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Abstract: This article analyzes the beneficiary population’s perceptions of the Becas 6000 in
Andalusia (Spain), a pioneering income transfer programme conditional on educational results
limited to post-compulsory secondary school students from very low-income families. A
qualitative strategy based on 33 in-depth interviews was developed. The material was analyzed
following grounded theory procedures. The analyses reveal two main directions. On the one
hand, the perception of scholarships as an instrument of equity in the support of students with
greater economic needs, although their limited coverage and lack of flexibility are questioned. In
addition, the scholarship is seen as a resource that facilitates new investments in education and as
a basic resource at the service of the household economy. On the other hand, scholarships are
seen as an effective instrument to encourage effort and academic performance. In short, the 6000
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scholarship is seen as a good, fair, and necessary resource, combining the principles of equity and
efficiency, the internalization of which by the beneficiary population contributes to their
adherence and commitment to the programme.

Keywords: scholarships; school dropout; education policies; income transfers conditional on
education; qualitative evaluation; Spain

Las tensiones entre la necesidad econémica y el mérito académico: Analisis de las
percepciones sobre la politica de becas 6000 en Andalucia (Espafia)

Resumen: El articulo analiza las percepciones de la poblacion beneficiaria sobre las Becas 6000
en Andalucia (Espafia), un pionero programa de transferencias de rentas condicionadas a
resultados educativos limitado a estudiantes de secundaria postobligatoria procedentes de familias
de muy escasos recursos. Se ha desarrollado una estrategia cualitativa sustentada en 33 entrevistas
en profundidad. El material fue analizado siguiendo procedimientos de la teorfa fundamentada.
Los analisis revelan dos sentidos principales. Por una parte, la percepcion de las becas como un
instrumento de equidad en el apoyo a estudiantes con mayores necesidades econémicas, aunque
se cuestiona su limitada cobertura y escasa flexibilidad. Ademas, la beca se valora como un
recurso facilitador de nuevas inversiones en educaciéon y como un recurso basico al servicio de la
economia doméstica. Por otra parte, las becas se entienden como un instrumento efectivo para
incentivar el esfuerzo y el rendimiento académico. En suma, la beca 6000 se valora como un buen
recurso, solidario, justo y necesario, conjugandose los principios de equidad y eficiencia cuya
interiorizacion por parte de la poblacion beneficiaria contribuye a la adhesiéon y compromiso con
el programa.

Palabras clave: becas; abandono escolar temprano; politicas educativas; transferencias de rentas
condicionadas a la educacion; evaluacién cualitativa; Espafia

Tensdes entre a necessidade econémica e o mérito académico: Analise das percepgodes da
bolsa de estudo 6000 na Andaluzia

Resumo: Este artigo analisa as percepg¢oes da populacio beneficiaria sobre o Becas 6000 na
Andaluzia (Espanha), um programa pioneiro de transferéncia de rendimentos dependente de
resultados educativos limitados aos estudantes do ensino secundario pés-compulsivo de familias
com rendimentos muito baixos. Foi desenvolvida uma estratégia qualitativa baseada em 33
entrevistas aprofundadas. O material foi analisado de acordo com procedimentos tedricos
fundamentados. As analises revelam duas direc¢oes principais. Por um lado, a percepgao das
bolsas de estudo como um instrumento de equidade no apoio aos estudantes com maiores
necessidades econémicas, embora a sua cobertura limitada e falta de flexibilidade sejam postas em
causa. Além disso, a bolsa ¢ vista como um recurso que facilita novos investimentos na educacao
e como um recurso basico ao servico da economia doméstica. Por outro lado, as bolsas de estudo
sa0 vistas como um instrumento eficaz para encorajar o esfor¢o e o desempenho académico. Em
suma, a bolsa de estudo 6000 ¢ vista como um recurso bom, solidério, justo e necessario,
combinando os principios de equidade e eficiéncia, cuja internalizacao pela populacao beneficiaria
contribui para a sua adesdo e compromisso com o programa.

Palavras-chave: bolsas de estudo; abandono escolar precoce; politicas educativas; transferéncias
de rendimentos condicionadas a educacdo; avaliacao qualitativa; Espanha
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Tensions between Economic Need and Academic Merit: Analysis of
Perceptions of the 6000 Scholarship Program in Andalusia (Spain)

Andalusia faces one of the highest rates of early school drop-outs in Spain and all of Europe.
In 2011, this rate reached 32.5%, rising to 37.2% among boys (Institute of Statistics and Cartography
of Andalusia, 2022a). Although this rate has been decreasing and stood at 21.8% in 2020 (26.7%
among boys and 16.7% among gitls), it still falls far short of the 10% target set in the Education and
Training 2020 Strategy. To address the issue of early school leaving’, the Andalusian Regional
Government has been implementing the 6000 Scholarships Program since 2009-2010, aiming to
promote continuity in post-compulsory education for Baccalaureate’ students and Vocational
Training programs from families with very limited resources.

This program is pioneering in comparison to other national scholarship and study aid
programs, as it aligns with the principles of conditional income transfer policies based on educational
outcomes (CITP). It establishes a system of economic incentives contingent upon fulfilling
demanding academic requirements for attendance and academic performance during the school year.
Understanding how the beneficiary population internalizes, interprets, and assesses the program’s
conditions is crucial for comprehending the effectiveness and equity of these types of policies.
Therefore, this article focuses on analyzing the perceptions of the beneficiary population regarding
the 6000 scholarships concerning the program’s operation, purposes, requirements, and effects.
Specifically, it examines the set of often overlapping and conflicting perceptions expressed by both
students and families regarding the different types of economic and academic conditions that
determine access to, and maintenance of, the scholarship.

