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Introduction 

 

Higher education in the UK is mainly delivered by universities or “higher education 

institutions” (HEIs) which are self-governing bodies. These are independent, established by 

Royal Charter or similar legislation and most are part-funded by the UK government. Most 

tend to deliver a mix of teaching and research activities. Being part-funded by the 

government, UK universities are not considered to be “private” and, in the UK Higher 

Education (HE) landscape, the private for-profit higher education (PHE) providers remain 

marginal in comparison to other countries.  

PHEs, whilst they may share similar roots and common functions with public institutions, 

have “special characteristics” (Altbach, 1999 p1). Although still small in the UK, this private 

for profit higher education has nonetheless been developing quickly globally and the last 10 

years have seen an increase in the number of PHE providers. 

 

Following a progressive focussing approach this literature review will first explore the 

importance of the private higher education (PHE) sector globally and in the UK. This review 

of the existing PHE landscape will be followed by an analysis of the factors supporting the 

recent development of PHE in the British context. What economic, political or social factors 

led to the genesis of these partnerships in the UK? Finally, this literature review will explore 

the synergy between public and private sector and illustrate this new relationship with the 

example of the “pathway colleges” model - public-private partnerships aiming at the delivery 

of on-campus teaching for international students. Following a brief review of the types of 

interactions public and private sector have maintained, this final part will demonstrate that 

private and public sector transcend the conflicting/competitive relationship and establish 
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positive partnerships which provides a possible blueprint for future developments of the 

relations between PHE and HEIs. 

 

The research questions guiding this literature review are as follows. First, how important is 

the private HE sector globally and in the UK? Second, what factors contributed to the genesis 

of the private HE sector in the UK? Finally, what relationship is there between the public and 

private sector in the UK? These three main research questions provide key words – search 

terms - to guide the systematic review of the literature on the three themes. Using Boolean 

search logic technics, the central theme of this review “private higher education” was in turn 

combined with a set of other keywords relating to each of the research questions such as 

“global”, “economic” or “partnerships” to extract from a 7000 strong corpus the key sources 

relating to each of the three key areas reviewed. Thanks to the “and” and quotation marks 

Boolean logic operates, each search became more focused with a few hundred sources for 

each research question. Focusing on search terms in the title of the papers returned a much 

more manageable number of sources – in the tens -. Following this exercise, a review of these 

sources for instances of cross referencing identified key texts used in this literature review. 

 

Throughout this research, the use of additional search criteria, such as date ranges, proved to 

be very useful. It highlighted that the academic study of PHE is a recent trend as on average 

over 90% of sources encountered in any given search were published in the 21
st
 century and 

75% in the last 10 years (i.e. google scholar – 93.1% post 2000, NU search 92% with 75% in 

the last 10 years). 

The results presented below are a mix of expected sources including peer reviewed articles, 

grey literature, books – some of which are edited chapters-, but also includes a few normative 
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pieces published as press articles as the subject studied is very recent and not all themes have 

yet been the subject of academic studies.  
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The development of private HE at global level and in the UK 

 

One of the most striking global higher education developments of the last half century has 

been the growth of the for profit private higher education sector. Differences are noticeable 

around the world and, depending on national and regional contexts, the size of PHE, its 

market maturity and its types might differ. Reviewing successively the PHE sector at global, 

regional and then at national level in the UK, the following section aims to use a range of 

sources selected thanks to search terms to illustrate geographical variations.  

This geographical division – roughly by continent - helped by geographically specific search 

terms such as “Asia” or “Africa” - highlighted a very limited number of key sources 

specifically studying the region (Gupta, 2008; Shah & Sid Nair, 2013). Region-specific 

searches returned usually one or less key article and, in some cases, no specific study was 

found. In such cases, information drawn from more generic studies intending to review PHE 

at a global level provided limited but useful information (Altbach, 1999). 

