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Abstract
This article lays a foundation for the debates that follow in the rest of the volume.
It particularly focuses on the broad pertinent issues such as the historical develop-
ment of private higher education in Africa. While we may largely talk about ‘pri-
vate surge’, it argues that this may be a case of ‘resurgence’ as antecedents of
private higher education existed at the same time as the establishment of public
sector institutions or even before in some instances. The article also explores is-
sues of the definition of private higher education as a way of preparing the reader
to understand what the rest of the articles in the volume refer to when discussing
the subject. It then discusses underlying factors in the establishment and growth
of private higher education, pointing to issues that seem to be unique to the conti-
nent and other developing countries. It then concludes by arguing that private
higher education has a future in the continent, especially because it is required by
the systems of higher education and the challenges and lessons this poses for
governments. The article draws extensively from the rest of the articles in the
volume, partly as a way of introducing their debates but also as an illustration of
the richness of knowledge they contain, and it also draws from other international
literature.

Résumé
Cet article pose les bases des débats qui suivront dans le reste de l’ouvrage. Il est
axé sur les grandes questions pertinentes telles que l’évolution historique de l’en-
seignement supérieur privé en Afrique. Même si nous pouvons parler largement «
d’essor du privé », il souligne que cela pourrait être un cas de « nouvel essor » du
moment que des antécédents de l’enseignement supérieur privé existaient au mo-
ment de la mise en place des institutions du secteur public, ou même avant dans
certains cas. L’article explore également les questions de la définition de l’ensei-
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gnement supérieur privé de façon à préparer le lecteur à comprendre ce à quoi le
reste des articles de l’ouvrage font allusion en examinant cette question. Il exa-
mine alors les facteurs sous-jacents de la création et la croissance de l’enseigne-
ment supérieur privé, soulignant des questions qui semblent être uniques pour le
continent et pour d’autres pays en développement. Il conclut ainsi en affirmant
que l’enseignement supérieur privé a un avenir dans le continent, en particulier
parce que cela est nécessaire pour les systèmes d’enseignement supérieur, et à
cause des défis qu’il présente pour les gouvernements et des enseignements qui
peuvent s’en tirer. Cet article s’inspire largement du reste des articles de l’ouvrage,
il est en partie un moyen de présentation de leurs thèmes de discussion, mais aussi
une illustration de la richesse des connaissances qu’ils contiennent. Il s’inspire
aussi d’autres formes de littérature internationale.

Introduction
This article, firstly, gives a brief overview of the history of private higher educa-
tion in Africa, illustrating contrasts that exist within the continent. Secondly, it
tackles some concepts relating to the privateness and publicness of HE institu-
tions1 . The purpose of such a discussion is to create awareness of the thinking
involved in understanding the sector by researchers of private higher education.
Of course, it is also to challenge further thinking, the theorisation and the schol-
arly engagement of existing understanding and theories in order to develop a
new knowledge of understanding in the sector.

Thirdly, the article introduces a well-covered discussion in the rest of the
articles, which is the understanding of establishment and growth of the sector in
Africa. In this article, though, the focus is global rather than specific to indi-
vidual countries. Indeed, the coverage includes a discussion of ‘local pressures’
universally rather than tackling individual issues specific to individual coun-
tries. These issues are well covered in the individual country articles in this
volume.

Lastly, by way of introducing the discussions contained in the rest of the
volume, this article references them extensively. As such, there is no need to
elaborate on each one of them here.

A Brief Overview Background of Private Higher Education in Africa
Higher education (HE) in Africa presents some interesting paradoxes. Ironi-
cally, it is the African continent that houses the world’s oldest university still in
operation, the Al-Azhar, in Egypt (Teferra and Altbach 2004). Yet, Africa has
the most undeveloped system of HE and relatively the fewest universities. It is
the same continent that began the world’s first distance HE institution in the
form of the University of South Africa in 1945, which is now one of the biggest,
so-called mega-universities, in the world. Yet, Africa continues to have the low-
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est access rate to HE and the least research output. Even though private higher
education institutions (PHEIs) were among the first in the continent, they are
now largely overshadowed by public HE institutions. In fact, private HE in the
continent is largely thought of and regarded as a new phenomenon. Historic as
these HE institutions may be, HE in sub-Saharan Africa is relatively new com-
pared to other global regions.

Due to colonialism, many states began providing their own university educa-
tion post-independence, which is since the late 1950s. However, in some Afri-
can countries colonisers offered HE during the colonial period, but this was
mainly from the metropoles and they focused on the elite. Some of these institu-
tions or ventures were private initiatives, hence private HE in certain instances
is as old as public HE in the continent (see Ajayi, Goma and Johnson 1996;
Mabizela 2001). However, due mainly to a lack of funding from the private
sector and the role of policy control by the state, the state was able to take over
those private initiatives and turn them into state-owned institutions. Indeed, the
phenomenon of turning private or church-owned institutions into state-owned, or
public institutions, is not unique to Africa but found in other continents as well.
Levy discusses in details the church-state separation which gave rise to the pri-
vate-public distinction in HE in the South Americas (see Levy 1986).

Using the benchmark of the establishment of state universities after inde-
pendence in African states in the late 1950s, therefore, formal PHEIs started
even later. Indeed, as explained above there were antecedents of PHEIs even
during the colonial period, which date back to the late 19th and early 20th cen-
turies with the start of HE in some African sates (see Onsongo and Otieno in this
volume; Mabizela 2001 and Ajayi et al. 1996). The nature of operation of some
of these older generation PHEIs took the classic structure found in the public
sector and some started as post-secondary education providers. Contemporary
PHEIs2 , largely established post-1990 but also with antecedents (see Onsongo
in this issue), are characterised by a single programme focus (often business,
commerce, information technology or computer studies). They range from a few
enrolments to thousands of students; many are for-profit and are even listed on
stock markets. In certain respects, therefore, it would be appropriate to talk about
the resurgence of PHEIs in some countries and a surge in others.

