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make up much of the provision in countries
with ambitious enrolment targets because of
the speed of growth needed. The private sector
(including the likes of Pearson and Microsoft)
will also play an increasing role in developing
course content as well as in supplying back-
office services, predicts Fielden.

But ideology and hostility from existing
institutions can get in the way of private sector
expansion, he adds. “I work in several coun-
tries where the private sector has been ridi-
culed or ignored by the public sector, but
[many in the public sector] understand the
reality, and reluctantly some of them will even
accept there are places where the private sector
does it better.”

The typical model – certainly in rapidly
growing higher education systems such as
those in Africa – is likely to end up very
mixed, with private provision dominating in
some disciplines such as business, law and
accounting, Fielden predicts.

In some parts of the world, such as Malay-
sia, the private sector plays a vital role in the
country’s higher education ambitions and
there are few serious concerns about its qual-
ity, says William Lawton, director of the
Observatory on Borderless Higher Education.
Countries including India and South Korea
also have a growing number of excellent
non-profit institutions. However, growth in
private provision usually means an increase
in the number of for-profit, “demand-
absorbing” institutions, says Altbach.

Certainly, several large US-based for-profit
companies, such as the Apollo Group, are
expanding abroad, establishing campuses,
purchasing existing foreign institutions and
marketing their distance education offerings
overseas.

Private for-profit education can cater for

non-traditional markets in a cheaper, access-
ible format, but thorough regulation will be
needed to ensure quality, says Joanna
Newman, director of the UK Higher Educa-
tion International Unit. “The commercial
model of many of these for-profits, as I under-
stand it, is that they need bigger volumes and
shorter courses, which risks meaning less
contact time, lower quality of provision and
bigger dropout rates,” she says.

In the US, which led the way in for-profit
expansion and where enrolment at for-profit
colleges has risen almost 10-fold since 2001,
quality has recently come under scrutiny. A
2012 report by the Senate Committee on
Health, Education, Labor and Pensions, For
Profit Education: The Failure to Safeguard the
Federal Investment and Ensure Student
Success, questioned whether, given their high
dropout rates, the 30 for-profit colleges inves-
tigated delivered reasonable value for taxpay-
ers, who, in effect, support these institutions
because their students can access government
aid. The report suggests that the cause of such
problems may be high levels of spending on
marketing and recruitment in comparison with
outlays on teaching and student support.

Some policymakers, at least in the US, have
not given up on the alternative: a two-tiered
public education system comprising commu-
nity colleges offering two-year courses and
universities running four-year courses. The
Obama administration is in favour of commu-
nity colleges and hosted an event to celebrate
them at the White House in 2010; however,
completion rates and rates of transfer to four-
year institutions remain low.

A key question is how developing countries
will rapidly expand their higher education
systems while ensuring that public institutions
have sufficient funding and deliver quality

teaching. For countries such as India, given the
enormous growth needed, ensuring any kind
of quality will be “a very big challenge”, says
Altbach.

Students (or their families)
having to pay their way
With rapid growth in student

numbers and, in many countries, constrained
budgets, there has been a shift towards fund-
ing higher education from private sources.

Between 2000 and 2009, the proportion
of spending on higher education that came
from private sources grew by an average of
7 percentage points across OECD countries.
Although some of this comes from increased
income from private research funding and
the sale of university services and consultancy,
in most countries, the majority has originated
from students paying for tuition.

In recent years, countries such as Finland
(in 2010) and Hungary (from 2013) have
introduced fees while others, such as the UK,
have vastly increased tuition costs. Falling
state funding in the US, which hit a 25-year
low in 2011, contributed to an increase in
fees of 42 per cent between 2000-01 and
2010-11.

Although there are countries that buck
the trend – such as Germany, where some
states are even dropping the small fees they
had introduced – this is unlikely to be sustain-
able, says Altbach.

He cites two reasons for the worldwide
change. One is the inability or unwillingness
of governments to fund growth in higher
education, and the second is a shift in attitudes
towards higher education, from the concept
of higher education as a public good to its
being a private good. “Partly it’s ideology
and partly it’s reality,” says Altbach. “Higher
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