 

Global trend 

 

According to an empirical study carried out from 2000 and last updated in November 2010 

the global share of PHE enrolments is 55.7% (PROPHE, 2010). This six years old study 

which - due to a lack of data availability - only reviewed 117 countries is nevertheless an 

interesting starting point for our review. In a peer reviewed article published the following 

year Levy evaluates this share at “about a third” (Levy, 2011) and two years later at 31.3% 

(Levy, 2013). Whether they suggest that over half, or about a third of all global enrolments 

are in the PHE sector doesn’t really matter at this stage, as this difference in figures shouldn’t 

eclipse the key fact which is that, at global level, a high proportion of students are enrolled in 
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PHE. Despite the sources above disagreeing on the exact share of enrolments, all sources 

encountered throughout this literature review agreed about the overall global trend: PHE has 

been growing for the past 50 years and is still expanding (Altbach, 1999; Fielden, 

Middlehurst, Woodfield, & Olcott, 2010; Levy, 2012, 2013; Shah & Sid Nair, 2013) 

 

It appears difficult to get an up to date reliable figure at global level, and this can be 

explained by the challenge of defining PHE consistently, the immense variation among PHE 

worldwide and even within some countries (Altbach, 1999; HESA, 2011; Levy, 2011). In 

order to attempt to reduce the differences existing between geographically, historically and 

socially different contexts, a more regional and country focused review of the sector might 

better help identify trends by reducing the context differences. To that extent, the next stage 

of this review is focusing on literature highlighting regional differences. Sources are grouped 

by geographic themes and keywords. 

 

Regional differences 

 

Asia is described in the literature as being the region where PHE is the most powerful and has 

the strongest presence (Altbach, 1999; Gupta, 2008; Levy, 2011). PHE has long dominated in 

Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, the Philippines and Indonesia and, even if figures may vary 

slightly, the consensus is that in all these countries 70 to 80% of students are in PHE 

(Altbach, 1999; Gupta, 2008). The main reason for this high proportion is the historically 

well-established PHE sector in these countries. Despite public universities still being the most 

prestigious in these countries, there is very close competition from PHE institutions which are 

also ranking very well. National differences are noticeable in the region and, for example, 

Korea imposes “rigid controls” on PHE (Altbach, 1999 p2). The most noticeable trend is that, 
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even in countries traditionally dominated by the public sector, such as Malaysia, PHE appears 

to be the fastest growing segment of HE. Even in communist countries, such as Vietnam and 

China, where private ownership and private capital would not be expected to fit with the 

country’s ideology, PHE is growing fast. In China, over 2000 private schools were listed in 

1999 (Altbach, 1999). In these countries, HE is in great demand due to the young population 

and the development of the economy driving the need for a skilled and educated workforce. 

 

In South America, although the proportion of PHE is not as high as Asia, the trend is very 

similar. As in Asia, the balance between public HE and PHE has evolved in America, in a 

change described as a “dramatic shift” by Altbach (1999 p 1). Gupta helps us quantify the 

journey travelled by pointing out that PHE was only responsible for 3% of HE in the 1950s 

(Gupta, 2008). Brazil, Mexico, Columbia, Peru and Venezuela now have at least 50% of their 

students in PHE. PHE in South America has traditionally been dominated by the Catholic 

Church following the conquest and evangelisation of the continent then under Spanish and 

Portuguese influence. The result is that the oldest and most prestigious institutions remain 

catholic influenced, however in the past decades a secular PHE sector developed and 

outnumbered the catholic related institutions to the point that a majority of students in Brazil, 

Mexico and Columbia are now attending these centres. These institutions are a mix of 

multipurpose universities and specialised schools answered the need for a bigger HE sector 

and for specialised skills. 