Private establishments, such as churches and foundations, have had centuries
of involvement in the provision of HE, sometimes long before state involvement.
Levy (1986) covers the historical evolution of this relationship, together with
that of the state, in detail. Such involvement of the state was aimed at widening
the access to education for the broader populace rather than it remaining the
privilege of a few, mainly the rich and those belonging to church or religion.
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Thus, in turn, education was labelled a ‘public good’ as it had to produce artisans
and professionals who would serve the state, and therefore the public.

Just as the church was involved in the establishment of some of the oldest
and prominent HE institutions in the world, so it was in the establishment of
some of the oldest HE institutions in colonial Africa. Examples are: Fourah Bay
College in Sierra Leone, established in 1826; the South African College (which
later became the University of Cape Town), established in 1829; and the South
African Native College (which later became the University of Fort Hare), es-
tablished in 1916 (see Onsongo in this volume; Ajayi, Goma and Johnson 1996
and Mabizela 2001). These institutions were established through private initia-
tives but, as was the case elsewhere in the world as illustrated above, the state
got involved largely because of its financial strength and eventually took over
the provision of HE. The historical split of the partnership between the church
and the state in the provision of HE, as well as the late entry of the state in the
church-initiated provision of HE in some African states, brought about the lan-
guage of public and private provision of education, long before private enter-
prise established its own HE institutions.

The tradition of the involvement of the church in the provision of HE contin-
ues in the private HE sectors, and can be found across countries and continents.
Prominent among these is the Catholic Church which, for example, has HE in-
stitutions in Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Ghana, Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, Mada-
gascar, Mozambique, DR Congo, South Africa and Zimbabwe. Indeed, this is
not only the domain for Christianity but for Islam as well, for example the chain
of Agha Khan3  universities in East Africa (Zanzibar) and Arab countries as well
as other country-based Islam HE institutions such as in Ghana, Niger, Uganda
and Sudan.

The above illustrates the spread of the private HE sector in the continent as
well as the significant involvement of the church in it. What it does not illustrate
is the commercialisation of the sector, at least, in the form of private for-profit
institutions. This is due to at least two reasons. Firstly, commercialised PHEIs
are relatively new institutions. They largely fall in the category of contemporary
PHEIs, the majority of which were established in the late 1980s onwards. They
are often not church-based.

Secondly, the for-profit nature of institutions in other countries is not made
as explicit as is the case in South Africa (see Levy 2003). Thus, while African
states also have for-profit HE institutions, in South Africa they are clearly legal
for-profit institutions. To this extent, South Africa is, therefore, different to other
African states. In this regard, Levy (2003) observes that South Africa ‘epito-
mizes certain internationally striking forms in contemporary private higher edu-
cation growth’. This article, however, does not tackle this matter but cites this
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peculiarity in order to illustrate the diverse nature of private HE sectors in the
different states within the continent.

Indeed, Africa has diverse HE systems influenced by different historical,
economic and political systems and experiences. This diversity of influences
also reflects on the establishment and development of PHEIs. In laying the foun-
dation of analysis that follows, this article, therefore, examines some of the above-
stated influences, exploring why the sector has developed fast in some countries
while in others the establishment and growth is rather slow. For instance, on the
one hand, Botswana, with a population of about 1.7 million and one of the rela-
tively stronger economies in the region,  has only one public university and no
private university, except for Damelin and NIIT (National Institute of Informa-
tion Technology), which are owned by companies in South Africa and India
respectively. These are not universities but providers of specialised tertiary edu-
cation programmes that are narrowly focused on specific labour market demands
(see TEC 2005:28). Moreover, private providers in Botswana are as yet to be
regulated. On the other hand, Mauritius, with a smaller population size of 1.2
million and less economic strength than that of Botswana with respect to GDP,
has five private providers operating at university level and regulated by state
policy.

Even more in contrast, Mozambique, with a population of 18.8 million and
one of the poorest countries in the region and in the world, has five public HE
institutions and five PHEIs (Mario, Fry, Levey and Chilundo 2003)4 . Teferra
and Altbach (2004) observe that there are African countries with larger
populations than others but with less higher education enrolments. One explana-
tion that can be provided for these seeming contradictions is that the rich coun-
tries have the resources to put into higher education, including affording huge
subsidies for university education. Since the poor do not have resources, the
only route to provide HE is through private institutions. This is one way in which
private institutions become elitist because the majority of the population cannot
afford high fees charged at those private institutions. However, this still does not
explain why some countries with resources are not attracting private providers
as illustrated in the example of Botswana and Mauritius above. The answer
does not only lie with population sizes as illustrated in the Botswana versus
Mauritius example above. There are many factors that contribute to the estab-
lishment and growth of PHEIs. This article explores some of the nuances that
seem to attract private HE providers to some countries and less so to others and
seeks to provide analysis for the phenomenon. However, it is prudent though to
look at definitional matters first especially if the discussion keeps referring to
education systems in different countries.
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Defining, Articulating and Differentiating Private Higher Education
First, not all post-secondary education is higher education. Higher education is
generally defined as education leading to the award of degrees and post-gradu-
ate qualifications offered primarily at universities. Whereas, further education
(sometimes interchanged with post-secondary education) leads to vocational train-
ing qualifications offered at training colleges. Together, these form tertiary edu-
cation and this is the distinction used in the discussions that follow5 .

The definition of private HE largely depends on variables adopted by a par-
ticular country. Chances are that such a definition may not be universally appli-
cable often in part but sometimes in toto. For instance, in some countries private
institutions are so known because they were founded by private organisations
(such as churches or stock market companies) but are financially supported by
the state, for example, this is legally possible in Senegal. International examples
include Canada and Sweden.

In some countries the state in part supports private HE because it signifi-
cantly absorbs demand and therefore relieves financial, political and social pres-
sures on the state, such as is the case in Tanzania. International examples in-
clude Brazil, India and Japan. While government policy entitled Bilgi University
in Turkey to apply for state funds it did not take up the offer because it saw it as
creating dependency on government fiscal constraint (see Van Lutsenburg
2001:37).