The 6000 Scholarship: Objectives, Functioning and Reach

The 6000 Scholarships Program aims to promote continuity in post-compulsory education
for Baccalaureate students and Vocational Training programs from families with very limited
resources through a system of economic incentives. These incentives are in addition to those
established in the national scholarship system, which must be applied for simultaneously. A
maximum of 6000 euros can be awarded. The granting of the aid is contingent upon meeting specific
economic and academic requirements of the autonomous program throughout the school year.
Economically, the income limits required to access the 6000 scholarships are much more restrictive
than those for pre-university general scholarships. In the 2010-11 call, less than 7,306.5 euros were
required for a family of four members, compared to the 13,909 euros established for general
scholarships. This is half the income required to qualify for a general regimen scholarship and, above
all, well below the poverty threshold in Andalusia, set at 12,801.6 euros annually for the same type of
household (Observatorio de la Infancia de Andalucia, 2013). Therefore, the 6000 scholarships are
targeted at the most disadvantaged economic sectors with a higher risk of early school leaving.
Academically, unlike those who only receive general scholarships, the receipt of the autonomous
supplement provided for 6000-euro scholarship recipients is contingent upon regular class
attendance, passing all subjects in each quarterly evaluation, and not engaging in employment

* Barly School Leaving (ESL) is an indicator used by the EU to monitor the educational improvement of its
member countries. The dropout rate refers to the percentage of individuals between 18 and 24 years old who
are not in education or have not attained a post-obligatory education degree.

? Translator's note: the word Baccalaureate is used to translate Bachiller, which is a general education
secondary program in Spain running from year 11 to year 12, after compulsory education is completed and is
seen as part of the entrance process to higher education.
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activities (Junta de Andalucia, 2011; Luzén & Torres, 2015). The aid is disbursed in different
payments throughout the course based on satisfactory progress in the quarterly evaluations. The
scholarship, if suspended in any quarter, can be reinstated if the following evaluation is successfully
passed. To qualify for scholarship renewal in the following academic year, complete advancement in
the previous year’s course and progress in the educational system are required, while applicants must
not be registered as job seekers. The 6000 scholarship can be received if all requirements are met
during the two years of post-compulsory secondary education, whether in the Baccalaureate mode (a
mode of education composed of different branches that aims to prepare for higher education) or in
the Vocational Training mode (geared towards acquiring technical skills and enabling access to
Higher Vocational Degrees)*.

Since its implementation until 2019-2020, the 6000 Scholarships program has experienced
significant expansion, especially from 2016-17 onwards, benefiting 76,984 students (60% girls and
40% boys) (Figure 1) (Institute of Statistics and Cartography of Andalusia, 2022b). Alongside the
program’s notable feminization, there is an increase in the population of foreign migrant origin
(Jiménez et al., 2015), a trend towards rural areas with 37% of beneficiaries residing in municipalities
with fewer than 20,000 inhabitants, and a prevalence of Baccalaureate students (78%) compared to
intermediate vocational training cycles (24%; Rio & Jiménez, 2014).

Graphic 1
Evolution of the Number of Beneficiary Students of the 6000 Scholarships
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* Data not available disaggregated by gender.
Source: Own elaboration based on Scholarship and Study Aid Statistics from the Institute of Statistics and
Cartography of Andalusia.

* For more details about the education system in Spain, please visit the website of the Ministry of Education
and Vocational Training: https://educagob.educacionyfp.gob.es/sistema-educativo.html
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The implementation of the 6000 scholarship, followed by other similar autonomous
programs aimed at providing economic incentives for returning to the education system’, allows for
the evaluation and discussion of the role of such policies within the strategy to combat early school
leaving. While Targeted Conditional Cash Transfer (CCT) programs are still emerging experiences in
Spain, they have been widely applied and evaluated in Latin American countries such as the Mexican
Progresa-Oportunidades and the Brazilian Bo/sa Escola, as well as in the United States with Opportunity
NYC and in the United Kingdom with the Educational Maintenance Award (recently discontinued in
England, but maintained in Northern Ireland, Wales, and Scotland). These experiences, alongside
sporadic cases in France and Eastern European countries (Cecchini y Madariaga, 2011; Rodriguez-
Planas, 2012; Slavin, 2010). They have been subject to various evaluations demonstrating that these
programs, albeit not without controversies and limitations, can contribute to retention, educational
continuity, improved graduation rates, and academic performance among the beneficiary population
(Middleton et al., 2005; Reimers et al., 20006; Riccio et al., 2010; Slavin, 2010; Valencia, 2008).

Analyzing these types of Targeted Conditional Cash Transfer (TCCT) policies, which
combine focused selection procedures for vulnerable groups with conditioned economic incentives,
provides an opportunity to gather data that enriches the ongoing debate—particularly intensified in
Spain following the reform of the general scholarship system—regarding the most efficient and
equitable conditions for distributing these resources (Baum et al., 2008; Doyle, 2006; Heller y Marin,
2002). A fundamental aspect of this debate, often distorted by prejudices about aid recipients and
regressive redistributive attitudes, revolves around whether scholarships should primarily promote
equal educational opportunities for socioeconomically disadvantaged youth or, alternatively,
transform into instruments to encourage academic excellence, as argued by the Ministry of
Education of the previous conservative Spanish government when advocating changes that
intensified academic criteria for accessing and retaining general scholarships. (Spanish government,
2012, 2013; Rio, 2020)

Furthermore, faced with the most to the more typical quantitative evaluations of TCCT
policies’ impact (Andrada et al., 2019; Cecchini y Madariaga, 2011; Edo et al., 2017; Reimers et al.,
20006; Rodriguez-Planas, 2012; Serio y Herrera, 2021; Slavin, 2010; Valencia, 2008), analyzing the
experiences and perceptions of participants in these programs can help identify and understand key
factors influencing the success of these approaches. This includes unconsidered factors that hinder
compliance with program requirements, as well as how the population accesses information, values
the objectives, and views the procedures of the policy. (Adato, 2000; Dobson et al., 2003; Greenberg
et al., 2011; Knight y White, 2003; Legard et al., 2001).

