer to the
population. In addition, an appropriate undergraduate pricing policy
combined with an effective grants programme can reduce the cost of
tuition fees. Finally, a programme of additional financial aid to pay the
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costs of pursuing studies (transport, accommodation, meals or study
materials) or to compensate for the potential lack of contribution to
the family economy by devoting time to studies, can prevent university
dropout (Hernandez y Pérez, 2019).

Despite the consensus on the desirability of these measures, there is
little research quantifying whether the policies adopted are sufficient,
whether they have any unintended side-effects, and even whether
they are more or less efficient than others. In this regard, it is worth
highlighting the following three studies. The first is the AIRef (2019)
report which assesses the effectiveness of the state grants programme
for equal opportunities using data from the Integrated University
Information System. The second is the research by Valdés (2018) which
not only synthesises the results of Spanish studies on the impact of
grants on enrolment and academic performance, but also analyses the
social background of students on the basis of average family income and
income thresholds for receiving financial aid. Finally, the paper by Pérez-
Esparrells and Jodar (2017) addresses the spatial analysis of differences
in tuition fees across Spanish regions.

Our aim is to verify whether the actions designed to promote university
education in Spain guarantee that people with insufficient economic
resources can access and complete these studies. This requires an
analysis of the Spanish Public University System, as the prices of private
universities, logically, deter potential students with lower incomes. To do
this, the paper attempts to answer three main questions. First, to find out
whether there is a relationship between grant recipients and household
income level. Second, the role of the geographical extension of the public
university campus network is analysed in order to assess geographical
equity in access to higher education. Finally, the study focuses on the
public pricing policy and the state grants programme to evaluate the
adequacy of both the former and the maximum income thresholds for
accessing grants, given the current income distribution in Spain.

An exhaustive analysis would also require a review of the student
grants offered by the different autonomous regions and universities, but
this would take us beyond the initial purpose. Moreover, most of these
institutions develop a fairly similar strategy and the amounts allocated
to them are very modest in relation to the state grants programme. For
this reason, we will only focus on the General State Administration

Revista de Educacién, 398. October-December 2022, pp. 129-153
Received: 22-09-2021  Accepted: 24-06-2022



Marti Sempere, M, Rodenas Calatayud, C, La POLITICA DE BECAS Y PRECIOS PUBLICOS EN EL SISTEMA UNIVERSITARIO ESPANOL, ES REALMENTE EFICAZ!

(Administraciéon General del Estado -AGE-)' grants and, occasionally,
we will refer to some of the measures developed by some regions to
complement the national plan.

With respect to previous research, we contribute to understanding
the association between grant beneficiaries and household income
levels by using information from a single statistical source, the Spanish
Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) form the National
Statistics Institute (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica -INE-). We also use
this source to establish the conditions for an appropriate comparison
of household income with both poverty thresholds and the eligibility
criteria in order to be a grant-holder. We also estimate the percentage of
young people who have geographical access to higher education based
on their distribution by metropolitan areas according to the Population
Register (Padron Continuo de Habitantes). From a spatial perspective, we
also analyse the relationship between the average cost of enrolment and
regional income.

The structure of this paper is as follows. After this introduction, the
first section describes the methodology used. The second section is
devoted to the presentation of the results obtained in order to answer
the three questions raised. Finally, the paper closes with a discussion of
the results and final reflections.

Methodology

Data

The main statistical source used in the paper is the Spanish SILC. In this
survey, the information on household disposable income is obtained by
combining the information provided by the respondent with files from
the Tax Agency (Agencia Tributaria), which is also the source used by the
AGE for awarding grants. The year prior to the interview represents the
reference period for this variable. As the most recent available survey at
the time of this study was the SILC-2020, the analysis has been conducted
for the academic year 2020/21. The income period used for the awarding

! Common to all of Spain, except for the Basque Country, which has its own grants programme.
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of grants in that academic year is 2019, the same as the one provided by
the SILC-2020.

On one occasion, we also use information from the Population Register
(1 January 2020), from which population data at a municipal level has
been drawn to calculate the population by metropolitan areas and to
evaluate geographical equity in access to higher education.