Yet, in some countries, such as in Ghana, private HE institutions must affili-
ate to public institutions for purposes of quality assurance but they continue to
function independent of direct state financial support and management account-
ability. Indeed, in many countries, private institutions are established and oper-
ate independent of state or the public sector but are required to operate within
the law and regulations set by government. These differences illustrate how pri-
vate institutions are regarded in different countries making it difficult but not
impossible, therefore, to coin a universal definition of private HE.

What all the above examples point to, firstly, is that the same variables such
as ownership, governance, financier or sponsor, affiliation and function can be
invariably combined and used differentially to yield completely different
understandings. Secondly, they point to the centrality of state, state or govern-
ment policies in determining the privateness or publicness of institutions. In
other words, the variables are relative to the approach adopted by the state to-
wards PHEIs. Besides, the state is an active participant and not a dormant com-
mon denominator. Sometimes state involvement clearly results in visible ben-
efits to PHE sectors, for example in Kenya and South Africa. Strict policies
regulating PHEIs in these countries have led to serious institutions remaining
which have quality-assured academic programmes and facilities.
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Together with the position of the state in the equation and its policies as
already discussed, the above-mentioned are variables relevant for determining
whether institutions are private or public. Therefore, they are variables used to
define what is private (or public) HE. A simplified definition of PHE, therefore,
is all tertiary education that is non-state and may sometimes be quasi-public.
For instance, it would be HE offered at institutions that are non-state owned and
non-state financed, therefore, not accountable to the state but to the owners of
the institution and not governed by the state but by the rules set by the owners.
Regardless, such institutions would still be expected to comply with state poli-
cies or regulations.

The pioneering works of Geiger (1986) and Levy (1986) on private HE al-
ready recognised that the sector is regarded and understood differently in differ-
ent countries. This is because the sector takes a different nature and character
almost in each and every country, influenced by its context such as existing
various demands, whether perceived or real (e.g. excess, alternative education,
differentiation, better education); state policies; economy and politics. Thus, cross-
country comparative studies of private HE are often problematic, but it is possi-
ble to delineate regional or historical patterns.

The general character of demand-absorption of private HE institutions (es-
pecially in developing countries); the proliferation of private universities along-
side non-university institutions; their range of offerings from post-secondary to
HE; the specialisation of many of these institutions in business and commerce
fields and computer and information technology studies; the range in their sizes
from very small to large institutions with regard to their student enrolments; the
often questionable quality of education they provide and the combination of for-
profit and not-for-profit institutions are all typical of contemporary private (‘new’
generation) HE sectors internationally (see Kruss, Salerno and Beverwijk in
this issue as well as Altbach 1999 and Levy 2003). These characteristics of the
contemporary private HE institutions sectors are not specific to developed or
developing countries, but universal. This is also the general character of private
HE institutions in Africa which is presented by the papers contained in this
volume.

Why Are Private HE Institutions Established? Why Do Private HE
Sectors Grow?
Almost all African countries have HE institutions that were privately estab-
lished from 1990s onwards. Indeed, there were antecedents prior to independ-
ence, thus the ‘old’ generation PHEIs were established shortly after independ-
ence alongside public universities that were also established at the time. The
fastest increase took place in the 1990s due to unprecedented demand for HE.

1.mabizela5-2-2007.pmd 24/07/2008, 11:3021



JHEA/RESA Vol. 5, Nos. 2&3, 200722

The 1990s generation of PHEIs is herein, thus, referred to as the ‘new’ genera-
tion of private institutions and it exists alongside the ‘old’ generation and public
sector institutions. The characteristic features of these two groups of institutions
have been discussed in the section above.

In a quest to better understand why PHEIs are established, scholarship often
goes beyond what seems to be obvious in terms of types such as religious insti-
tutions; for-profit and not-for-profit institutions. Analysis of why these types
were or are established often reveals a better understanding of a system and
sometimes existing social problems.

There are a plethora of reasons why PHEIs are established and private sec-
tors grow. These reasons occasionally differ from country to country but are
sometimes similar. While we may have superficial semblances, the circumstances
and contexts diverge, perchance explaining the lack of PHE in relatively strong
economies like Botswana, and the relatively higher number (15) of PHEIs in
small and weaker economies like Mozambique.

Global Pressures
The contemporary or new generation private HE is largely a direct consequence
of the hegemonic neo-capitalist and neo-liberal post cold war social context.
Concomitant to the fall of the ‘iron curtain’ in 1990, thereafter, private provision
of HE in many developing countries boomed. In some instances, such a boom
was and still is a direct influence of the global politics of Structural Adjustment
Programmes (SAPs) accompanied by privatisation of public services; General
Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) and the phenomenon of globalisation.
Within SAPs, whose implementation by some African states dates back to the
1980s, was the privatisation of social institutions including education. In a way,
this also meant opening opportunities for the creation of private institutions to
offer services originally provided publicly. Assie-Lumumba (2004:77) observes
that the prescription by the World Bank in this regard had been ‘almost an ob-
session’, meaning that the Bank saw privatisation as the only solution or way
forward for development in Africa.

Despite being a programme introduced in the 1980s, the consequences of
SAPs can still be felt now. In a recent study of HE in the different regions of the
continent, Assie-Lumumba (2004:76) observes that universities are revising their
visions and mission statements and strategic planning based on ‘frameworks
and technical guidance provided by the World Bank’. Under the guidance of
lending institutions, the World Bank and the IMF, many African states in the
1980s implemented SAPs which meant prioritisation of primary and secondary
education and, therefore, total neglect of HE (see Assie- Lumumba 2004; Teferra
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and Altbach 2004). Thus, not only were primary and secondary education levels
prioritised but there was active divestiture from HE by the state, under the belief
of the infallibility, efficiency and effectiveness of the private sector6  (see World
Bank 1989).