Compared to research results in other countries (Dobson et al., 2003; Escobar and Gonzilez
de la Rocha, 2002; Garcia et al. 2019; Greenberg et al., 2011, Glutz, 2006; Knight and White, 2003;
Legard et al., 2001) studies on scholarship policies in Spain - dominated by education economists
specializing in measuring final impacts of different programs- suffer instead from analysis on the
processes that produce quantified outputs, This is, about what are the transformations in the
strategies, practices and student subjectivities triggered by access to scholarships contingent on
academic results.

> In Andalusia, the launch of the Adriano Program stands out, offering a grant of 1,500 euros and aimed at
promoting the educational continuity of students in Baccalaureate and Intermediate Vocational Training from
low-income backgrounds. Additionally, the Second Chance Program has been initiated, targeting the
reintegration of young individuals who prematurely left the education system.

In Extremadura, the 18-25 Program has been implemented, providing incentives for the attainment of the
Compulsory Secondary Education (ESO) diploma in that autonomous community.
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There are even greater knowledge gaps related to other questions addressed in this article,
which provide insights for the effective implementation of educational policies. For instance, what
are the consequences of being administratively designated as a scholarship recipient on the identities
of young students from low-income backgrounds? How does the new role of a scholarship recipient
along with the commitments and demands it entails, affect student perceptions of equity and
efficiency in the education system? How does becoming a scholarship recipient impact one’s self-
perception as a student and the perception of academic success? What rationalizations arise from
student successes and failures in maintaining essential support? By considering student and parental
perceptions, we aim to contribute to understanding how the population evaluates policies in which
they are included but often sidelined—that is, without recognizing and taking into account their
experienced perceptions, which could aid both the social acceptance of the measures taken and the
more effective reorientation of educational policies.

bl

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative methodology based on 33 in-depth interviews: 25 with
scholarship recipient students and 8 joint interviews with their parents. Qualitative strategies, as
developed here, have proven to be useful and irreplaceable for revealing and collecting information
about attitudes, motivations, values, beliefs, and aspirations of the target groups of public policies
(Vifas, 2001; Yanow, 2017).

The sample of students was constructed using intentional and structural criteria based on
data provided by the General Directorate of Participation and Educational Innovation of the
Andalusian Regional Government, utilizing records of 6000 scholarship recipients for the academic
years 2009/2010 and 2010/2011. The sample was structured according to gender, type of studies,
academic year, habitat, and nationality. Different patterns of academic performance among the
participating students were also taken into account (See Chart 1).

Chart 1
Sociodemographic and Aademic Characteristics of Interviewed Student Beneficiaries of the 6000 Scholarship

Characteristics " %
Sex Women 13 52
Men 12 48
Municipality size Less than 20.000 inhabitants 12 48
Between 20.000 and 100.000 inhabitants 7 28
More than 100.000 inhabitants 6 24
Nationality Spanish 23 92
Foreign 2 8
Type of Studies Baccalaureate 19 76
Vocational training program 6 24
Municipality size Less than 20.000 inhabitants 12 48

Between 20.000 and 100.000 inhabitants 7 28
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Characteristics " %
More than 100.000 inhabitants 6 24
Year First year 8 32
Second year 17 68
Academic Performance All subjects passed 15 60
(Subjects passed at the end of . .
One or two failed subjects 7 28
the year)
Three or more failed subjects 3 12

Source: Own elaboration.

The interviews with parents, despite sharing similar income thresholds, were diversified to
include informants from different types of family structures, various employment situations, and
distinct habitats. Accessing and contacting scholarship recipient students and their families primarily
occurred through educational institutions (55%) and research personnel networks (35%). Other
alternative contact methods were also considered, such as utilizing social services institutions and
professionals (5%) and social media and the internet (5%), but these avenues proved to be less
productive.

The fieldwork took place between October 2010 and December 2011, coinciding with the
initial implementation of the program. This provided a significant opportunity to examine the
perceptions and initial expectations of the pioneer batches of student beneficiaries. The interview
process extended into the 2012-13 academic year, precisely when the reform of the general
scholarship system for post-compulsory studies was being proposed’, debated, and implemented by
the central government. This extended fieldwork period enabled the examination of not only the
trajectories of the 6000 scholarship recipients at the university level but also their perceptions
regarding the new academic requirements introduced by the central government.

During the interviews, exploration was conducted into the students’ previous and
subsequent educational paths and challenges, their families’ knowledge and evaluations of the
program’s functioning, conditions, and objectives, as well as the practices and expectations of both
parties regarding education and employment. The role of retaining or losing the scholarship within
the dilemma of balancing studies and work, as well as intergenerational solidarities, was especially
probed.

For organizing and coding the material, the Atlas.ti v.7 program was utilized. The analysis
involved a combination of deductive-inductive processes, applying procedures from grounded
theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Initial analysis categories were determined based on research
objectives, structured along the dimensions outlined in Table 2.

As the analysis progressed, new emergent categories regarding different perceptions of the
6000 scholarship were identified. Finally, these categories were organized through selective coding
around two central categories: scholarships as a means of equal educational opportunity and
scholarships as instruments for academic achievement.