 

In India, private higher education has a long history dating back to the Gurukul system in 700 

to 500 years BC. Private teachers – Guru – would teach a select group of individuals over a 

prolonged period of time in exchange for a dakshina – a returned favour (materialistic or not) 

due upon completion of their training (Gupta, 2008). By the time of the British occupation, 
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and the creation of the first three public universities, missionaries followed by social 

reformers set up their own institutions promoting respectively Christian faith and western 

values on the one hand and Indian culture, religions and languages on the other. The prime 

objective behind such private initiatives was mainly social transformation and not economic 

gain. Nationalists and Muslim institutions were later started which resulted in the Home Rule 

Movement gaining momentum at the turn of the 20th century (Gupta, 2008). More recently, 

in the 1980s, the Indian private HE sector represented 57% of the total higher education 

system, and up to 75% in the 1990s in more than 2000 privately managed colleges, financed 

largely by public funds (Altbach, 1999; Gupta, 2008). 

 

At European level, literature on PHE is conflicting as authors fail to agree on a definition of 

“Europe”. Levy, in his two articles focusing successively on the size of PHE and then on its 

distinctiveness, adopts a broad definition of Europe, including Israel, Turkey and other 

Eastern European countries (Levy, 2012). In contrast, Altbach adopts a more nuanced 

definition of Europe which distinguishes between western and eastern Europe justified by its 

report of different trends between the two blocks. 

Most western Europe continues to be dominated by public universities with 95% of students 

attending public institutions and PHE only constituting “a tiny minority” (Altbach, 1999 p3). 

The private sector in Western Europe includes a few religious universities and mainly 

specialised institutions such as private business schools.  

On the contrary, countries in the former USSR block both in central and eastern Europe have 

one of the fastest-growing PHE sectors, resulting from a rejection of state control in a post-

communist context, a deregulation of higher education and the states struggling to fund the 

expanding public HE (Altbach, 1999). 
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In North America, and more specifically in the USA, all the most famous universities are 

private but for the past 50 years roughly 80% of US students have been attending public 

institutions (Altbach, 1999). The US PHE sector can be split into four main groups of 

institutions. The top private universities and colleges include institutions such as Harvard or 

Amherst College, religiously affiliated universities such as Notre Dame, secular private 

Colleges and finally a group of little known “proprietary” specialised institutions. Overall the 

sector represents 2000 private colleges in the US.  

 

Africa is the only region for which no specific literature on PHE has been found and this is 

probably because, like western Europe , Sub-Saharan Africa is relying very heavily on public 

higher education (Altbach, 1999; Gupta, 2008). PHE is reported as being present and being a 

very fast growing share of Higher Education which Gupta estimated at about 10% (Gupta, 

2008). It is reported that 1990s saw a development of PHE as sub-Saharan governments 

struggled to finance higher education. Religious organisations and private providers stepped 

in to fill the void, however the regional financial situation and the inability of students to pay 

fees means that this market will mature more slowly than other part of the world.  

 

Private Higher Education in the UK 

 

Gupta’s (2008) review of Indian PHE only identified nine academic papers globally covering 

the topic of the growth of PHE. In this context, private higher education in the UK is no 

exception to this rule and, having reviewed the academic literature on the topic, I can confirm 

that there is no peer reviewed literature on this theme in the UK. I can confirm Matthews’ 

(2014a) assessment, in his press article, describing the for profit private sector growth as 

having “a stealthy rise” and being “below the radar” which translated into zero peer-reviewed 
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sources on the subject (Matthews, 2014a). In the absence of peer reviewed literature, grey 

literature and descriptive/normative sources are being used in the following part of the 

review. 

 

Three pieces of grey literature played a pivotal role in the genesis of private higher education 

in the UK and led to the more recent literature on the topic. Due to the limited word count of 

this review these reports will not be reviewed in depth, however the Robbins Committee 

report in the early 1960s, which recommended the expansion of UK HE provision, the 

Dearing Report in 1997, which recommended the introduction of low interest loans for 

students and further expansion of HE, and the Browne review launched in November 2009 

and published in October 2010, recommending the removal of the cap on fees, would be 

included in more detail in an extended version of this literature review (Browne et al., 2010; 

Dearing, 1997; Robbins, 1963). 

