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the problem with for-profits
by tressie mcmillan cottom and sara goldrick-rab

We’ve all heard the alarming statistics about the spiraling cost of American higher education. Colleges and 
universities are reportedly unaffordable and intent on absorbing 
as many public dollars as possible, leaving students burdened 

with mountains of debt and without the skills they need to 
successfully transition into a rapidly changing workforce. This 

rhetoric is at least somewhat true. But the response to this “cri-
sis” in higher education—a push to adopt a corporate, free mar-

ket model, which is posited as the only 
viable, practical, and efficient solution—
is highly political. 

The “reformers” who are defin-
ing the terms of “the problem” are also 
those who profit from the solutions 

coming from a corporate model. These models are only likely suc-
cessful if you accept reformist definitions and ignore the terms of 

The “reformers” get to define the terms of this 
crisis in higher education and profit from the 
solutions.

of knowledge, not about running food and dining operations, 
recreational facilities, building maintenance activities, and the 
like. Universities should turn these activities over to special-
ists. Where they have done so, they seldom go back to the old 
ways, as new “corporate” providers often save resources that 
can be utilized for other, including pure academic purposes.

Moreover, a good case can be made that some more tra-
ditional academic functions can be outsourced in a similar way. 

Remedial education is really, at best, high school level training, 
and private companies that specialize in this probably can do 
it better and more cheaply than in-house university employees. 
Also, traditional universities are usually rather inept at creating 
new online programs, being particularly bad at marketing the 
efforts. Private for-profit specialists are helping do this at many 
schools, usually to good effect from the institution’s perspective.

The ultimate “corporatization” action in higher education, 
however, is the for-profit provider of educational services, be 
it big companies like Apollo (University of Phoenix), Kaplan, 
DeVry or Bridgepoint Education, or smaller localized firms. 
Many in higher education despise these institutions, and clearly 
some of them have engaged in some shoddy practices with 
respect to recruiting students. But I think on the whole they 
have had a positive role to play, for several reasons.

First, for-profits have provided access to many students—
especially first-generation college students from low-income 
families who are disproportionately from minority groups—who 

were vastly underrepresented at, and even ignored by traditional 
institutions. For-profits have also taken the lead in expanding 
access to college education for non-traditional students.

Second, for-profits have a laser-like focus on the student 
and her success because they are driven by tuition revenues. Dis-
satisfied students will leave, which directly leads to declining rev-
enues and profits. The for-profits spend a lot on offering good, 
rather standardized instruction, and put a lot of effort into job 

placement, an often neglected area in tra-
ditional schools. 

Third, for-profits cost society far less 
per student to operate, where “society” 
refers to all spending per student, be it by 
students, governments or donors. They 
are incentivized to be efficient. To be sure, 

they ignore the research function, but arguably much modern 
academic research is of trivial value and read by few. 

Fourth, while some of the for-profit schools offer substan-
dard products and have high student loan default rates, that is 
very much related to their reaching out to a non-traditional cli-
entele that our political leaders tell us we should be educating. 
Comparing for-profits with traditional universities with similar 
demographic profiles (Chicago State University, University of 
Texas at El Paso), you find the performance indicators do not 
seem so terribly bad at the for-profit institutions.

Corporatization is a loaded term, too often used in a pejo-
rative sense. Much so-called corporatization works to make 
higher education more competitive, efficient, and affordable—
not bad attributes at all. 
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real life. In fact, the corporate higher education model, specifically 
that of for-profit institutions, employs an extreme and corruptive 
form of price discounting, a complex practice in which different 
people face different prices, while bringing vouchers—financial 
aid, mainly in the form of loans—to the colleges of their choos-
ing. For-profit institutions thrive by recruiting voucher students 
and indexing prices to maximum aid amounts to absorb these 
publicly financed vouchers. Consequently, for-profit institutions 
extract their profits from taxpayer dollars while driving up total 
student debt substantially, which today is roughly 1 trillion dollars. 

We are also told that public higher education is failing to 
produce the human capital that drives our national economic 
engine. High unemployment is said to indicate a “skills mis-
match,” the fault of which lies with colleges and universities 
being more concerned with “useless” liberal arts than practi-
cal skill development. But, in fact, we have a bad economy—
one that cannot absorb talented labor and new entrants into 
the market and that has also been ruled by the market ethos to 
which reformists would now subject higher education. The pri-
vate sector, which has abandoned its commitment to the social 
contract that propelled our nation’s economic growth for gen-
erations, now wants public higher education to absorb more of 
the costs of labor development. That demand is audacious. The 
very companies that use creative accounting to evade paying the 
taxes that support public education wants those same schools 
to train their workforce for ever more specific job duties—some-
times on proprietary equipment, no less—with no guarantee of 
employment or job security. 

Certainly, for-profit colleges and universities enroll many 
non-traditional students and students 
who are not quite ready for college-level 
work. Yet no one really knows how for-
profits manage to train so many stu-
dents with difficulties in their educational 
biographies without offering remediation in skills like reading, 
writing, and math. Few bother to notice or explain corporate 
education’s dismal track record with graduation and educa-
tional satisfaction. While for-profit institutions are competitive 
in first year persistence and sub-baccalaureate certificate pro-
grams, public colleges still do a better job at graduating stu-
dents with degrees. For-profit institutions graduate 28 percent 
of their first-time bachelor’s degree-seeking students within six 
years as compared to 56 percent at public institutions. Further, 
for-profit students are less happy with their education and 
more likely to be unemployed, and for longer, than students 
from public institutions. Corporatization may produce more 
tool-and-die operators faster than public higher education but 
the public higher education model excels in producing learners 
who can adapt in the labor market when tool-and-die opera-
tions no longer exist. 

By convincing us that higher education is a failed experiment 
whose time has passed, corporate enthusiasts frame the terms 

o f  deba te 
s u c h  t h a t 
public higher 
e d u c a t i o n , 
whose tuition 
a n d  m i s -
sion is mainly 
controlled by 
external actors, 
barely stands 
a chance. The 
growing edu-
cational-indus-
tr ial  complex 
of publishers, 
consultants, and 
lobby i s t s  has 
made substantial 
inroads into college decision-making circles, and strongly rein-
force the notion that public higher education is not up to the task. 
It is time, they keep telling us, to adapt to the “new normal”—a 
privatized model. These agents present the debate as settled, with 
only the terms of implementation left to discuss. 

Certainly, students across postsecondary education want 
good jobs that afford them a good quality of life and col-
leges should examine how better to serve students who are 
encountering markedly different learning environments than 
past students. However, the terms of the debate about cor-
poratization in higher education are not in keeping with the 

reality of today’s higher education landscape. This disconnect is 
not accidental. The corporatization rhetoric obscures the truth 
that public higher education still best serves the most students, 
not just by being a point of access but also by broadening the 
very definition of access. Public higher education still offers the 
most affordable, accessible launching pad into higher social 
and economic mobility for the greatest number and types of 
students in the United States. If we continue to concede the 
terms of this debate to corporatizing solutions, public higher 
education will remain a “problem” and those of us working 
within public higher education will be unlikely to have a say in 
defining its solution. 
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They keep telling us to adapt to the “new 
normal”—a privatized model of education.