% These requirements entail, at university levels, the need for an average grade of 5.5 for tuition fee exemption
and 6.5 for components linked to income. These new requirements also impact the 6000 Scholarships
program starting from the 2012-13 academic year, as they now require, in addition to the specific criteria of
the call, a grade of 5.5 in the fourth year of Compulsory Secondary Education or the entrance exam to be
eligible for the scholarship.
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Chart 2

Categories Used for the Analysis of the Perceptions of the Beneficiary Population regarding the Purpose, Functioning,
and Efffects of the 6000 Scholarship program.

Dimensions de Initial Categories of Analysis Emergent Central
Analysis Categories Categories
Purpose and Purpose of the scholarship
Conditions of the . L
6000 Scholarship Understa.ndmg apfl Appreciation of

Economic Conditions .

Opportunity
Understanding and Appreciation of Salary A. Scholarships as

Functioning of the
6000 Scholarship

Effects of the 6000
Scholarship

Uses

Academic Conditions

Experiences Regarding the
Application, Approval, and

Disbursement Process

Experiences Related to the
Suspension and/or Loss of the
Scholarship

Effects on School Behaviors

Effects on the Study/Work
dilemma

Effects on school expectations

Priority and Legitimate Uses of the
Scholarship

Present uses

Future uses

Contribution to
household economy

Contract with Society

Motivator-Extra
stress

Recognition - Reward
for Performance and
Merit

Unconditional right
linked to situations of
need

Gift

a Means for
Equality of
Opportunities

B. Scholarships as
a Tool for
Academic
Effort/Achieveme
nt

Source: Data collected by authors.

Results

Scholarships as a Means for Equal Educational Opportunities

The perceptions of the 6000 scholarships as an economic resource manifest in a collection of
discursive positions that converge on their decisive role in generating and equalizing opportunities
that would be missed otherwise. Far from being rewards that could be forfeited without significant
consequences, the scholarships serve various individual and familial purposes and projects that
would be unattainable without their existence, especially in a context of economic crisis and family
impoverishment. Such circumstances are well understood by students who have been socialized

under the principle of scarcity. On one hand, the scholarship is seen as a savings opportunity for the
future, enabling future educational prospects and even university attendance. On the other hand, the
assistance is perceived as an opportunity that allows the avoidance of deviation to work options,
thereby enhancing students’ conditions in academic pursuits that the scholarship reinforces. Beyond
being an essential resource for individual endeavors, the scholarship is viewed as a legitimate means
to address family needs and deficiencies extending beyond the scope of covering educational
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expenses for the beneficiary children. Moreover, the scholarship is valued as a facilitator of new
educational investments that contribute to improving academic performance and, consequently,
expanding the opportunities to compete for future scholarships, thereby sustaining participation in
the education system (See Chart 3).

Chart 3
Perceptions of the 6000 Scholarship Associated with Equal Educational Opportunities

‘ Projection into the educational future |

. NO jo_b . Cover current educational expenses Relief for.' the household economy
Exclusive dedication to studies — | New and increased educational investments || Reduction of the sense of debt
Legitimization of the student role / /

CORRESPONDING
TO THE FAMILY

| _—

The 6000 Scholarships Program as a means
of equal educational opportunities

OPPORTUNITY SALARY

Unwanted aid for the poor
Source of stigma

Source: Data collected by authors.

“To enable those who need it the most to study”: Perceptions of the purpose and
redistributive scope of the program and its economic conditions

The beneficiary population expresses a clear familiarity and internalization of the objectives
of the 6000 scholarships as aids to facilitate financially disadvantaged students’ continuation of their
studies “without difficulties,” as they are compensated for the indirect costs and opportunity costs
associated with post-compulsory education. However, while equity is the most valued function, the
scholarships are also attributed importance as an efficient investment. They contribute not only to
avoiding the social selection of students (the principle of equity) but also to preventing a society
from wasting human capital (“perhaps very good students”) due to individual resource deficiencies
hindering educational pursuits (the principle of efficiency):

I think it’s great; there are many kids who have to stop studying at 16 because the

economy is really bad, especially in smaller towns, and in those cases, very good

students might be wasted. (Father of B2, pensioner)

It’s a scholarship that aims to help you keep studying, so students in secondary
education wouldn’t stop and continue in the Baccalaureate... So they don’t have to
enter the workforce but can continue studying and pursue higher education or the
like. (B17, male, 2nd year of Vocational Training in Informatics)
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The notion that scholarships should be focused on those who “need them the most” is also
shared. However, the limited coverage of the scholarships and the inflexibility in the administrative
criteria for assessing the economic needs of applicants are questioned. This could lead to the
exclusion of other students who “also need it”:

Also regarding the requirements, well, they shouldn’t be so strict regarding the

money. I mentioned it before, they shouldn’t ask for so many things. They can ask

about income, but they shouldn’t require a mother to earn 500 euros, you know? If

it’s 1,000 euros, they should be aware that there are expenses like electricity, garbage,

insurance, various things, costs they should be aware of... [...] That’s what I would

change. (B3, female, 1st year of Baccalaureate)

The broad acceptance of the scholarship’s purpose as an opportunity and assistance for
needy students and households is followed by a recurring rejection of cases labeled as “fraud.”
However, the information regarding these “fraudulent cases” is often stereotypical or imprecise. In
response to these “fraudulent cases,” there is a demand for greater control to ensure that the
assistance reaches those who “truly need it” and are willing to take advantage of the limited
opportunities provided by the administration to a select few. Thus, through the rejection of cases of
supposed fraud, differentiations emerge between more and less legitimate scholarship recipients:

Both of us, because we’re under the agricultural regime, we’re receiving

unemployment benefits, we don’t have much money, but we make ends meet.