 

The first element of grey literature considered in more detail is the 2010 Universities UK 

report on private HE providers (Fielden et al., 2010). In this report, by the main advocacy 

organisation for universities in the United Kingdom, 22 recommendations are made following 

the identification of both opportunities and challenges in relation to the interactions between 

the UK universities and the private HE sector. The report, which involved the analysis of 71 

responses to a questionnaire sent to a range of key sector stakeholders, represents only a 

“reasonable – albeit not exciting” 39% response rate (Fielden et al., 2010, p. 8). The data 

collection for this report also includes interviews with over 30 policymakers, and a workshop 

to discuss the draft findings in May 2009, but excludes from the framework of the study non-

teaching and learning private provisions. The key findings of this report – on top of the 22 

recommendations aimed specifically at key stakeholders - include the first reported 
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classification of PHE. This is the first systematic review and detailed picture of the private 

and for-profit higher education sector in the UK in 2010. Another key feature of the 2010 

UUK report is the six scenarios it explores and details in its first appendix. 

 

The second report considered is the 2011 HESA survey of private providers of higher 

education which aimed to capture information about the number and size of private and for-

profit providers of higher education in the UK (HESA, 2011). In this quantitative study, the 

email questionnaire was sent to a list of institutional contacts made up of institutions listed 

with the Quality Assurance Agency, the British Accreditation Council and the Accreditation 

Service for International Colleges. This work builds on the Universities UK report of March 

2010 (Fielden et al., 2010) which examined the role of private and for-profit providers in the 

delivery of higher education in the UK and explored the different types of provider that fall 

into this category. 

The survey was undertaken to provide information about the extent of private provision 

within the more extensive higher education landscape referenced in the Browne review 

(Browne et al., 2010). It also aimed to provide data in anticipation of the Higher Education 

White Paper (BIS, 2011) which will be addressing the issues of the "level playing field" for 

example in the access by students attending private HE providers to state student finance. 

The survey responses show a sector that, in 2010, taught nearly 38,000 students on higher 

education courses and a further 18,000 on FE-level courses. It also highlighted the activity of 

providers that offer pathways into higher education programmes at publicly-funded higher 

education institutions. However, it must be noted that this survey failed to compile a 

definitive list of HE providers. 
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In the absence of peer reviewed publications, the most relevant source identified is a piece of 

grey literature commissioned by the Department for Business, Innovation & Skills (BIS) in 

2013 (Tristram Hughes, Porter, Jones, & Sheen, 2013). This research constitutes the most 

complete overview found of the privately funded providers of HE in the UK. In this paper, an 

in depth analysis of the sector was undergone through a mix of questionnaires and interviews. 

Despite the in depth research, and the project’s contribution to knowledge of the private HE 

sector in the UK, a few elements still remain incomplete or methodologically flawed. First, 

on their own admission, the authors failed to provide a comprehensive overview of the 

providers as the lists they worked from were not exhaustive (T Hughes, Porter, Jones, & 

Sheen, 2013). They also failed to sample students in a representative way as, by targeting 

only students receiving financial support, the sample is not representative of the UK student 

population. Finally, despite being the most recent and most comprehensive study to date on 

the PHE sector in the UK, it is now 3 years old and therefore already out of date in a fast 

moving and ever changing private environment. 
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The contributing factors of the development of PHE in the UK 

 

Having identified the global and regional trends in PHE, the literature answering our first 

research question also uncovered the very recent nature of PHE in the UK. What are the 

factors contributing to the development of PHE in the UK or, in other words, what social, 

political and economic factors participated to the genesis of private-public partnerships in the 

UK? The answer is a combination of reasons highlighted by the three themes emerging from 

the literature and presented below. 

 

Social context 

 

Social changes constitute the first of these 3 themes and two main phenomena can be 

identified: the widening participation agenda resulting in mass higher education, and 

international migration.  

