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FEE ASSISTANCE

FOR FAMILIES WHO EARN TOO MUCH TO ;i
(/ual Y for generous help but not (’nou(l/\h lo absord
20% hike in fees, the sums suddenly looked unposs:

or years now, many of the so-called ‘squeezed

middle’ have been shut out of independent

education. With private school fees rising by

20% in real terms since 2010 (and by 55% since

2003), annual fees are simply beyond those
who don’t earn well into six figures.

With the government’s imposition of VAT on
independent school fees in January last year, many assumed
the door to independent education had closed for good. For
families who earn too much to qualify for generous help but
not enough to absorb a 20% hike in fees, the sums suddenly
looked impossible. But not everything is quite as it seems.
Behind the doom and gloom headlines, a more complex -
and fluid - picture is emerging.

There’s no doubt the independent sector is under
pressure. Too many schools are chasing the same market,
falling birth rates are shrinking pupil numbers as the ‘baby
bust’ takes effect and VAT has intensified the strain on
school finances. However, for parents prepared to do their
homework there’s opportunity, what some insiders are
calling a ‘buyers’ market’.
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City of lL.ondon School for Girls
musie scholars benefit from
Young Guildhall worksheps

Bursaries are ever-evolving but

not disappearing

One of the biggest misconceptions is that schools have
responded to VAT by slashing bursary provision. Most
haven’t introduced blanket bans or closed their schemes; in
fact bursary provision grew 11.4% last year with more than
£500m of means-tested bursaries being awarded across the
independent-school sector.

What has changed is how bursaries are allocated,
reviewed and targeted. Schools may be delivering fewer
bursaries but make more meaningful awards.

“Every school is different,” says one
senior admissions director. “Parents
should never assume a school won’t help.
Always ask - and ask early.” Bursary
policies are being reassessed year by year,
sometimes term by term, as schools react
to enrolment pressures. A school that was
oversubscribed five years ago may now be
actively looking to fill places.

The key message from advisers is simple:
always talk to the school directly or enlist
the help of education consultants. Policies
on websites often lag behind reality, and
decisions are increasingly made on a case-
by-case basis.
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Demographic decline has left many
schools competing harder than ever for
pupils, particularly beyond the big names.
Coupled with VAT, this has sharpened
incentives to attract academically strong,
musically gifted or good all-round pupils -
even if they require financial support.

Parents who approach the process
strategically often find schools more
flexible than expected. “There’s far more

room for negotiation than families realise,” says the
admissions director. “Schools need bums on seats.”

This is also why shopping around has become crucial.
Bursary provision is changing unpredictably and quickly
across the sector. One school may quietly expand support
while another tightens criteria. Casting the net wide can
make the difference between affordability and rejection.
And don’t assume your earnings automatically put you
beyond help. In London alone, the household income
threshold varies wildly — St Paul’s School in west London
revealed last year that an income of up to £144,000 may
result in eligibility for some form of bursary and families
with an income below £78,000 may be eligible for an award
of 100% fees. On the other hand, City of London School
sets the threshold for a parental net income at £70,000 but
families with a net household income of £35,000 or less may
be eligible for a full bursary and potentially additional
financial assistance.

Think long-term affordability - and get
the grandparents involved

One of the most common mistakes families make is
crossing their fingers and hoping everything will work out.
Independent education requires a long-term financial plan,
ideally mapped out from your child’s early years.
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That may include honest conversations with
grandparents, many of whom are keen to help but are rarely
asked until a crisis hits. Regular, predictable contributions
— rather than emergency bailouts — can transform fee
affordability without placing stretched parents under
unsustainable pressure.

We would advise against enrolling a child without
confidence that fees can be met throughout their time at the
school. Joining in the hope of accessing hardship funds later
is high-risk and strongly discouraged. Hardship support
is designed for genuine shocks - redundancy, illness,
bereavement — not structural gaps in affordability.

Think scholarships — and get a tutor
Scholarships are a fantastic way to achieve fee assistance
and schools will want pupils who excel in specific areas,
whether academic, the arts or sport. There are certain niche
disciplines which can carry substantial fee remission too;
many a child has gone a long way on an organ or choral
scholarship, for example.
Academic scholarships also change how a child is
perceived. Pitching a child as a scholar rather than simply
a bursary applicant could work wonders. Some schools are
actively seeking the former and quietly wary of the latter.
In this environment, tutoring is no longer a luxury buta »
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ST PAUL’S SCHOOL, WEST LONDON
revealed last year that an income
of up to £144,000 may result in
eligibility for some form of bursary,
and families with an income below

£78,000 may be eligible for an
award of 100% fees.

GIRLS’ DAY SCHOOL TRUST (GDST)
Families with income up to £102,000
(or £107,500 in London) may be
eligible for some bursary support, on
a sliding scale.

CITY OF LONDON SCHOOL FOR GIRLS
Sets the threshold for a parental net
income at £70,000 but families with
a net household income of £35,000
or less may be eligible for a full
bursary and potentially additional
financial assistance.

GODOLPHIN SCHOOL, WILTSHIRE

'--_"—--ﬁ__* Those families with incomes less

o .-._ g e .'_.' ) . . 1 than £75,000 per annum may be
FLEXIBILITY IS KEY. CHOPPING AND g offered some form of fees support
CHANGING belween systems s no onger

on a sliding scale.
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RESPONSE TO A COMPLEX LANDSCAPE HILLINGDON

Family combined income up to a
maximum of £90,000 per year (with
modest assets) are most likely to
receive an award, with bursaries up
to 100% of tuition.*

strategic investment. Strong entrance-exam performance
can unlock scholarships, which — while rarely covering full
fees - significantly improve bursary eligibility.

Chop and change

C
For many families, moving between state and independent
education is a sensible strategy. There are many exceptional

state primary schools in the UK and starting in the state Be honest, and save time

system can dramatically reduce costs. Indeed, opting for Transparency matters. Before visiting a school, parents are

a state primary, followed by five years in an independent advised to be upfront about needing financial support. This

senior school - for smaller class sizes, greater subject choice  keeps expectations realistic and prevents wasted time — and

and higher teacher to student ratios - followed by a state emotional investment on schools unable or unwilling to help.

sixth form is within the financial reach of more families Some schools will say no immediately. While

and chimes with many a student’s desire to make a change disappointing, this clarity allows families to focus on viable

for their A-level years. There’s a reason why excellent state- options rather than clinging to false hope.

school sixth forms in London like West London Free School

and The Camden School for Girls are bulging with the \ sector in flux equals opportunity

progeny of Home Counties’ boarding schools. VAT has reshaped the independent education landscape.
Grammar schools offer an outstanding education, but But a time of disruption is also a time of opportunity.

access is highly competitive and geographically restricted. As schools grapple with demographic decline and

Families aiming for a grammar need contingency plans - financial pressure, families who engage openly, shop

and remain healthily realistic about the odds. around and think creatively may find doors opening where
Flexibility is key. Chopping and changing between they once assumed they were locked. In a changing market,

systems is no longer seen as a failure but as a financially the rules are being rewritten — and those who understand

savvy response to a complex landscape. them stand the best chance of navigating a path through. ©
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*THE BURSARY PROGRAMME HAS BEEN PUT ON HOLD FOR 2026/27 APPLICATIONS. BURSARY PROGRAMME DETAILS FOR 2027/28 WILL BE ANNOUNCED LATER THIS YEAR ON THE SCHOOL'S WEBSITE.