Indeed, such advice was attached to the conditions of the Bank’s lending to
developing countries. This resulted in education systems bloated with primary and
secondary education graduates in the mid to late 1990s (see Onsongo in this is-
sue). These students could not be accommodated in the existing public HE institu-
tions, primarily because the sector had not been grown, resourced or developed
concurrently. In fact, during this period (of SAPs) HE admissions were constricted.
Thus, an opportunity or gap for the establishment of institutions was created and
this gap was and is being taken up through private initiatives.

The context of globalisation has put pressure on national HE systems to
provide competent human resources to live up to the challenges of knowledge-
based economies. Simultaneously, it puts pressure on governments to allow free
trade, which favours countries with stronger financial resources and stronger
trade capacity, and this has been made to include services such as HE.
Globalisation, therefore, has broadened the scope of HE with regard to curricu-
lum as well as its structural organisation and in relation to international de-
mands for knowledge. Thus, Subotzky (1999:404) observes that governments
have encouraged closer links between business and higher education in pursuit
of international competitive advantage. Such a collaboration and knowledge pro-
duction method impacts on the organisation of HE institutions in that the role of
the state is gradually replaced by private enterprise and the objectives are differ-
ent. Private enterprise pursues monetary interests while the state should pursue
growth and social development imperatives.

By their nature, which includes establishment, accountability and manage-
ment structure, private HE institutions lend themselves to the ‘marketisation’ of
HE. This is where HE institutions regularise their operations to resemble those
of a market system, such as ‘managerialism’, being influenced by closer ties
with actors in the market system. This is also reflected in the curricula of many
private HE institutions wherein the focus is not on subjects which require high
input costs as found, for example, in science and engineering, but on those that
are relatively inexpensive to offer such as business and computer studies. Fur-
thermore, Kruss (in this edition) observes that private institutions are predomi-
nantly businesses that have

identified a market to supply higher education and training in response to
a demand for graduates that are directly employable, equipped with the
knowledge, skills and dispositions to contribute directly to the workplace
and economic growth.
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Kruss’s observation is based on a study of the South African private HE sector.
Indeed, it is true that in some countries on the continent global pressures have
partly led to excess demand, such that private HE institutions become demand-
absorbing, because of shortage of spaces in the public sector as well as demand
for specialised education which would lead to a quick entry into the labour mar-
ket. Thus, the nature of contemporary or new generation PHEIs is such that they
are largely profit-driven; demand absorbing; specialised and, therefore, not in-
volved in research and in turn not involved in the production of new knowledge.
These are partly as a result of global pressures.

Local Pressures
The differentiation into global and local pressures does not necessarily mean
that the two operate mutually exclusively. Some of the issues discussed here
owe their existence to global pressures. They are separated as such because the
issues covered below tend to dominate the local scene. Depending on ones’ van-
tage point, whether public or private, these issues can be seen as either push or
pull factors; however, this article shall not separate them in that manner.

Public Failure: Perceived or Real?
The establishment of private institutions due to public failure has become a cliché
both within the private and public HE sectors and researchers of the sector. The
engagement of this topic in the past, both from the point of view of contestation
and matter-of-fact, has been and continues to be extensive (see Tilak 1996; Levy
1986; Geiger 1986; Altbach, 1999). Indeed, in some cases such failure is only
perceived and not real.

Public failure, or what is perceived as such, has many facets. It may be one
or a combination of the issues discussed here, or even more, and here they are in
no particular order. First, to the extent that shortage of public funds to meet
rising demand for HE in Africa is responsible for the creation of excess demand,
which, in turn, leads to the establishment of private institutions, is in fact public
failure. Moreover, it has been observed that Africa has the lowest participation
rates in HE in the world, at 2.5 percent in 2002/03. Recently the demand has
grown fast and it is still growing, hence private institutions are being established
(see Teferra and Altbach 2004).

The establishment of private institutions in order to absorb existing excess
demand is apparent in many Sub-Saharan African states following the
massification of HE, to the extent that exceptions are almost non-existent. South
Africa is the only exception in this region. In fact, this is a characteristic feature
of PHEIs in mass HE systems and of contemporary private education sectors
(see Geiger 1988). Almost all sub-Saharan states had single universities at inde-
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pendence resulting in the creation of exclusivity and elitism of HE. Thus, excess
students accumulated over years, creating overwhelming demand, which lately
forced these HE systems to massify. The newly-established private institutions
contribute to that massification.

Where private HE institutions are demand-absorbing, as is the case in many
sub-Saharan African states, these states have little choice but to allow the op-
eration of privately-established HE providers. Banya (2001:161) argues that
government-supported universities alone cannot realistically solve the HE crisis
on the continent. Further motivation for private operators in massifying states
and low-income developing countries is the view that HE is both a public and a
private good (see Van Lutsenburg 2001). Thus, HE students should share the
burden of its provision, hence the privatisation of public institutions and allow-
ance of private operators. In Tanzania, for instance, new policies are being adopted
wherein costs are being shared equitably between government and users of uni-
versity services (see Ishengoma, Teferra and Altbach 2004:29). Moreover, pub-
lic spending on HE is not easily and entirely justifiable as it is largely accessible
to the rich and general middle class families, and less so or even not at all to the
poor and disadvantaged groups (see Van Lutsenburg 2001).

Second is the failure to provide enough variety or differentiation of institutions
and programmes. The public failure theory suggests that when governments are
faced with a tough choice of using their financial resources wisely, they will do so
to favour the majority of voters. This results in the minority preferences being
least attended to and, as such, the creation of a gap for a privately-established
service to attend to their needs (see Levy 1996:55). This is often the case with
religious-based institutions. Religious institutions may have been started with the
objective to train church ministers and offer exclusive space to practice religion
but, in many countries, they have expanded to offer programmes in secular fields
of study such as commerce, information technology, natural and social sciences.
The Catholic Church-established institutions in Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, South
Africa and the DR Congo offer examples of such secularised curricula at religious
institutions. The need to expand to other fields of study, as Onsongo (in this vol-
ume) observes, ‘could have been triggered’ by existing demand for such programmes
and the need to generate income to sustain themselves.