However, there are people whose father is a builder, whose mother has this or that,

so, much more money is coming into that household, even double the amount

coming into mine. And yet, that child, whose only income might be the

grandmother’s pension or the father’s unemployment benefits, that child is given the

scholarship even if they don’t truly need it, while the one who genuinely needs it,

whose income is fully declared and adheres to the law, doesn’t receive it. (Mother of

B2, farm laborer)

The idea that the scholarship is primarily justified by the economic need of the applicants is
evident in the significant reluctance to perceive it, despite being the best-paid scholarship in the
state, as a source of pride or something to boast about. Moreover, in some cases, especially among
students whose families have experienced unforeseen impoverishment, the scholarship can even be
seen as a source of stigma:

I’m not proud either because right now, I hope my parents wouldn’t need any

scholarships, they could pay for my education themselves if they had the money, but

I received this scholarship because it’s necessary.” (B1, female, 2nd year of

Baccalaureate in Sciences)

I felt a bit offended because they usually give the 6000 Scholarship to low-income
families, so they see you as poor... And me, I mean, my situation might have been
low, but I wasn’t really poor, so I felt a bit... inferior.” (B12, male, 1st year of
Baccalaureate in Sciences)

“An Opportunity that Cannot Be Missed”: The Role of the Scholarship in Sustaining
Desired Study Conditions

In general, the scholarship is perceived as “a salary” that, while preventing beneficiary students
from “having to work,” legitimizes the role of full-time students. It allows for savings for future



Education Policy Analysis Archives, 1'ol. 31 No. 26 11

studies and relieves families of educational expenses, which are usually experienced as collective-
family sacrifices. These deferred benefits, however, serve individual student purposes and are not
shared among the family group. The perception of the scholarship as a substitute for the income
generated by employment is common among students whose parents are chronically unemployed at
advanced ages or who head single-parent households. These family situations, which are most
common among scholarship recipients, can promote youth diversion from education toward work
alternatives to address economic needs. This also serves as a way to restore a certain balance in the
structure of family rights and responsibilities:

With the crisis, my father became unemployed, and at that moment, if they hadn’t

given me the scholarship, I wouldn’t have been able to come to study. I would have

had to start working... At least in my case, without the scholarship, I wouldn’t have

any options to study. (B22, female, 1st year of degree in Social Sciences)

I hope to live next year without having to work, thanks to the scholarship... If they
don’t grant it to me, well then, I’ll have to find a job... That would be detrimental to
my studies, I mean, besides taking up my time, where would I work? (B14, female,
2nd year of Baccalaureate in Technology / 1st year of degree in Engineering)

The granting and maintenance of the scholarship, in addition to resolving the dilemma
between studying and working, also leads to greater “autonomy’ and reduces the perception of
being a “burden’:

It’s not that I feel like a burden, but I just don’t want to be a burden. Where will my
parents get the money? I don’t want them to feel bad because I can’t study.” (B23,
female, 1st year of degree in Social Sciences)

Moreover, the widespread perception of the scholarship as a “fundamental” and essential
opportunity to continue studying is also related to the preferred uses of scholarship funds, which are
generally dedicated to covering educational expenses. Among students in Vocational Training
programs in rural areas, who are disadvantaged due to a lack of educational offerings in their
localities, expenses are often incurred due to transportation or accommodation, which are covered
by the scholarship. Conversely, students in Baccalaureate programs often invest their scholarship
money in technology, school supplies, and additional tutoring to strengthen their academic
performance. For those who aspire to attend university, the scholarship is perceived as a source of
savings (“money that is not to be touched”) to at least start the desired university degree, even if it
requires relocation. Despite the sometimes divergent educational aspirations of young students and
the more cautious preferences of their parents regarding university studies, the trajectory of 6000
scholarship recipients who continued on to university confirms these effects:

I saw the university... The doors to the university were opened for me. It was
fundamental to be able to continue studying because I don’t have the means, and 1
would have had to work... I truly don’t even want to imagine it, but it would have
been quite complicated.” (B14, female, 2nd year of Baccalaureate in Technology /
Ist year of degree in Engineering)

The appreciation of the scholarship as an essential means for future educational projects is
also shared by parents, especially mothers. Even in situations of severe material deprivation, as
experienced in these households, mothers prioritize saving the scholarship money “so they can
continue studying’:
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We’ve saved them for them to continue studying. She still has last year’s scholarship.
And this year, if it comes, she’ll have it to continue studying, in case she has to go to
Seville, has to pay for an apartment, transportation, food... Well, she needs it... that
money is for the future, for her to continue studying. (Mother of B1, farm laborer /
unemployed hospitality worker)

“It’s money for my family, for whatever is needed”: The Scholarship as a Contribution to the
Household Economy that Alleviates Feelings of Debt

The perception of the scholarship as an individual opportunity that allows and will allow
studying—without having to engage in activities deemed deviant and undesirable—coexists in a
relatively non-conflicting manner with another perception. This perception is that it is “fair” that the
scholarship money, which is essential for individual projects, should also be automatically available
and ““at any time it is needed” to support the household economy:

For two years (of the scholarship), it automatically went to my parents because my
father was unemployed, he was self-employed, he went bankrupt |[...], he had hit rock
bottom and so those 6,000 euros, “I told him ‘they’re for you directly.” (B21, male,
1st year of degree in Social Sciences)