Procedure

The procedure followed to answer each of the questions raised is as
follows:

Grant recipients and household income level

To evaluate this association, the distribution of young university students,
grant recipients, and amount received by household income level has
been analysed graphically. The income concept used is that of Disposable
Household Income (DHI) per Equivalent Consumption Unit (ECU). This
is the standard way in which EUROSTAT and the OECD correct for the
existence of economies of scale derived from household composition.
The modified OECD scale, which gives a weight of one to the first adult,
0.5 to other adults and 0.3 to children under 14 years of age, was used
to obtain the DHI per ECU.

Extension of the public university campus network

The Spanish Public University System has 50 universities (one of which
is open — the UNED- and two of which are special -the UIMP and the
Universidad Internacional de Andalucia-). The information on degrees
offered and the list of the different university campuses has been drawn
from the university websites. With this information, we first drew up a
map showing the location of each one of them, as well as the campuses
created in those provinces that do not have their own university.
Secondly, to asses proximity in terms of population, we have used the
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list of metropolitan areas and provincial capitals as a starting point. As
there is no official delimitation of metropolitan areas in Spain, we have
used the areas estimated by Feria and Martinez? (2016) based on 2011
census data on residence-work mobility. This is a delimitation that is
consistent with our purposes as we consider the university campuses
to be the students’ place of work. From this list we have selected the
metropolitan areas and provincial capitals in which there is at least one
campus offering bachelor’s degrees in a minimum of three branches of
knowledge. The assessment was carried out by calculating the percentage
of young people between 18 and 24 years of age residing in these areas
out of the national total according to the Population Register.

The public pricing policy and the state grants programme

Tuition fees are considered as public prices according to Law 8/1989,
of 13 April, on Fees and Public Prices (Tasas y Precios Publicos). This
means that they must, at least, cover the cost of carrying out the activity.
However, the Law also states that lower prices can be set when there are
reasons that make it advisable to do so. In accordance with Organic Law
6/2001, of 21 December, on universities, modified by Royal Decree-Law
14/2012, of 20 April, these prices are set by each autonomous region,
which, according to its criteria, also establishes the number of the different
practical levels (experimentalidad), then assigns a practical level for each
degree and, finally, determines the price increase between each practical
level and between the first and successive registrations. The price per
credit does not depend on the economic situation of the student but
on the region where he/she lives, the practical level of degree and the
number of times he/she has enrolled for the same subject. In order to
facilitate the comparison between regions, the analysis of equity from a
geographical point of view has been conducted using the average price
per credit for first-time enrolment in Bachelor’s degrees calculated by the
Ministry of Universities (see annex). The analysis has been completed
with a comparison regarding tuition fees burden for families, calculating

2 We are grateful to the authors for the information provided on the municipalities that make up each
metropolitan area.
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the proportion that this cost represents, based on the average price, out
of the median DHI per ECU in each region.

In order to find out whether the maximum income thresholds for
accessing grants are appropriate, their level has been compared with
the median DHI per ECU. These thresholds can be found in table I with
the corresponding grant modalities. If the household income is below
threshold 3 (maximum), it can obtain tuition fee exemption and an
amount between €50 and €125 linked to academy excellence. If it is
below threshold 2 (medium), the applicant can also receive a variable
amount that results from the weighting of the average academic record
of his/her transcript and his/her family income (minimum €60), and if
the student needs to reside far from the family home, a fixed amount
of €1,600 is awarded. Finally, if the household income does not reach
threshold 1 (minimum), the AGE adds a fixed amount to the tuition fee
compensation, which is equal to €1,700 in the academic year 2020/21.
Without going into further details, this brief description of the programme
shows that it is not a simple scheme.

TABLE I. AGE need-based grants according to DH

DHI thresholds, academic year t/t+1 Type of grants

Tuition fee exemption
Fixed amount associated with income
Fixed amount associated with
DHI < Threshold | (minimum) residence, if applicable
(year t-1) . ! K
Variable amount linked to income and
academic record
Amount linked to academic excellence

Tuition fee exemption
Fixed amount associated with
Threshold I<DHI < Threshold 2 residence, if applicable

(medium) Variable amount linked to income and
academic record

Amount linked to academic excellence
Threshold 2 < DHI o < Threshold 3 Tuition fee exemption

ear t-1)

(maximum) Amount linked to academic excellence

Source: Royal Decree 1721/2017, of 21 December.
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Each year, the Secretary of State for Education publishes a resolution
updating the applicable amounts corresponding to each threshold,
depending on the number of household members, for that academic year.
The Resolution of 31 July 2020 contains the thresholds for the academic
year 2020/21.