 

In the UK alone, several state interventions generated social change in the way society 

interacts with universities and a widening of participation. The first interventions took the 

forms of successive reviews published as a series of reports from the 1960s onwards (Browne 

et al., 2010; Dearing, 1997; Robbins, 1963) which resulted in successive reforms of Higher 

Education. In 1992, with the Further and Higher Education Act, former polytechnics were 

granted access to university status with two main consequences: first, a sudden expansion of 

the university sector and, second, a change of relationship between state and universities 

(House of Parliament, 1992; Tapper & Palfreyman, 1998). This sudden change of 

environment created “mass higher education” (Whitchurch & Gordon, 2011) or, more 

precisely, a “journey from elite to mass higher education” (Trow, 1973), from 5000 students 



15 
 

graduating in 1920 to over 500 000 in 2011 (Bolton, 2012). This unprecedented demand for 

access to HE leads to a widening of participation in HE by having students from various 

backgrounds.  

 

About half of all international migrants reside in a group of ten countries. The United 

Kingdom is ranking 5
th

 on this list with 7.8 million migrants in 2013. Of these, the proportion 

of highly educated has risen sharply by 70% in the past 10 years with 165,000 settling in the 

UK (United Nations, 2013). These migrations have many roots but, in his exploration of 

Bourdieu’s’ key concepts’, Marginson attribute them to instantaneous messaging, complex 

data transfer, and cheapening air travel. Concluding that Bourdieu’s competitive field still 

applies to the higher education context, Marginson nuances Bourdieu’s approach in the 

context of modern, international, research intensive universities. In this context, the multitude 

of flows is too complex to fit the simplified bilateral connections pattern suggested by 

Bourdieu (Marginson, 2008). Despite mixed experiences reported in a 54 subject qualitative 

case study, with a self-identified bias towards engineering, computer science and business 

subjects but also a bias towards postgraduates, as undergraduates were not even considered 

(Mavroudi & Warren, 2013), international students are still attracted by the prospect of UK 

HE, despite the immigration policy being unfavourable (Li, Findlay, Jowettt, & Skeldon, 

1996), possible negative impacts on the sending country (Gribble, 2008), and the 

phenomenon of “brain drain” resulting (Gribble, 2008; United Nations, 2013).  

 

Political context 

 

Since 2010, and the election of a UK coalition government, the catch phrase ‘the brightest 

and the best’ has appeared pivotal to the government’s approach to immigration. In the 



16 
 

context of higher education, it is not only a summary of its current selective approach to 

immigration, but is also used as a justification for an ever more restrictive legislative 

framework.  

 

In a promise made in the 2010 Conservative party general election manifesto, and answering 

to an immigration-hostile public opinion, a theme emerged in Conservative party speeches 

(The Conservative Party, 2010). This theme, consistently used in recent years by the British 

Prime Minister and several immigration ministers, is based on the simple motto of ‘only the 

brightest and the best’ (Damian Green in Home Office, 2012; Mark Harper in The Telegraph, 

2013 and James Brokenshire in Home Office, 2014). Although it may well have started to be 

used before, I traced back this theme in the literature to the Conservative party manifesto in 

April 2010. It also appeared a few months after the elections in a UKBA consultation paper 

on the student immigration system, in which Theresa May – then Home Secretary - makes 

four consecutive references to the ‘Brightest and the best’ (UKBA, 2010). Under this policy, 

the UK government clearly stated its willingness to select amongst visa applicants. Only 

‘deserving’ migrants - amongst which are some international students - should be granted 

visas and therefore given access to UK higher education. 