Female students, especially, see their increased opportunities for dedication to their studies and
the maintenance of scholarships that facilitate their continuation as the only means to avoid
repeating and compensating for the trajectories of their parents. This is especially relevant for
mothers who have followed misguided paths, absorbed by a marital and parenting project to which
they were devoted without seriously considering the possibility of qualifying for economic
independence from men, while men were present, or when they declared themselves absent from
their contributory responsibilities. This maternal experience of vulnerability, abandonment, and
female impoverishment fosters a strong gender solidarity between mothers and daughters:

I’ve told her many times, I told her this summer: “Mom, let me work somewhere.”
“No, no, study, study, study.” She doesn’t let me help, so... I wanted to give private
lessons to a young child, one of those in primary school, I don’t know, at least to
make a little money, and always for my mother, because I won’t keep anything, I
want my mother to manage it, and for her to do whatever she wants with it, I want
to help her so that she knows she has me for something, do you understand? That
she’s not alone... (B3, female, 1st year of Baccalaureate)

The wide acceptance of the scholarship as a resource for other family needs is supported by
two factors. On one hand, there is a belief that a contract of trust between parents and children will
prevail in all matters related to the scholarship, characterized by shared responsibility and a
commitment to the principle of scarcity. Both parties are involved in using the money for “whatever
is needed” rather than for “frivolities and such,” which neither students nor families can afford.

My mother: “The scholarship is off-limits! The scholarship is for studying, I’ll buy

you clothes when I can, and if I need to, I'll take a little from you, and I’ll give it back

when your father gets paid.” She did touch that... But then for buying indulgences

and such, no, no. (B20, female, 1st year of degree in Law)

So, the scholarship money, we didn’t use it for the household, no matter how tight
things got... and if we had to use it, if there was a moment when things were very
bad, very bad, very bad, and we had to use it, then we would pay it back... For
example, the money he earns, he’s in a music band, or the money M.C. earns in the



Education Policy Analysis Archives, 1'ol. 31 No. 26 13

music band, it’s theirs. It all goes to the same account as the scholarships... I keep an
eye on their bank book so they don’t lose control, but the money they earn is for
them, and I can tell them to be mindful of their money and to spend it only on
what’s strictly necessary... (Mother of B2, farm laborer)

These contracts wouldn’t be a novel consequence of receiving the scholarship. The trust
revealed and expressed between parents and children regarding the legitimate use of scholarship
money is consistent with the trust that already exists in families like these concerning educational
commitments and aspirations (Martin Criado et al., 2000).

It’s more pressure for him to study, so he doesn’t have any left. The faults say that

they also influence the scholarship, the faults that I do not go to the institute [...] The

day she arrived with the mathematics suspense, man, I did not like it very well,

because I know that she is able to take them out. And I’'m saying, “C., you have to do

a little bit of your part.” (B1’s mother, a day laborer/unemployed hotel worker)

Moreover, the perception of the scholarship as a legitimate resource to support
intergenerational solidarity and family needs—rather than only serving individual projects and
needs—is influenced by the intense feelings of debt that characterize the relationship between these
young students of limited means and their families. These students are far removed from the
misguided notions that all young people from different social classes consider dependence on their
families a natural right, at least while they are studying (Bourdieu, 1998; Rio et al., 2015). By shifting
from being financially supported to becoming potential or actual contributors, scholarship recipients
neutralize the weight of guilt and debt towards their families. They feel that they are in a position to
reciprocate and liberate themselves from the “burden” of parental “sacrifice.” This improves their
self-perception as productive individuals in households with “many needs.” On the other hand,
when the scholarship is “not obtained” or is “lost,” feelings of debt grow, and the sense is that
individual and familial opportunities have been “wasted’:

I think I’'ve disappointed my mother because I didn’t make enough effort this

quarter, and I thought I would fail in just two subjects, but I failed in five... because I

know we need the money, and I took it and wasted it fooling around. (B3, female,

1st year of Baccalaureate in Social Sciences)

Scholarships as an Instrument to Encourage Effort and Academic Achievement

In addition to being an opportunity that must not be missed, scholarships are also valued by
families and students as a suitable, fair, effective, and necessary instrument to encourage effort.
Different perceptions, not mutually exclusive and often ovetlapping, are identified regarding the
obligations set by their academic conditions and their effects on student effort and the identity of the
scholarship recipients (See Chart 4).
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Chart 4

Perceptions of the 6000 scholarships in relation to acadenic performance and academic conditionality
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“A Contract with Society”: Perceptions of Academic Conditionality to Preserve
Assistance

The value of effort that the Beca 6000 scholarship program seeks to convey—the
institutional slogan of the program is actually “You put in the effort, we provide the resources”—
aligns with prevailing perceptions of fairness among the beneficiary population regarding the
conditions to be met to receive the formally granted aid. The conversion into a scholarship recipient
is generally experienced not only as an opportunity legitimized by the economic needs and
deficiencies of the applicants but also as the establishment of a just “contract with society.” This
contract is seen as requiring a multiplication of student effort (“you have to prove that you deserve
it,” “you ask for something and you have to give something in return,” “you have to work for it, it’s
not just given to you”). The high amount of the scholarship, the highest paid by the state,
contributes to the acceptance of the new academic conditions introduced by the 6000 scholarship,
compared to other “much less demanding scholarships,” like the general scholarships before their
reform. This idea of alignment with the public ends up justifying even resigned attitudes from those
who have lost or feel they are about to lose the scholarship for “not fulfilling” their part of the
contract:

It’s money given to me by the State, and it imposes the rules itself, so if they tell me:

‘You have one left,” and they don’t give it to me because I have one left, no matter

how much I complain, it’s my fault for what happened. (B11, male, 2nd year of

Baccalaureate in Social Sciences)