Differentiation also implies, that which is different to what is currently pro-
vided. For instance, as Obasi (in this volume) points out in Nigeria that some
private universities offer programmes that are not offered at the public universi-
ties. Moreover, some private institutions include a range of post-secondary pro-
grammes which may be classified as further education and training (FET) and
which are then made a base for higher education programmes as is the case with
some private institutions in South Africa.
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Third, the failure to understand and provide what is in demand in the ‘mar-
ket’. Market, in this case, refers to both students (and parents) and the labour
market. In South Africa, for instance, it was found that the existence of partner-
ships between public higher education and private providers in the delivery of
higher education was largely due to public failure in not providing learning pro-
grammes at flexible times and convenient places (Mabizela 2005). Moreover,
many distance education students that enrolled with public institutions required
face-to-face support tutorials or even lectures that distance education institu-
tions are not offering. Private institutions partnered with them to provide these
services.

From another point of view Van Lutsenburg (2001:30) observes that public
sector institutions ‘tend to lack incentives to adopt technological innovations as
rapidly as is common in the private sector where competitive pressures often
force the adoption of new technologies’. In other words, this is a lack of ability
to adapt by the public sector in order to fulfil the existing demand in the ‘mar-
ket’. Indeed, this is one of those aspects that the private sector often uses in order
to lure students away from the public sector institutions over and above induce-
ments such as free tuition made available on a competitive basis or material
goods such as computers. Sometimes the lack of failure of public institutions in
this regard is perceived and not real.

Fourth is the failure to provide security for those within its institutions. Inci-
dents like strikes and violent cultism, as happens in Nigeria, comprise push fac-
tors for both academics and (potential) students from the public sector institu-
tions (see Otieno and Obasi in this volume). Besides insecurity, a related point is
uncertainty often caused by strikes and boycotts and perceptions associated with
such disruptions. Kruss (this volume) reports that students strongly emphasized
the secure environment as critical to their choice, citing the small campus size in
a safe location, leading to their preference of private institutions over public
universities, which were seen to be lacking in this aspect.

In other words, public failure is a basis for a number of specific reasons for
the establishment of PHEIs.

Fifth is the issue of poor working conditions for lecturing personnel at public
institutions. Banya (2001:164) observes that the conditions at some African in-
stitutions are so dire that academics are ‘without access to books, professional
journals, or electronic networks and unable to attend conferences, take sabbati-
cals, or even find chalk for their blackboards, many African academics lose self-
esteem’. On an empirical study of the sector, Wesonga et al (2003) observed
that poor working conditions were responsible for academic flight to institutions
such as the United States International University (USIU) in Kenya. Nigeria
also provides another example. Kruss (this volume) also cites the workplace
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relevance and ‘real life’ practice orientation which were stressed strongly as the
motivation for selecting a private institution.

In as much as the above issues may be perceived, Kiatev (1999:16) argues
that the ‘dynamics of private education evolution and development in a given
country may give useful clues to identify weaknesses in the public education
system’. Therefore, whether some of these are perceived or not, the approach for
wanting to make the situation better should be to treat all of them as real.

The Convenience of Location and Flexibility of Time
Many private institutions are located in urban areas just as some public institu-
tions are. Often the difference with private institutions is that they are located
conveniently for commuting and part-time students, perhaps because of the ad-
vantage of being newly established (see Mabizela 2005). The location of pri-
vate institutions is also decided based upon the business and marketing acumen
of the owners of these institutions.

As such, private HE institutions often allow for large numbers of part-time
enrolments and offer teaching after hours and in the evenings. In this way, the
target is employees who would naturally afford to pay fees (see Onsongo in this
volume). Public institutions cannot change their locations unless they open sat-
ellite campuses at geographically convenient places and diversify in their modes
of delivery, such as by offering part-time programmes. Otherwise, they face the
risk of being out-competed by private institutions. Thus, private institutions be-
come institutions of choice because of their convenient location and flexible
mode of knowledge delivery.

The drive to be located at the urban areas by private institutions is motivated
by the possibility of large numbers of potential students, which would translate
into more revenue. Moreover, the pool of students in urban settings offers a
working elite able to pay for expensive education programmes as opposed to
rural areas. In other words, urban areas serve as catchment areas. Furthermore,
urban areas have developed an infrastructure which offers convenience for pri-
vate institutions. Unfortunately, this continues to perpetuate urban-rural dispari-
ties with rural areas always being under-resourced and under-serviced. Onsongo
(in this edition) observes that the urban location of private HE institutions im-
plies that people living far from the city are not able to access part-time (evening
and weekend) programmes they offer.

Moreover, urban setting offers more potential of employability to graduates
than rural areas do. Urban environment offers a wider choice of career options,
thus it is easier for institutions to establish themselves in urban areas.
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Credentialism and Promise for Mobility
Credentialism is discussed at length by Kruss (in this edition). This is pressure,
perceived or real, among people to obtain a qualification with the hope that it
will improve ones’ chances of employability or, if already employed, will im-
prove chances of promotion or job progression. Levy (1986) observes that insti-
tutions may or may not provide the knowledge necessary for a better job, ‘but
they surely provide the requisite credentials for these jobs’. Thus, credentials
have a higher value than the knowledge provided simply because it is the cre-
dential that gets recognition without testing the subject knowledge. Credentialism
is often underestimated yet it is also a characteristic feature of contemporary
PHEIs. Many contemporary private HE institutions cash in on that pressure by
offering short certificate programmes. Thus, it is one thing to obtain a certificate
and another to be an employable graduate. Kruss (in this edition) observes that
some students choose to study at a private institution because it promises to offer
them internationally-recognised, quality programmes that will enhance their
employability.

Kruss also observes that ‘an internationally recognised qualification was
typically venerated, simply because it is international and not South African,
and thus seen to be more valuable’. The perception among students is that such
a qualification then opens up greater global opportunities than a locally accred-
ited one. Thus, she concludes that

the strength of all the students’ belief that private providers can prepare
more effectively for employability is thus evident, whether it is the belief
of relatively privileged students that the qualification will ensure mobil-
ity or the belief of non-traditional students that the credentials will ensure
employment (Kruss, this edition).