 

This political theme developed by the UK government was then new to the UK context but 

was both developed and used in the last decade in the USA. The context was different, and 

the vocabulary varied slightly, but the catch phrase referring to Mexican migrants who should 

be allowed in the country as ‘alien of extraordinary ability’ is remarkably similar (Krikorian, 

2008). In this US context, Mark Krikorian – the executive director of the Centre for 

Immigration Studies; a think tank promoting stricter US immigration rules - advocates action 

points which would not seem too foreign to any UK observer of the current Conservative 
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government’s agenda. Some ideas Krikorian supports include the limitation of family 

reunification and the drastic reduction of legal immigration by stopping most employment-

based visas. The remaining few visas are only issued to migrants with ‘unique, remarkable 

abilities [who] would make an enormous contribution to the productive capacity of a nation’ 

(Krikorian, 2008) . Although the lexical field varies slightly, it is easy to identify how 

knowledge drawn from the American literature context appears to have influenced the British 

political scene and the UK HE context. 

 

Economic context  

 

From an economic point of view, the literature on the emergence of PHE can be classified 

into three main themes: the growth of the demand for higher education, the marketisation of 

higher education, and finally the shifting nature of higher education. 

 

First , the mass higher education of the twentieth century, combining both students in higher 

education and adults involved in life- long learning programmes, has created a rising demand 

for access to HE to an unprecedented proportion (Bolton, 2012; McCaffery, 2010). In a self-

proclaimed bestseller guide for higher education managers, McCaffery estimated in 2010 

that, at the turn of the century, there were 1.5 million students in the UK. This was twice the 

total from 10 years earlier (McCaffery, 2010). In an economic paradigm of offer and demand, 

the private HE offer is absorbing the excess demand not satisfied by the public sector. This 

demand is not satisfied for two main reasons. First – until 2015 – there was limited product 

availability as the government restricted the number of university places available. Second, 

private HE also provides “more choice or a differentiated product” (Gupta, 2008, p. 5) by 
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creating a new type of offer, filling the gap left vacant between the offer made by classic 

universities and job market generated needs (Gupta, 2008; McCaffery, 2010).  

 

The second group of sources, refers to the “privatisation” of public institutions’ environment 

(Altbach, 1999, p. 1; Gupta, 2008). With tuition fees and other charges rising in public higher 

education, public and private institutions look more and more similar (Altbach, 1999). As a 

result, institutions compete for students who have not only a wide choice about what, where 

and how to study, but beyond the quality of their offer also need to compete on price (Brown 

& Carasso, 2013). Since their introduction in 1996, the successive tuition fees’ reviews have 

generated numerous debates in the UK (Dearing, 1997). PHE is found to be more adaptable 

to the ever changing needs of the market economy, and to student interests. It is also much 

more reactive to the changing nature of the labour market and technological innovations 

(McCaffery, 2010; Shah & Sid Nair, 2013), both requiring trained personnel able to adapt to 

a changing environment and also to different settings (Gupta, 2008). 

 

Third, the by-product of HE growth, internationalisation and marketisation is a noticeable 

shift in the nature of higher education. In the knowledge society, and education driven 

economy, where “if you don’t learn, you won’t earn” (McCaffery, 2010, p. 13), knowledge 

and degrees become a means to an end: earning money. An academic degree becomes a 

“private good” benefiting the individual rather than a “public good” aiming to make society 

better (Altbach, 1999, p. 1). Nordensvärd (2011), in an edited book chapter, sets out three 

different roles for students in a neo-liberal framework: a consumer, a manager and a 

commodity. He later argues that there is more benefit to adopting a citizenship perspective 

including elements of neoliberalism as it “opens up more roles that a student could take on 

within society” (Nordensvärd in Molesworth, Scullion, & Nixon, 2011, p. 167). However, of 
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Nordensvärd’s own admission, this position remains wishful thinking. Alternative voices 

attempting to move away from this neoliberal model can be heard (De Vita & Case, 2003), 

but they remain isolated by the noise made by marketisation of higher education where 

universities are no longer seen as the only source of culture, knowledge and information 

(Gupta, 2008). 
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Public-private partnerships: a relationship beyond competition 

 

Having reviewed briefly the PHE provision in the world, and explored the factors 

contributing to the development of PHE in the UK, this next part explores the literature 

related to the third research question: what relationship is there between public and private 

sector in the UK? 