Our analysis has been undertaken for the most common household
sizes, between one and four members (94.1% of households in the
survey). Furthermore, for the sake of comparison, we have expressed
the AGE income thresholds in terms of ECU. For this purpose, the OECD
equivalence scale has again been used, assuming on this occasion that all
household members are over 14 years of age. In this way, the difference
obtained between the two variables will always be the minimum possible.

The analysis starts with the comparison of income thresholds 3 which
give access to tuition fee exemption, followed by that of thresholds 1 and
2 which give access to the aid programme for lower-income students.
In the latter case, these thresholds are also compared with the cut-off
established to consider a household to be at risk of poverty, that is, when
the income is less than 60% of the median DHI per ECU.

Results
Grant recipients and household income level

Figure I shows the proportion of young university students out of the
total number of population aged 18 to 24, distributed by decile according
to the level of DHI per ECU. It also displays the proportion of grant
recipients out of the total number of university students in each decile
and, finally, the median amount received. Apart from the general,
academic and wealth requirements for grants eligibility from the AGE,
the student’s household income must not exceed the aforementioned
thresholds. Figure I also shows the decile to which these thresholds
belong for the academic year 2020/215.

In this figure, we can observe a positive relationship between income
and the percentage of university students. However, the association
between income level and the proportion of students on a grant is very
limited, and only appears from the fifth decile onwards. In fact, precisely

3 As income is expressed in terms of ECU, AGE income thresholds for one-member households have
been selected (€8,422; €13,236 and €14,112) in order to be able to compare with income distribution
in the figure.
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in the left tail of the income distribution (deciles one to three) there is
no clear relationship between the two variables. We can also observe that
the fact that the income thresholds are in the second decile (threshold
1) or in the fifth decile (threshold 2 and threshold 3) does not seem to
result in an appreciable correction in the percentage of beneficiaries, nor
in the amount received.

FIGURE 1. Proportion of young university students, grant recipients and median amount received
by income deciles
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Grant recipients out of university students (%)
---@-- Amount received € (median by decile -right axis-)

Source: Own calculations based on Spanish-SILC microdata (2020).

Extension of the public university campus network

Figure II shows the location of each of the Spanish public universities
and also indicates the universities that have created a campus in those
provinces that do not have their own institution. The map reveals
that there is at least one campus in each province, including the two
autonomous cities of Ceuta and Melilla.
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FIGURE II. Spanish public universities
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As explained in the methodology, in order to estimate the real proximity
of potential students to the university, we calculate an impact indicator
regarding the spatial distribution of the campuses on the population by
metropolitan areas. This indicator is the percentage of young people
between 18 and 24 years of age living in a municipality or metropolitan
area where there is at least one campus offering bachelor’s degrees in a
minimum of three branches of knowledge. According to the Population
Register (1 January 2020), this percentage is equal to 72.45%.

The public pricing policy and the state grants programme

The results of the equity analysis of public prices from a geographical
point of view are shown in figure III. It can be seen that the tuition cost
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for a full academic year (60 credits) ranges from €706.8 in Galicia to
€1,390.2 in Madrid, which means that studying in this region costs 97%
more than in Galicia.

In the figure we can also observe an indicator of the effort involved
for households in paying tuition fees, approximated as the proportion
that this cost represents out of the median DHI per ECU in each region®.
To adjust the estimation correctly, the medians have not been calculated
on the complete income distribution of all households but only of those
households that do have to pay the tuition fees because they do not meet
eligibility economic criteria, i.e., households with income per ECU above
threshold 3.

FIGURE ll. Average price of initial enrolment fee for bachelor's degrees and financial burden on
DHI per UCE (median) in each region. Academic year 2020/21
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* In the case of UNED, the calculation is based on the national median.
Source: Ministry of Universities and own calculations based on Spanish-SILC microdata (2020).