While there is little questioning of conditioning the scholarship on demonstrating effort and
academic results, there are diverse positions regarding the adequacy of the academic requirements
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imposed by the administration. On the one hand, high-achieving students, who generally express a
strong adherence to the ideology of academic gifts and merits, are the ones who declare the highest
degree of agreement. Even excellent students may find the level of academic demand to preserve the
scholarship too low, not understanding why “so little is required” and demanding that the high-
achieving sector of scholarship recipients be differentially rewarded, for example, through excellence
bonuses, something contemplated in other programs like the EMA (Dobson et al., 2003). On the
other hand, the sector of students whose scholarship is at risk, despite increasing their efforts and
commitments to schooling as scholarship recipients, seeks greater flexibility in the criteria for
measuring academic effort and more assessment opportunities (“give us some leeway”) to neutralize
the influence of factors beyond their control (such as poor teaching and assessment practices or the
greater difficulty of certain cycles or branches of study). They seek the ability to meet the established
requirements without feeling overwhelmed by dependence on final evaluations. Despite these
limitations, the rigorous criteria of the 6000 scholarship are considered “logical” and proportionate
to their amount. This assessment contrasts with the rejection of the new requirements introduced by
the central government for access to and preservation of university scholarships, emphasizing the
new and greater difficulties posed by undergraduate studies along with the increased costs associated
with them, exacerbated by the rise in university fees:

The circumstances are not the same... You get to the university, and your tuition

costs 3,000€, each book for 10 subjects costs 30 euros... It’s just not comparable, and

also here [at the university] you take one exam and your whole grade depends on it,

and there [in high school] if you don’t pass in the first term, you have the second

one, and if not, the third one. You have chances to recover. (B22, female, 1st year of

Social Sciences Degree)

The Scholarship: Entitlement for being poor or a gift...?

Although the prevailing view of the scholarship is that of a contract with society, other very
minority perceptions have been identified, mainly present among students with erratic trajectories
and/or those whose scholarship is at risk or definitively lost. On one hand, in very few cases where
an assistentialist logic has been deeply ingrained due to a longstanding tradition of family subsidies,
the scholarship is understood more as a right that one has when experiencing deprivation or
vulnerability (“I am entitled to it because my family is in need,” “because my father is unemployed,”
or “because he is a pensioner”). This idea also emerges in discourse when scholarship recipients,
especially when the scholarship is suspended or definitively lost, advocate for prioritizing economic
requirements over academic ones, considering it unfair “to have the scholarship taken away when it’s
still needed at home.”

On the other hand, and in very exceptional cases, when a pattern of academic failure and
repeated courses coincides with the absence of feelings of scarcity—Ilikely because the economic
conditions of their households are not as precarious or vulnerable as those of other scholarship
recipients—the scholarship is perceived as a gift “for enrolling in high school.” These are students
who typically anticipate the loss of the scholarship as a result of their poor academic performance
even in the first quarter, and therefore, they do not experience any tension regarding its loss (“if it’s
lost, it’s not a big deal”), as it’s not seen as a necessary resource for their households either.’

" These situations would not affect the efficiency of the program, as the first payment of the scholarship
would correspond to the general components of the Ministry of Education scholarship, which are accessed
based on the economic thresholds of families, and starting from the latest reforms of the general post-
obligatory scholarship system, based on the average grade obtained in ESO.
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The Scholarship as Added Pressure and Source of Additional Stress

Despite the fact that the scholarship offers new opportunities for most of the beneficiary
students to continue their studies, the conditionality of the 6000 scholarship introduces new
tensions, obligations, and responsibilities that add to their already highly demanding and pressured
student experiences. This is interpreted as an additional source of stress and something that
sometimes would be preferred not to have (as is the case with scholarship recipients who are “fed up
with the scholarship”), if it weren’t for the economic constraints of their families:

“I saw myself capable, but the scholarship is very stressful, because apart from the
pressure from teachers, I’'m studying, and then my mother comes and tells me: ‘If
you don’t pass, they’ll take away the scholarship.” And I’'m studying, and I start
thinking: ‘Okay, I need to study because I have to pass, otherwise they’ll take away
the money.” And it stresses me out a lot.” (B2, female, 2nd year of Humanities)

The conditional nature of the scholarship also leads to greater parental control over their
studies to ensure that they “pass by any means”:

“It’s more pressure for her to study, so that she doesn’t fail any subjects. [...] And I

tell her: “You need to make a little effort.” Because many things influence it: not

having to repeat a subject or two, and the scholarship. Losing the scholarship would

mean losing a year, if she were to fail one or two subjects. A year of expenses and a

year of everything.” (Mother of B1, laborer/unemployed hospitality worker)

These tensions to maintain the resource also result in increased effort from the 6000
scholarship recipients, although this effort varies depending on their academic trajectory and the
level of risk/security the scholarship is in throughout the academic year.

Among students who already exhibited high self-demand and academic performance, the scholarship
does not seem to impose additional demands on their dedication to school:

“I study a little more because I’'m a scholarship recipient, but there isn’t that much of

a difference because I'm a very competitive person, I always want to be the best.”

(B21, male, 1st year of Social Sciences degree)

It is especially among students who face a retained scholarship due to a failing grade in a
particular quarter, which could be recoverable in subsequent evaluations, that a greater
intensification of effort is expressed:

“I haven’t given them the impression that I need the scholarship because I haven’t
studied enough, but I know that I need it, so I’'m going to put in my maximum effort
now and I'm stepping up my game because I think: “They might take it away from

2>

me.”” (B3, female, 1st year of Social Sciences degree)

Thus, new study strategies (dedicating more time to studying, sacrificing leisure time
and sleep hours...) and reinforcement strategies (“I want a private tutor, I can’t wait for the
grades”) are proposed to recover the subjects that need improvement and thus regain the
scholarship.