Kruss argues that the ‘mobility’ sub-sector attracts students by claiming to meet
a demand for education that is ‘better’ than what the public sector can provide.
She observes that in South Africa qualifications from contemporary private HE
institutions promise mobility, ‘whether in the sense of an internationally recog-
nised and portable degree, or in the sense of a degree that is more oriented to the
workplace and offers direct employability, and hence upward socio-economic
mobility’.

However, the fact that there are successful private HE institutions and some
that are not successful suggests that the sector is not necessarily a solution to the
public sector problems or that it is always a better option to it. In this regard, it
can, therefore, be concluded that the sector also offers hope which may not nec-
essarily be found in the public sector. Nothing is fundamentally wrong and ille-
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gal about providing hope. However, it is knowingly providing false hope and
cashing in on that hope that becomes a fraudulent activity.

In Conclusion
The reasons for establishment of the new generation PHEIs are not based on
ideological or political reasons as was the case in some countries prior to the
1980s. For instance, ideological and political reasons led to the growth of the
private HE sector in countries such as Brazil, Chile, Argentina and Bolivia (see
Levy 1986). These included lack of academic freedom; suppression of individual
rights; suppression of free speech; dictatorial bureaucracy; ideological indoctri-
nation; etc. The fact that the establishment of contemporary PHEIs is not based
on these reasons gives both good and concerning situations. It is good in the
sense that the altruistic intentions of the public sector are not being question-
able. However, it may be that people provide false reasons which are being
made public, while the real reasons lie hidden. Whatever the case may be, litera-
ture has to analyse on the basis of what is publicly declared as reasons for estab-
lishing private HE institutions.

To some extent, the absence of ideological and political reasons for the es-
tablishment of private HE institutions may be an indication of how powerful
states are in deciding what is taught both at public and at private HE institu-
tions. This further underscores the centrality of state in the establishment of
private HE sectors. To another extent, this is an indication of how agreeable the
citizenry and the labour market are with the state in what is regarded as taught
matter or curriculum, to the extent that they are even replicated at the newly
established PHEIs.

Nonetheless, all the factors cited in the discussion above, both global and
local, impact on different countries differently. Central to how the impact is
experienced and how they affect each country are that country’s policies on
education and, to some extent, its policies on other social aspects such as devel-
opment and equity. The establishment and growth of private HE institutions
flourishes in countries where state policies favour the existence of the sector and
where there is purchasing power. Of course, market forces determine the size
and extent of such purchasing power. Thus, the strength of the economy does
play a major part, as clearly demonstrated in the case of Mauritius and Bot-
swana.

However, it should not be forgotten that some PHEIs survive on philanthropy
rather than on for-profit. Therefore, this means that purchasing power alone is
not enough to guarantee the existence of the private HE sector, hence favourable
policies are key drivers. The combination of these factors, therefore, explains
why, for instance, PHEIs exist in Mauritius rather than Botswana whereas the
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two countries are almost similar in terms of the strength of their economies as
well as their population sizes. It explains why South Africa does not have a
private university or struggling foreign institutions, while Kenya boasts 18 pri-
vate universities (see Otieno in this volume), even though its economy is not as
strong as that of South Africa. The strength of economy not only provides better
purchasing power, but also the demand of skills by the labour market, thus cre-
ating a supply gap from the HE system that leads to the establishment of PHEIs
to assist in filling up skills needs.

Are Private HE Institutions a Future of Higher Education in Africa?
In Africa and the world over, private HE is here to stay. Indeed, research shows
that there is a huge demand for its existence. Historical antecedents elsewhere in
the world show that the sector is sustained until some of its institutions attain the
respectable academic status often afforded to some of their public sector coun-
terparts. In some developed countries, the academic status of PHEIs even ex-
ceeds that of public sector universities in certain cases. However, private sector
institutions often do not want to be like public sector institutions and, certainly,
should not be in order to promote diversity of institutional types; programme
specialisation; level of qualifications; geographical location and modes of deliv-
ery. In certain cases, of course, PHEIs aspire to attain some of the better traits of
public HE institutions to the extent of blurred boundaries between the two sec-
tors.

As much as the private HE sector has a future in the continent based on
historical reasons, it is, however, not guaranteed. Over and above the policy
challenges they face, it is largely down to private HE institutions to guarantee
their own future.

First, and foremost, private HE institutions need to comply with the state’s
policies in fulfilling the state’s higher education policy objectives. This may not
be easy for PHEIs because their agenda may not necessarily complement that of
the state, even though that agenda may not be fundamentally opposed. Indeed,
state regulation of the private sector would seek to reflect its objectives so as to
increase its potential for success in delivering on its agenda. As discussed above,
many contemporary PHEIs may be driven by for-profit motive which could make
them neglect, for instance, developmental imperatives of the state’s HE objec-
tives.

As argued earlier, the state is an active participant in the private HE sector. It
has happened several times that private sector institutions have a confronta-
tional relationship with government; sometimes winning court battles but not
winning the war (see Salerno and Beverwjk in this volume). The best approach,
of course, is to get the buy-in of the state; influence its policies on private HE
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and have the sector positively contributing to the broader state agenda of HE.
African countries are at different stages in doing this. Some have, others did and
are revising, others have not, and some have not even thought about it.

Second, private HE institutions are facing a daunting challenge of competing
with relatively long-established public HE institutions in many respects. One
such area of competition combines a number of related issues such as building
trust with communities, authorities and other HE institutions; building a reputa-
tion which may already be found at established public HE institutions; building
the reputable image expected and associated with HE institutions which is often
based on existing institutions and building on trusted quality of education. Levy
(1999:19) observes that even when these new institutions call themselves uni-
versities they are met with derision. Lee (1999) argues that the survival of pri-
vate HE institutions depends on their ability to experiment with new and differ-
ent kinds of programmes so as to have variety for their clients. Therefore, this
means that private HE institutions have to fight against many odds, both inter-
nally within their sector and externally, in order to guarantee themselves into the
future.