IS

The comparison of median income and tuition fees is appropriate because the majority of students
have their usual residence in the same region in which they study (according to the Ministry of
Universities, in the academic year 2018/19, more than 82%, except in Castilla y Le6n, Madrid and La
Rioja where the percentage is 72%).
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Obviously, if the tuition cost were proportional to the median regional
income, we would expect a straight line in figure III, which is not the case.
Moreover, the positive and significant value of the Pearson correlation
coefficient, which is 65%, calculated between the average credit price and
the median DHI per ECU, confirms this assessment.

Regarding the adequacy of the thresholds for access to grants, figure
IV presents the income thresholds 3 for obtaining tuition fee exemption
by household size, from one- to four-members, established by the AGE
for the academic year 2020/21, also expressed in terms of ECU. The
median household income per ECU in 2019 is also presented.

FIGURE IV. AGE income threshold 3 by household size. Academic year 2020/2 |
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Source: Resolution of 31 July 2020 Secretary of State for Education and own calculations based on Spanish-SILC microdata
(2020).

It can be observed that the AGE threshold per ECU is not stable
and that, for one- and four-member households, it is below the median
income, at 14 and four per cent, respectively.

The income thresholds 1 and 2 for additional grants by household
size are shown in figure V. They are also displayed in terms of ECU. It
can be seen that threshold 1 is stable this time, but it is always below the
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threshold for a household to be considered at risk of poverty, by more
than 13%. Threshold 2, however, varies again. It is around the level of
median income for two- and three-member households, while for one-
and four-member households it is 18% and 10% lower, respectively.

FIGURE V. AGE income thresholds | and 2 by household size. Academic year 2020/2 |
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Source: Resolution of 31 July 2020 Secretary of State for Education and own calculations based on Spanish-SILC microdata
(2020).

In some regions, to mitigate the shortage of resources faced by
university students whose household income is below threshold 1,
regional governments launch their own grants programmes. Among
them, the salary grants of the Valencian Community stand out for the
support amount of €6,000 for each student who meets the requirements’.
The aim of these grants is to alleviate the situation of households in
more precarious conditions by increasing the amounts received. For this

> They stand out because, after reviewing the websites of the regional governments, we have been
able to confirm that less than 50% of regions award need-based grants, and when they do so, the
amount does not exceed €3,000. For more details about salary grants, see the Resolution of 9
September 2020 of the Regional Ministry for Innovation, Universities, Science and Digital Society
(Conselleria de Innovacion, Universidades, Ciencia y Sociedad Digital).
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reason, it is not incompatible with the fixed-amount grant from the AGE.
In the event that the student is a beneficiary of the latter, he/she will
receive any remaining amount needed to reach €6,000, as a regional
supplement.

However, the income requirement for these salary grants is stricter
than at the national level, as can be seen in figure VI. It can also be
seen that, in terms of ECU, the threshold established for the salary
grant is not independent of the size of the household, unlike the AGE
thresholds 1 which is always the same. Inexplicably, the cut-off income
in the Valencian Community is more severe (lower) as the number of
household members decreases.

FIGURE VI. AGE income thresholds | and salary grant thresholds in the Valencian Community
(VC) by household size. Academic year 2020/21

25.000 € 12.000 €
PS ® e
- 8.000 €
15.000 €
6.000 €
10.000 €
4.000 €
5.000 € I 2.000€
0€ 0€
One member Two members Three members Four members
I AGE income threshold 1 VCincome threshold
---@-- AGE income threshold 1 per ECU (right axis) VC income threshold per ECU (right axis)

= = Poverty line (right axis)

Source: Resolution of 31 July 2020 Secretary of State for Education and own calculations based on Spanish-SILC microdata
(2020).
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Discussion

Grant recipients and household income level

If university policy measures to promote equity were really effective,
the number of students taking courses and completing higher education
would be independent of the economic level of their households.
However, this is not the case in Spain, even nowadays, as Pastor and
Pérez (2019, p.209) recently show with data from the latest available
Population Census of 2011. They use a probit model to estimate the
degree of dependency, in particular in relation to the level of household
wealth (basically, whether or not the household owns a dwelling). Our
study, based on the SILC-2020, allows us to analyse this relationship
almost ten years later using household disposable income, a variable
that is more accurate than that of wealth limited to home ownership.
Furthermore, we analyse young people studying at university at the
time of the survey and not, like Pastor and Pérez, a population that has
completed their studies. Lastly, we can distinguish whether or not they
are grant beneficiaries.