 

Conflict/ Competition 

 

After reviewing a broad range of sources for this literature review, the leading opinion about 

private higher education, and its associated phenomena, can be described as being fairly 

negative. International students are seen negatively as part of the immigration policy 

(Mavroudi & Warren, 2013), the quality assurance of PHE is looked at negatively (Bennett, 

Nair, & Shah, 2012; Shah & Sid Nair, 2013), and even the existence of private providers is 

not welcomed by some (UCU, n.d.). Sources favourable to private higher education, or 

referring to positive elements coming from private higher education, are a minority of sources 

encountered, estimated at ten to twenty percent. This trend could be explained by the obvious 

direct competition between PHE and traditional universities (Fielden et al., 2010). Both types 

of institutions offer a very similar – if not identical – product to prospective students: a 

degree. On paper, the awards delivered by both groups of institutions are the same. They are 

designed, accredited and quality assured at national level thanks to shared frameworks. These 

shared frameworks include, for example, the QAA subject benchmark and, amongst others, 

the European framework of qualifications (European Higher Education Area, 2014; QAA, 

n.d.). The result of this parity between awards is - on paper at least - that a law degree from 

Oxford University is the same as a law degree from the privately owned BPP University.  
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The second element of competition is price. Although universities are offering the same 

products, the neoliberal trend highlighted in the previous part of this review leads universities 

to offer the same award for different fees. Questions surrounding the quality of the PHE offer 

- usually cheaper, or newer on the market - have been raised (Bennett et al., 2012; Brown & 

Carasso, 2013). Legitimate questions are raised as there is still no clear quality reference 

framework for private providers (Fielden et al., 2010). Some of these providers – 

international pathway providers offering a foundation year – were recently included in the 

QAA framework but, in other respects, they are still treated as private businesses, despite 

delivering university level qualifications.  

 

Finally, beyond the competition and quality questions raised, the fundamental opposition 

between PHE and Universities appears ideological and normative. The University and 

College Union’s (UCU) position, for example, is very clear. UCU is ideologically against 

private sector providers and its normative literature makes this point very clear (Fielden et al., 

2010; UCU, n.d.). Beyond this biased view, the underlining fundamental question is: is the 

university a public service promoting knowledge and developing the individual for society’s 

benefit, or does it offer skills and qualifications benefiting the individual? 

 

Complementarity / Cooperation  

 

The alternative view is a more positive vision for the private higher education sector. 

Although the arguments in favour of PHE tend to be expressed in a much more limited 

number of sources, they also tend to be expressed by stakeholders much more aware of, and 

involved with, the private higher education sector. Such stakeholders include university staff 
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working closely with the private sector operationally, or more strategically, such as 

respectively “international officers, pro-vice-chancellors with enterprise portfolios and deans 

of business schools” (Fielden et al., 2010, p. 45). 

 

In a 2010 study commissioned by a sub group of the UUK lobbying organisation, Fielden 

(2010) reviewed in detail the role played by private higher education providers in the UK in 

order to inform the groups’ reflection. One of the key findings of this study is how 

widespread agreements between the private and public sector are. A lot of partnerships are 

already in place, ranging from simple cooperation in delivery of academic support to higher 

education institutions, to providers offering an award from a UK university. However, these 

partnerships remain “below the radar”, “stealthy” (Matthews, 2014a) or “silent” (Bennett et 

al., 2012, p. 425). In foundation years, the five main UK providers include the US based 

Kaplan, British owned Into Ltd, Australian Navitas, British born and European owned 

Cambridge Education Group, and the British born and now Australian owned Study Group 

(Fielden et al., 2010; Matthews, 2014a). These “big five” (Matthews, 2014a, 2014b) had 

contracts with 33 UK universities in one recent study of the sector (Fielden et al., 2010). 