The Scholarship as a Source of Pride

The high demands set for the preservation and full receipt of the scholarships also have
effects on students’ identity and self-esteem. It’s common, especially among scholarship recipients
with excellent academic trajectories, to perceive the scholarship as a reward or prize for their
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previous achievements (“I got it because of my good grades,” “they are rewarding me for my
studies”). Maintaining a scholarship that requires continuous effort and high academic standards is
viewed with pride, and only a few students manage to do so (“those who are worth it”). This
perception is often used by 6000 scholarship recipients to legitimize their status in comparison to
their school peers who might downplay their situation as a privilege (“I didn’t just luck into the
scholarship, I earned it”).

Scholarship recipients view themselves and position themselves against others as a type of
student who is particularly legitimate, for whom the scholarship represents an additional source of
stress that their other, more socially fortunate, peers are exempt from. There’s a tendency to
question the level of commitment and sacrifice for studies among those peers. At the same time,
there’s a competitive identification among scholarship recipients when they question whether some
of their peers might not be putting in enough effort and thus wasting the educational opportunity
that the scholarship provides:

There were a lot of people who would take the scholarship, then not attend classes,

but they wouldn’t ‘drop out’ to avoid losing the scholarship [...] They shouldn’t have

been given it. I don’t think it’s fair that we’re studying, working hard to pass, and

many people didn’t get the scholarship even though they needed it, and then people

come in, without studying or anything, to take the money and then leave. No, that’s

not right.” (B2, female, 2nd year of Humanities)

This reflects a struggle for social value among individuals in the same condition, expressed in
terms of more legitimate scholarship recipients, who are often treated worse, versus less legitimate
scholarship recipients, who might need stricter control.

Conclusions

The specific features in the conception and functioning of the 6000 scholarships make their
analysis particularly relevant for the debate on more equitable and effective conditions for providing
study aid to economically disadvantaged groups.

The analysis of the perceptions of the beneficiary population reveals that the 6000
scholarship is valued as a good, supportive, fair, and necessary resource. It is appreciated for
targeting the least privileged social sectors and for being aimed at students with good academic
performance.

On one hand, the criterion of equity is expressed in the widely shared perception that the
scholarship provides an opportunity for students with very limited resources to realize their present
and future educational aspirations, as well as to alleviate economic constraints in their households
and be able to commit to being full-time students. Studies of other similar programs have also found
an increase in expectations and material possibilities to continue studying and reach university
among those who managed to retain the scholarship throughout previous academic years (Dobson
et al., 2003; Garcia et al., 2019; Greenberg et al., 2011; Knight & White, 2003; Legard et al., 2001).

On the other hand, the efficient use of resources is largely ensured through the program’s
design by incorporating demanding academic requirements that incentivize continuous academic
effort. These requirements are widely accepted and internalized by the scholarship recipients, as we
have seen. Available quantitative evaluations of similar CCT programs also show an impact on
improving performance, though this varies based on gender, age, or school trajectory (Middleton et
al., 2005; Riccio et al., 2010). This analysis provides new insights into how the scholarship represents
an additional source of pressure, which triggers an intensification of effort and academic
commitment, particularly among students whose scholarship might be at risk at some point during



Tensions between econonzic need and academric merit 18

the academic year. Additionally, it solidifies motivations and expectations related to education.
Therefore, the impact of these programs cannot be solely reduced to grade improvement (Rio &
Jimenez, 2014). They also generate changes in attitudes and behaviors towards schooling, enhancing
the security, involvement, and self-esteem of scholarship recipients, as also indicated by other studies
(Dobson et al. 2003; Knight & White, 2003).

Nevertheless, the analysis of perceptions about the 6000 scholarship also reveals limitations
and areas for improvement in their functioning. Families and students express awareness and
understanding of the program’s goals, but misinformation and doubts about the administrative
procedures for accessing the resource are frequent. This erodes the perception of the program’s
fairness and generates feelings of unfair treatment. These problems have also been identified in other
focused aid programs (Adato, 2000; Calder6n & Martinez, 2008). Thus, while the academic
preservation criteria of the scholarship are accepted as necessary and fair, there’s a demand for
flexibility in the measurement of academic performance, incorporating more opportunities to regain
the scholarship, and a more nuanced structure of the economic components of the scholarship
based on academic achievement.

Despite these critical evaluations, compliance with the academic requirements set by the
6000 scholarship contrasts with the widespread opposition and criticism from 6000 scholarship
recipients who subsequently entered university to the new access and maintenance criteria for
scholarships (both university and pre-university) imposed by the conservative Spanish government
during a period of economic hardship. Those changes, which raised the requirements for accessing
and maintaining scholarships, were seen by former 6000 scholarship recipients and later university
students as obstacles and sources of insecurity that threatened their already fragile educational
trajectories. In fact, some studies warned about the discouraging and excluding effects of that reform
(Hernandez Armenteros & Pérez Garcia, 2014; Herrera, 2019; Langa, 2019; Rio et al., 2015), which
has now been abolished in Spain (Rio-Ruiz, 2020).

In summary, understanding how target populations of programs like the 6000 scholarship
perceive, internalize, and respond to the goals, requirements, management, and scope of such
policies provides an opportunity to design, evaluate, and reformulate these programs as effective
tools against school dropout, while also improving students’ educational performance with a focus
on equity and the elimination of educational inequalities due to economic reasons.
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