Despite this, figure I still shows an increasing relationship between
income and the percentage of university students. It may be surprising
that from the fifth decile onwards, where no one should receive need-
based grants, the SILC observes that there are still beneficiaries and that,
moreover, the median amount of support does not clearly decrease in the
higher income deciles. However, this can be explained by the fact that
the survey has allocated all types of grants (need-based) and scholarships
(merit-based) to a single variable. This means that, for example, Erasmus
scholarships or collaboration scholarships, awarded independently of
the household income level, have also been included here.

This would justify the existence of support beneficiaries in the right
tail of the distribution in figure I, but not what happens in the left tail,
in the lower income deciles. The percentage of beneficiaries does not
increase appreciably as income decreases, although almost all the funds
assigned to the Spanish grants and aid programme are aimed at the state
need-based grants programme. According to the Ministry of Universities
data for the academic year 2018/19, this type of financial aid accounts
for 88% of the beneficiaries and almost 93% of the total amount awarded.

Therefore, the measures established are not fully satisfying their
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intended purpose. This is not necessarily due to a lack of resources.
Spain’s expenditure per student in relation to GDP is somewhat below
the OECD average (1.42%) but identical (1.25%) to that of the EU-23
(OECD, 2020). Thus, what we should focus on is the design of the
measures implemented.

Extension of the public university campus network

The Spanish regional governments have the competence to create a
public university or authorise the creation of a private one. As a result
of these decisions, which have been more political than academic, the
geographical expansion of higher education has developed following
a provincial strategy. The regions chose to bring the universities to the
students, rather than the students to the universities (Villar, 2020, p.117).
Although we are not going to evaluate this here, we can see in figure
IT that the physical proximity of the public university offer to young
people’s place of residence has been achieved with this option.

For Hernandez and Pérez (2019, p.17), accessibility to university
education services for the young population in Spain is guaranteed as
the number of public universities ensures the presence of one university
for every 24,000 potential students, and one public or private university
for every 15,000. Therefore, in their opinion, Spain has a range of
university institutions comparable to that of other developed countries.
However, this aggregate calculation does not take into account proximity
to campuses.

In contrast, the AIRef report (2019, p.57) does take proximity into
account when it estimates that 62.9% of non-grant holders (57.9% of
grant holders) reside within 20km of their family home. This result seems
to indicate that proximity is a characteristic of our university system.
However, this calculation of the distance between the family home and
the university presents a possible bias, as the calculation was made on
the basis of an on-line survey of students to which only 0.9% of the target
population responded.

This weakness is not present in our indicator which is based on
metropolitan areas and the Population Register. According to our
calculations, an increase in the cost of university studies as a result of
living far from a campus only affected 27.55% of young people. This
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percentage represents the maximum value, depending on whether or
not the student decides to move. This decision will be conditioned by the
communications network, the cost of transport, the existence of other
smaller campuses in the province that satisfy the student’s interests or
the preference for distance learning, such as that offered by the UNED.
In other words, living far from the main campuses will not always mean
a significant increase in the cost of university studies.

Therefore, and according to our results, we can state that Spain has a
sufficiently extensive network of public university campuses to guarantee
accessibility and proximity to higher education services for a significant
percentage of the young population.

The public pricing policy and the state grants programme

It is reasonable to think that the benefits of university education in
reducing social inequalities, outlined in the introduction, might be the
justification for setting public prices well below the cost of the educational
service®. This implies a subsidy that benefits all students in a linear way,
regardless of their economic situation.

In addition to this first equity problem, students benefiting from tuition
exemption grants face further equity issues. We have found (figure IV)
that there is unjustified discretion in the determination of threshold 3
according to household size, which can be set at or above the median
household income when it is expressed in terms of ECU. As a result, tuition
fees are only payable for students whose household income is equal
to or above the median income in two- and three-member households,
while for the rest of the households the limit is below or well below. In
any case, this payment is also subsidised through the public price policy,
with no academic or financial requirements for the student.