 

Public-private cooperations are classed in different ways by different authors. In an American 

study of school partnerships, Smith and Wohlsetter distance themselves from the pre-existing 

hierarchy based typologies (Smith & Wohlstetter, 2006). They reviewed different aspects of 

partnerships in this context and identified that they differed by four key dimensions: how the 

partnerships were initiated; what services they were providing; the form of the partnership; 

and finally how much organisation involvement went into it. Fielden (2010) also highlights 

some possible variations on both the university and the private provider side of the 
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partnerships. He also notes how successful partnerships can be managed, thanks to 

communication models including both in person and data exchange. 

 

When managed well through cautious partner selection, clear set up of roles, good 

communication, common understanding of differences , the result of these partnerships can 

be very positive (Fielden et al., 2010). Gupta (2008) states that it can be more than just 

opposition between private and public. Bennett et al. (2012) similarly recommend that “rather 

than seeing the private providers as competitors, university leaders need to find ways to 

collaborate with private providers by initially focusing on the learner and their needs”. 

Remarkably, this stance appears to be one promoted by the latest green paper on higher 

education, which proposes to situate the “students at [the] heart” of the UK HE system (BIS, 

2015).  
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Conclusion  

 

Having concluded the review of the literature guided by the three research questions, it is 

important to explain in what ways the literature has helped to address these questions. 

 

The first research question guiding this review examined how important is the private HE 

sector globally and in the UK. Having reviewed the literature linked to a range of 

geographical locations, it can be concluded that public institutions still dominate global 

enrolments. Although estimates do not concur on the share of PHE at global level, a 

conservative estimate situated it at about a third of all enrolments in the world. More 

specifically, in North America, Western Europe, Africa, and South Asia, public enrolments 

represent the major trend, whereas in Latin America, East Asia, and Eastern Europe, PHE 

accounts for the majority of enrolments. This geographical contrast also highlighted a 

difference in market maturity. Countries currently experiencing high levels of private 

enrolments appeared to have a long standing, established PHE sector, whereas others have 

low levels and newly established institutions. Western Europe, and the UK, are both very 

good illustrations of this more recent trend due to the established HE public sector based on a 

long tradition of universities going back to the Middle Ages. 

 

The second research question relates to a review of the factors contributing to the genesis of 

the private HE sector in the UK. Following a review of social, political and economic factors, 

the principal themes examined highlighted 3 key areas impacting on the development of PHE 

in the UK. First, the role of the UK government in the shaping of the relation between HE 

and society. Thanks to the UK government’s widening participation agenda, HE was 

repositioned from an elite to a mass activity, and it generated domestic demand for HE. 
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Second, the UK’s government’s stricter immigration policy resulted in a reduction of the 

international demand for UK HE. Finally, the revision by the UK government of the HE 

funding model led to marketisation of the sector. All three themes, despite appearing 

independently from each other in the literature, share a common denominator: the role played 

by the UK government. By creating favourable market conditions, the PHE sector has been 

flourishing in the UK under a conservative government in the last six years. The results are a 

booming private sector, and a blurring between private and public, where public-private 

partnerships are developing due to a change in perception of HE. It is no longer only a public 

good benefiting the society, it is also a private good paid for by students and leading to 

personal gain. 

 

The third and final research question led to an exploration of the existing relationships 

between the public and private sector in the UK. Beyond the mainstream opposition 

highlighted by the majority of the literature encountered, the latest green paper published by 

the government, and a few other sources, advocate the development of partnerships between 

public and private sector. The foundation/pathway colleges are an illustration of what public-

private partnerships could become in the future. They are a model illustrating the 

complementarity which goes beyond simple competitive relationships by cooperating on the 

mixed delivery of undergraduate teaching and its focus on students. In a competitive 

environment, where universities’ running costs are being monitored, funding from the 

government is reduced, and students are shopping around, it could prove to be economically 

more profitable for HEIs.  

 

Finally, throughout this exercise, an apparent gap was noticed in the UK private higher 

education peer reviewed literature. As a result, an enquiry guided by these research questions, 
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and including the sources used in this literature review, would address a knowledge gap, thus 

providing the warrant for my doctoral project. 
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