Third, there is evidence that in some African states, such as Kenya and Ni-
geria, PHEIs identify with, and get involved in, community development issues.
However, engaging the community should not be just for its sake. Instead, it
should be of such a purpose as to assist communities to deal with daunting chal-
lenges they face. Indeed, this will guarantee any type of institution its relevance
and, therefore, the purpose of its existence. Of course, private institutions, given
their privateness, mostly engage in community activities as part of their commu-
nity service responsibility/requirement, which for most firms comprises their
marketing strategy anyway. In fact, in certain instances PHEIs even offer stu-
dent aid programmes and other inducements in order to gain legitimacy.

Fourth, many studies have shown that private institutions are demand-ab-
sorbing. Thus, for as long as there is excess demand, PHEIs are guaranteed their
existence. Crucially in this equation is that state policies are meant to regulate
existence and operation of private institutions, because they can make or break
their survival. Demand absorption does not necessarily imply students who could
not gain access to public institutions because the points system of some public
providers act to exclude students, given their low levels of attainment in school
leaving examinations as Kruss (in this volume) found out. It also means provid-
ing options for relatively privileged students ‘more likely to be able to meet the
formal requirements for entry into public higher education, and thus able to
make an active choice to attend a private institution’ (Kruss, in this volume).
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Fifth, PHEIs in many African states have broadened access of women to
education and, therefore, assisted in states to meet their gender equity impera-
tives. This is certainly the case in countries such as Kenya, Mozambique, Su-
dan, Tanzania and Zimbabwe (see Onsongo, this volume; Banya 2001; Mario et
al 2003 and Wesonga 2003). Onsongo argues that ‘access introduces the con-
cept of equity, which focuses on the values of fairness and social justice in the
way social educational opportunities and resources are allocated or shared’.
However, in a study of four private universities in Kenya, Wesonga (2003) ob-
served that student enrolment patterns at private HE institutions resembled that
of public HE institutions wherein female students largely concentrated in the
humanities and social sciences. A different perspective which arrives at a simi-
lar conclusion is that of Onsongo who argues that

since most private universities in Kenya are religious based, with little
science and technology programmes, the system subtly channels female
students into the traditional fields that do not give them any competitive
edge over male students. This means that private universities perpetuate
the subordination of women in the labour market because they do not
equip them with skills that they need to compete with men. In this regard
therefore, these universities fail to promote or enhance equality of out-
come and equal educational effects on life chances, though they seem to
be promoting equality of access.

Thus, broadening access and equity should not be accepted at face value but a
deeper analysis is required in order to ensure that PHEIs are making a qualita-
tive difference. Nonetheless, it has been demonstrated in many African states
that the demand for HE among women exists and that PHEIs assist in making
HE accessible to them.

Sixth, Assie-Lumumba (2004:76) suggests that ‘the notion of life-long learn-
ing is embedded in the African tradition’. Indeed, there is identifiable demand
for life-long learning in African states, hence the largely-used concept of non-
traditional students. Public sector institutions are playing their role; however,
they seem to have limitations especially with regard to the required flexibility.
Private HE institutions, therefore, are occupying this gap.

These are some of the pertinent issues which indicate the need for broaden-
ing a higher education system in African states, which is largely possible with
the participation of the private HE sector. Indeed, many of these elements are
dependant on state policies and how private institutions relate to them.
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What Challenges and Lessons for Governments?
The mushrooming of private HE has clearly brought about challenges to gov-
ernments, especially with regard to the formulation of state policies. Govern-
ments are having to: balance the growth of HE systems; maintain or improve on
quality; formulate unprecedented policies to regulate the functioning of the sec-
tor, bearing in mind that it has a plethora of different types, sizes, shapes,
specialisations and levels of institutions; ensure equity in the system, primarily
to the rich and poor and geographic spread as well as gender balance; and pro-
tect the interest of citizens against education of poor or inferior quality and
unscrupulous operators.

The task of governments in formulating private HE policies is, therefore, not
an easy one. The articles contained in this volume touch on some that are also
contained in international literature. This section covers pertinent challenges
facing governments as well as lessons emanating from experiences across the
continent and some other parts of the world.

Ensuring Equitable Access to Affordable Higher Education
It is almost inevitable that education in general, and HE in particular, shall no
longer be free in the various states of the African continent. This is indeed a sad
reality because many African states cannot cope with the high demand for HE
while they do not have enough funding to provide more learning resources. The
establishment of PHEIs then becomes justifiable under these circumstances.
However, PHEIs, especially for-profit ones, largely or only enrol students who
are able to pay. This situation further makes education a privilege for the few or
an exclusive right of those who can afford to pay. In this way, the poor and
disadvantaged groupings (women, people living with disabilities and those liv-
ing in rural communities) are left out of the system as they have always been.

In her study of South African private HE, Kruss (in this volume) observes
that in the majority of cases, only those who can afford the generally high fees
can choose to study at a private institution. Thus, in some countries the presence
of private HE does not provide a solution but exacerbates an existing problems.
Regarding gender equity, Onsongo observes that affirmative actions may not be
the best intervention for enhancing gender equity in HE, but policies that en-
courage and increase opportunities for women and girls in education. She con-
cludes that ‘opening up the education market for private providers can be seen
as one of such alternatives’. However, as argued earlier PHEIs tend to offer
‘soft’ programmes thus exacerbating the disadvantaging of women as they enrol
in relatively large numbers compared to public sector institutions (see Onsongo
and Wesonga 2003).
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Quality Assurance
Governments have a role to ensure that public and private institutions provide
quality education. This is quality as is required for human development; human
resources development and, in turn, the development communities and econo-
mies. The Council on Higher Education (CHE) of South Africa describes the
criteria for quality as fitness for purpose in relation to the specified mission;
value for money judged in relation to the full range of HE purposes and transfor-
mation in the sense of developing the capabilities of individuals (CHE 2001).
Assuring quality at both public and private institutions, fairly and equitably,
would ensure that perceptions about quality and processes of either sector are
dispelled. Indeed, a number of African states have put in place quality assurance
bodies that serve this purpose.