This result contrasts, moreover, with that of Valdés (2018, p.106-
107), for whom the low coverage rate of students on grants out of the
total number of university students is not due to the presence of overly

¢ This is only an assumption. The cost of the educational service is not rigorously calculated in
Spanish public universities because the implementation of an analytical accounting system has
not been completed. However, given that revenues from public prices in undergraduate education
represent, on average, 15% of university budgets -estimated from the statistical annex of Hernandez
and Pérez (2019)-, it can be assumed that these prices are well below the real cost of the service.
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restrictive income thresholds. This idea is inferred from the fact that the
average income of four-member households in 2013 was below the income
threshold 3. In our opinion, that comparison has certain drawbacks that
we have tried to avoid. First, like EUROSTAT and the OECD, we compare
median income and not means. Second, we do not take a given household
size as a reference (Valdés analyses a household of four members which
only accounts for 17.2% of Spanish households in 2021, according to the
INE), but the results are provided for different household sizes in terms
of ECU, the standard indicator of the aforementioned organizations.

In our case, the income threshold 3 per ECU is below, not above, the
median for four-member households; at almost the same level, not above,
for two- and three-member households; and finally, it is well below in
the case of one-member households, which means that the generosity to
which Valdés (2018) refers is not present.

From the point of view of geographical equity, many regions took
advantage of the Royal Decree-Law 14/2012 to significantly raise tuition
fees. This rise was not justified by an increase in the cost of providing
the service nor by an improvement in its quality, but only responded to
the regional governments’ objective of reducing public expenditure by
cutting public funding to universities and shifting a greater percentage of
the costs of education onto students. Recently, Organic Law 6/2001 has
been amended again’, returning it to its original wording, with the aim
of reducing inter-regional differences. But, for the time being, as shown
in figure III, the differences are still substantial.

While Pérez-Esparrells and Jodar (2017) quantify intra- and inter-
regional differences, our research adds the analysis of the relationship
between the average fee per enrolment credit and the income of the
households that actually have to pay the tuition fees to this spatial
perspective; that is, we focus on households with incomes per ECU above
threshold 3. In that analysis, we have found that fee differences between
regions are not justified by differences in income levels. As shown in figure
ITI, the increase in the average fee is associated, in general, with a higher
relative financial effort for households. In this sense, Catalonia leads the
ranking of regions in terms of the level of effort, which represents 5.8%
of their median income, followed by Madrid with 5.7%. Meanwhile, at the
opposite end of the ranking, the lowest ratio of tuition fees to median

7 Sixth final disposition of Royal Decree-Law 17/2020, of 5 May.
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income is experienced by Galician families with a percentage of 3.4%.
However, with respect to Catalonia, it should be noted that since the
academic year 2012/13, it has mitigated this effort through the so-called
equity grants, which involve applying differentiated prices according to
household income level.

In this way, the system of public prices not only fails to favour
interpersonal equity, but it also damages equity on an inter-territorial
level. Therefore, the system requires a coordinated reflection between
regions to try to ensure that neither type of inequity occurs. A system of
public prices that varies according to the student’s household income,
such as the Catalan equity grants, is a possibility that has only timidly
and occasionally been raised at the national level [e.g. in Consejo de
Universidades and CGPU (2010, p.42) and in Hernandez and Pérez (2019,
p-32)]. As explained in Gil and Carta (2017), designing such a system is
perfectly possible while at the same time respecting the autonomy of each
region. In addition, the experience of the universities’ grant management
units, which can have direct access to data on applicants’ household
income and wealth tax returns, at present makes their implementation
feasible.

Regarding the rest of the grants, when we work in terms of ECU, we
can compare the position of the official poverty line in relation to income
threshold 1 and 2, which are the levels at which the grants programme
is most powerful. This is the novelty of figures V and VI, compared to
other works. We found that, although threshold 1 does not depend on
the household size, it is 13% below the line at which a household is
considered to be at risk of poverty (figure V). This means that the fixed
amount of €1,700 per academic year in 2020/21 does not even reach all
the worst-off households.

