
Challenging the Market in Education

PROTECT OUR UNIVERSITIES
EDUCATION IS NOT FOR PROFIT

UCU will fight any attempt to transfer departments 
and staff into private ownership
‰ UCU opposes any attempt to transfer course provi-

sion and other key university functions into the control
of any ‘partnerships’, ‘joint ventures’ or other enter-
prises involving private sector providers such as INTO,
Study Group International or KAPLAN.

‰ Privatisation and public-private partnerships ventures
threaten the pay and terms of conditions of members
and damage the quality of education.

‰ Where joint ventures have been set up, private com-
panies have attempted to impose worse pay, condi-
tions and pensions arrangements on current staff,
while new jobs have been advertised for less pay and
with lower qualification requirements. Staff at priva-
tised ventures have raised concerns that quality as-
surance procedures are being ignored or overridden.

‰ UCU opposes the encroachment of the private sector
into the provision of language and foundation courses
for overseas students in our universities.

‰ UCU believes that the growing numbers of young peo-
ple from overseas studying in this country will receive
higher quality education in a more supportive environ-
ment from ‘in-house’ language centres than they will
from profit-seeking enterprises.

‰ UCU is opposed to handing responsibility of overseas
student recruitment and education to profitseeking
enterprises. Such moves pose a threat to the quality
and long-term financial stability of higher education in-
stitutions.

What is UCU doing?
‰ UCU will continue to campaign against any and every

attempt at encroachment by private sector schemes.

‰ UCU is joined by unions representing university staff
in opposing privatisation. Together, we have called on
UCEA, the employers’ body, to sign a joint statement
opposing the privatisation of key university functions.

‰ An open letter to all vice-chancellors, calling on them
to openly oppose privatisation, has collected thou-
sands of signatures.

‰ UCU will provide national, regional and local support
to any branch or local association in resisting privati-
sation at its university.

What you can do
‰ Get your branch or local association to contact your

vice-chancellor asking them to confirm that they will
not seek to privatise or contract out any academic de-
partment or key support function.

‰ Sign the open letter to all vice chancellors:
www.ucu.org.uk/stopprivatisation

‰ Pass a motion calling for resistance to privatisation in
your branch or local association.

‰ Use any means at your disposal to find out whether
your university has been approached by private com-
panies like INTO, SGI or KAPLAN and pass any infor-
mation to your branch/local association, regional
office and national headquarters.

www.ucu.org.uk/stopprivatisation

Education is not for profit:
‘College Inc.’

For-profit education - Briefing note
UCU has under ROCC’s guidance been running a
campaign against the marketisation of education:
‘Challenging the Market in Education’.

This has included high profile branch level campaigning
against public private partnerships, conferences, the
production of briefings on companies and political
lobbying. 

You can see the range of resources UCU has
produced and much of our action at
http://www.ucu.org.uk/stopprivatisation.

But over the last year, the Recruitment, Organising and
Campaigning Committee of the NEC has identified the
need to prioritise campaigning against the emergence of
a for-profit sector in UK higher education.

With the advent of the Coalition government in particular,
the threat from for-profit provision has become clear and
present. David Willetts went on record early as wanting
to encourage more for-profit provision and he’s been as
good as his word so far.

He has granted his own favourite company, BPP,
university college status and he’s increased the amount
of loan money that private providers can access to
£6000 per student. 

UCU believes that for-profit provision represents the
distillation of all the worst trends and developments of
higher education. Its primary obligation is to its
shareholders and this overrides any public obligation or
educational mission, while course provision is
determined purely by student demand and profitability. It
also operates a lean and mean business model in which
staff have no real pensions, worse terms and conditions,
no time for scholarly activity and can expect to be hired
and fired at will.

Watch the film here: 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/collegeinc/view/

UCU believes that if this sector is allowed to expand
significantly, it will not only mean that some universities
close or are bought up piecemeal but it will exercise a
huge dragging down effect on other universities.

We have run a vigorous campaign against the expansion
of for-profit provision. 

• We’ve produced campaign briefings detailing the
problems and abuses of for-profit provision, 

• we’ve produced materials on the various companies
operating in the sector, 

• with the press team we’ve worked on planting
stories that expose the risks of for-profit. 

• We’ve written to David Willetts and lobbied him
directly, 

• We are working to build a coalition against the
privateers.

Find out more at our website here:
http://www.ucu.org.uk/stopprivatisation.

The key strategic aims are:
1. to try to prevent the HE white paper from freeing up

the flow of public money into for-profit provision and
2. to try to stop the government removing the

regulatory burden on for-profit provision.

Access to public money and de-regulation are what the
for-profit sector needs. 

At the moment, the for-profit sector is small – BPP are
the only company with degree awarding powers, though
Kaplan is on record as interested in applying or buying up
other universities - but if it wins this from the
government, it will grow. 

We know this because we’ve seen it in the USA. The USA
has the most developed for-profit higher education sector
in the world.

www.ucu.org.uk/stopprivatisation
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Its growth over the last 30 years has been astronomical.
The industry is now worth $33 billion, it enrols 10% of all
students in the US HE system – the University of Phoenix
alone enrols 500,000 students.

And it is big business: the industry is dominated by four
or five major companies, including Apollo, which owns
Phoenix, and Kaplan. It profitability rates are greater than
the big names of US capital, including Apple and Procter
and Gamble and it consistently outperforms the rest of
the stock exchange as a whole. That’s why it is now
dominated by institutional investors, hedge funds and
investment banks, including Goldman Sachs.  

But it’s also been rocked by major scandals. The for-
profit model is built on massive dependence on the flow
of public funds in the form of federal loans, into
shareholder profit. 

• The top companies depend on these loans for 85%
of their revenue and the need to generate fast
profits for their investors leads them to keep
teaching costs low, spend massively on marketing
and aggressively target poorer students for
recruitment. 

• Students are saddled with massive debts for
courses that are often not recognised by employers
or other colleges. 

• And the drop out rates are alarmingly high. At
Phoenix, for example, the completion rates for full-
time courses are just 13%.

In 2008-9, the US taxpayer paid $24 billion to for-profit
colleges in the form of federal student loans. With such a
poor return on their investment, it’s become a public and
political scandal.  

As we’ll see, the Obama administration is trying to
impose greater regulations on this industry, but their size
and lobbying power makes it clear that in some ways
they are now too big to fail.

‘College Inc.’ is a documentary made as part of the
current affairs programme Frontline, for the PBS channel
in the USA. It does a very good job of exposing the
nature, growth and current scale of for-profit education in
the USA and it has formed part of the public debate
about for-profit education. 

The US companies at the heart of for-profit education,
Apollo and Kaplan are looking to use their acquisitions
here, like BPP, to expand into the UK market. And they
are banking on the UK government to deliver. Apollo’s
CEO Greg Capelli recently reassured nervous investors
that BPP’s current financial woes would be turned
around with the help of the British government.

So this film shows a little bit of what the future in the UK
would be like without UCU and what it might be like if we
can’t stop them. 

What can we do: 

UCU will be conducting more high profile campaigning in
the near future and we need members to get involved.

Make sure members are aware of this film and of the
UCU campaign against for-profit education. 

College Inc. 

Watch the film here: 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/collegeinc/view/

www.ucu.org.uk/stopprivatisation
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