In order to provide the minimum quality required, institutions need to have
quality personnel (academics and administrators); good curriculum; appropriate
facilities (e.g. buildings, infrastructure, teaching and learning equipment, etc.)
and attract quality students determined by the national process in place. Kruss
found out that some institutions in South Africa admitted students to programmes
for which they did not qualify, such as MBAs. Some students were admitted to
the programme without a Grade 12 qualification which is a minimum require-
ment for any HE qualification at public HE institutions, let alone a post-gradu-
ate qualification.

In the Nigerian HE system, Obasi observes that the enforcement of the crite-
ria for the granting of licenses to private universities has had a positive impact
on the quality of facilities for teaching and learning at the institutions. Indeed,
the programmes of five private universities that were audited passed the ac-
creditation process (Obasi in this volume). This shows the positive effect of
accreditation and quality assurance set in place by the state.

Facilitation of Student Mobility across Sectors and Borders
Linked to the issue of quality is student articulation, defined as the ability of
students to move from one institution to the other without losing their accumu-
lated qualifications credits from the previous institution and to have their quali-
fications recognised by the receiving institution. Once private HE institutions
are licensed and/or registered to operate and their programmes accredited by
relevant bodies, the common practice is to still have them operate in the periph-
ery of the public HE system. This implies that their programmes are acceptable
on paper and not in practice. The challenge for policy makers, therefore, is to
facilitate the mobility of students across public-private sectors. Moreover, re-
gional accreditation bodies, at least across countries, need to exchange informa-
tion, compare notes and collaborate in order to facilitate the mobility of students
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across systems and borders. Salerno and Beverwijk (this volume) observe that
accreditation credit-transfer and accumulation policies are being developed in
Uganda to facilitate student mobility, discourage program duplication and en-
courage more efficient resource allocation.

Planned Growth of Higher Education Taking Account of Private
Institutions
Planning HE growth in African states, perhaps in all developing countries, is no
longer about public HE institutions only, but private HE institutions as well.
Salerno and Beverwijk observe of Uganda that the planning process involves a
parallel shift from an elite to a mass HE system and ‘from a model of central
planning to one that is more market oriented’. They argue that striking an appro-
priate balance when managing the two shifts requires strategies that seek to
neutralise a situation where ‘strong points of one tend to produce dilemmas and
tradeoffs that adversely affect the advantages brought about by the other’. This,
therefore, means that unpopular decisions are bound to be made and mistakes
may arise.

Often, the establishment of private institutions is not a state-planned devel-
opmental phenomenon. They emerge, catching the state unawares (see Obasi;
Salerno and Beverwijk in this volume). As such, certain unprecedented state
policies which seek to regulate the mushrooming sector get challenged, legally
in certain instances, by private institutions who find them unfair, especially in
comparison to how these policies apply to public sector institutions. Incidents of
legal challenges by private institutions of state policies have taken place in South
Africa and Uganda. These challenges take place because the new policies are
viewed as more stringent than they are with public HE institutions. Coombe
(2001) acknowledges that there is some merit in the allegation that private pro-
viders in South Africa are being subjected to a more stringent regulatory super-
vision than public institutions – this practice is characteristic of other countries
as well. However, he argues that ‘it would be difficult to sustain an argument
that this is systematic and deliberate’. He further argues that this is principally
intended to protect the consumer and improve the quality of private provision of
HE.

Within the context of planning there is a need for new innovative ways of
carving the role of the new institutions. Coombe (2001) suggests that both policy
makers and private HE institutions ‘will benefit by a definition of their common
interests in the advancement of the nation’s human resource development strat-
egy’. In other words, this means that the development of the private HE sector
should not be left to the vagaries of the market but planned with set purposes.
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Notes
1. Privateness and publicness are concepts borrowed from the seminal work of

Levy (1986) on private higher education in Latin America. In using these
concepts, Levy argues that ‘to evaluate privatisation in qualitative as well as
quantitative terms, private and public can be defined in ideal-typical terms of
privateness and publicness’. He then uses the ideal-typical categories of fi-
nance, governance and function to evaluate publicness or privateness on HE
sectors.

2. Provider and institution are used interchangeably. However, ‘institution’ is a
preferred concept rather than university. Institution is an encompassing term
for all those providers operating in what in each country is regarded as HE,
which is a sub-sector of post-secondary education. A university implies a par-
ticular type of institution within post-secondary system. So, HE institutions
can be post-secondary but not necessarily universities while there may be those
that offer both post-secondary and HE, especially some private providers as
found in South Africa.

3. A unique feature about Agha Khan universities is that, although a largely
Ismailia Muslim Community organisation, its higher education institutions
are secular, at least outside Pakistan.

4. The number of private HE institutions in Mozambique was set at fifteen in
2006. This information, though, was gathered through an informal discus-
sion. Thus, it is not clear what stage of official recognition the latest additions
to the initial number of five private institutions are all at, hence the number
which this article will refer to is that of officially recognised private institu-
tions which is five.

5. The merits or demerits of this distinction and definition shall not be chal-
lenged or discussed in this paper. However, it has been adopted for purposes of
clarity for better understanding of the discussions that follow.

6. Leading to implementation of SAPs, studies on the rates of return to different
levels of education had shown greater social benefits from basic education as
well as higher education offered at private institutions. Thus, the nexus of
private efficiency and higher benefits from private HE provided a (further)
rationale for public disengagement with HE; greater cost recovery from public
spending and more private involvement. There was a belief that this would be
the best route for Africa to realise sustainable development (see World Bank
1989). African academics have been generally critical of the World Bank stud-
ies which provided a background to the SAPs recommendations in Africa,
mainly as having been not grounded in an African context.
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