Again, threshold 2, like threshold 3, depends on the household size
in terms of ECU. It is below or well below the median (one- and four-
member households), leading to the conclusion that its level is not
particularly generous. In addition, entitlement to a variable amount
because household income does not exceed threshold 2 will also depend
on the student’s academic performance, available budget and the
competitive concurrence of beneficiaries. Perhaps, demanding academic
excellence in family contexts where the conditions for study are not
very or not at all favourable, makes this requirement an added difficulty
compared to the rest of the students.
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Among the regions that establish complementary grants for those
students who more vulnerable (household income below AGE threshold
1), the Valencian Community’s salary grants stand out for the amount
awarded. In figure VI, we saw that, if the AGE grants do not protect
all households at risk of poverty, the salary grants of the Valencian
Community can only be received by students from households with even
lower incomes. In fact, the regional threshold is 49% below the national
poverty line for one-member households and 25% below for households
with four members. Therefore, in the case of the generous Valencian
Community’s salary grants, could also be significant pools of households
in poverty that would not be able to access them.

Finally, the insufficient amounts awarded to the beneficiaries of the
grants should be highlighted. In fact, the average annual support amount
of €2,550.4 (threshold 1) and €1,050.4 (threshold 2), such as those
actually awarded in the academic year 2017/2018 (Hernandez and Pérez,
2019), cannot cover all the costs involved in the decision to continue
studying for a degree. These support amounts represent 29.7% (threshold
1) and 12.2% (threshold 2) of the monthly inter-professional minimum
salary set for 2018. It is not surprising that with this insufficient funding,
grant recipients are forced to spend part of their time doing paid work
to supplement their resources. Thus, it is no longer possible to speak of
equality of conditions and opportunities®.

It is true that the range of grants and financial aimed at preventing
students from dropping out of university does not end here, as both
regions and universities can also provide some additional support to
the students on an ad hoc basis. However, the complexity of the current
support system, which can involve up to three different administrations,
probably discourage applications. This is also caused by the uncertainty
regarding the final amount received and the timing of its resolution. The
deadlines are often too long, as the decision depends on the decision
of the higher administrations, as they are incompatible with each other.
This can mean that, in the end, the universities’ own grants can end up
being awarded nearly one year later at the beginning of the following
academic year, thus failing to cover the student’s needs.

8 Hernandez (2019) shares this opinion, when he estimates that the impact on family income derived
from one of their members continuing with university studies is more than €18,000 for the academic
year 2018/2019. The direct cost represents 8.7% of the total, indirect costs (transport, accommodation
and meals) 42.5% and the opportunity cost 48.8%.
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Final reflections

Given these results, a joint review of the current tuition fees policy and
grants programme is advisable in order to reduce the relative weight
of the subsidy to households that do not need them and to increase
the weight of the grants aimed at the most vulnerable households (by
increasing amounts of support and reducing the financial requirements).
Such a review is all the more appropriate as the recent crisis has brought
about major changes in income distribution, resulting in increased
inequality. The fee review should also be carried out in order to reduce
the unjustifiable dispersion between regions.

In this context, the revision of income thresholds is essential and
should, at least, ensure that all households with incomes below the
poverty line are covered. Moreover, from the poverty line up to the
median national income, the amount of the grant should be modulated
inversely to household income.

When the analytical accounting of universities enables us to know the
cost of the educational service, it would also be advisable to adjust tuition
fees so that they are more realistic, as well as to allow fee-differentiation
related to students’ economic background for fee-paying undergraduates.

With regard to future research, it would be appropriate to assess
the efficiency of extending the network of public university campuses
throughout the country, as opposed to the alternative of promoting a
powerful grants programme to finance the costs of living far from home.
This is the particularly the case in those provinces where the number
of inhabitants makes it difficult to justify the cost of a new campus or
university.

We would also like to stress that it is important to mitigate the
problems of uncertainty and inefficiencies in the grants programme. In
this respect, the AIRef (2019) proposals to create an IT tool as the single
point of access to the state university grants programme. This tool could
help to simplify the processing of applications and to coordinate the
notification of eligibility in the income tax return with the Tax Agency.
The proposal to establish a system for the automatic renewal of grants is
also very interesting.

To end, our results have some limitations that have been pointed out
previously. First, the SILC aggregates all types of grants and scholarships
-whether or not linked to income- in a single variable, which could distort
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the relationship between beneficiaries and household income. Second, it
would be very interesting to be able to overcome the fragmentation of
information on grants from all regions and to analyse their impact.
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