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Higher education is chronically 
underfinanced across the world and the 
dominant discourse and narrative from 

multinational actors and the international donor 
community has for a long time been in disfavour 
of ensuring the right to free higher education. This 
report seeks to dig into the question of why we are 
witnessing an “excluding consensus” with regards 
to who has access to quality higher education 
(favouring the privileged). It also looks at what 
actions we can take to move away from higher 
education contributing to increased inequality on 
a global level, and rather promote the vital role 
and potential of higher education in eradicating 
inequality and being a tool for social justice.  

Students and academics across the globe are active 
and crucial actors in defending and safeguarding 
the right to quality higher education. There are 
many good examples, and this report presents those 
of China, Colombia and South Africa. Students and 
academics are pushing back on increased tuition 
fees, insufficient loan- and grant schemes, rapid 
commercialization and the dominant notion where 
higher education is viewed as a commodity. They 
challenge systemic issues in society and call for fair 
and equitable higher education in a struggle that 
goes beyond borders, calling on both national and 
international actors to promote and defend higher 
education as a public good for everyone.  

It’s time to roll up our sleeves and together challenge 
the outdated narrative of higher education as an elite 
institution. In a context where more young people 
than ever before strive for a higher education and 
the number of tertiary institutions is rising there is 
tremendous potential for sustainable development. 

Yet, numerous youth are currently left behind 
due to underfunding as well as the emergence of 
harmful financial structures that are undermining 
the potential for publicly financed higher education. 

This report aims to provide inspiration for how we 
can move forward to ensure meaningful solutions 
are applied to secure equal access to higher education 
globally. One important lesson from the report, 
is that fair and sufficient loan- and grant schemes 
could be part of the solution for increasing equitable 
access, despite socioeconomic background, and 
in particular in reaching marginalized groups and 
those currently left behind. In addition, it highlights 
how tax justice should be part of the toolbox to 
ensure increased government spending on higher 
education. We must strive to replace the “excluding 
consensus” and with a new “inclusive consensus”. 
This can be done by pushing governments to show 
political will and commitment for sustainable 
solutions that embrace the right to higher education 
as a public good and to successfully fund the future 
of young students who strive for a more inclusive 
higher education system.
-------
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This report – An Excluding 
Consensus?  - Grants and Loan 
Schemes and the need for 

equitable access to Higher Education 
Globally – presents an overview of 
the effects the massification of higher 
education has had on equity of access, 
focusing on the current policy consensus 
of cost-sharing in higher education. It 
also briefly considers financing of higher 
education, grants and loan schemes 
for students and the privatization of 
higher education across the world and 
seeks to provide a critical and historical 
framework for understanding the 
difficulties that have arisen concerning 
access and equity.  Through case studies 
of China, Colombia and South Africa, 
a more detailed analysis will be given 
of the play between the templates 
of global policy and the specificity 
of national circumstance, with an 
emphasis on student loan and grant 
schemes.  The report will strive to 
show the limits of the current policy 
consensus, which as the title implies 
is contributing to exclusion, and 
from this analysis move on to provide 
some concrete recommendations that 
will forward the struggle to achieve 
more and better higher education.

The current report takes as its starting-
point some of the key arguments and 
insights from the 2018 SAIH Report, 
Universities between the state and 
the market: development policy, 
commercialization and liberalization of 
higher education (Selenica 2018). This 
presented a comprehensive description 
of the changes to and pressures on 
higher education systems from the 
immediate postwar period and up to the 
present. It argued that higher education 
is ‘increasingly caught between the 
state and the market in contradictory 
ways’ (Selenica 2018: 9), and warned 
that our increasingly ‘market-driven 
and market-funded’ universities are in 
general suffering significant decreases 
in public funding in both developed 
and developing countries. As a result, 
not only do inequalities continue to 
characterize higher education, but 
these may well be sharpening under the 
pressures of the new student funding 
policies.  The Report recommended 
further research in this area, and An 
Excluding Consensus?  - Cost-sharing 
and the inadequacy of Grants and Loan 
Schemes in Higher Education –seeks to 
provide some elements of this necessary 
work.  

Introduction
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The report will look into the ‘common 
sense’ (the hegemony of a certain way 
of thinking) policies that have appeared 
around student funding since the 1980s, 
and which still inform (or deform) the 
present troubled moment.   In particular, 
it seeks to point out how this reigning 
‘common sense’ works through the 
formation of an ‘excluding consensus’, 
one which operates by refusing to 
acknowledge the existence of other 
perspectives on key and contentious 
issues, often discounting them without 
consideration.  With regard to student 
funding, we shall see how ‘private 
benefit’ characterizations of higher 
education dominates policy discourse 
while alternative or complementary 
arguments based in ‘public’ or ‘common 
good’ conceptions of the value of 
higher education are being excluded.  
Of particular concern here is the way 
in which (as we shall see in the report) 
‘private benefit’ theory does not address 
the inequality of access to higher 
education. The title of the report thus 
implies both the exclusion of other 
perspectives in the policy discourse 
on higher education, but also alludes 
to that these policies lead to higher 
education excluding many students 
who are economically marginalized.

Higher education policy – like any policy 
discourse – is always double-sided.  On 
the one hand, it looks outward, and 
policy seeks to present a considered 
and pragmatic response to a concrete 
problem.  On the other, policy always 
speaks (and sees) from somewhere, 
and has its own presuppositions and 
assumptions.   The ‘common sense’ that 
all policy discourse has as its starting 
point may be more selective than it 

realizes, and its proposed solutions 
consequently weaker or even entirely 
off-target.

Quality higher education should be free 
and accessible to all. The introduction 
of tuition fees and the strain on higher 
education financing as well as student 
financial aid systems is a threat to society 
and the role that higher education has. 
Though this report will mainly look at 
concrete policy recommendations to 
improve the current situation, the goal 
of completely free, high quality higher 
education should never move out of 
sight. One important task in this report 
is to address issues of student grant and 
loan schemes. This is because making 
higher education fee free will not remedy 
the inequality of access, as the cost of 
living while studying imposes a barrier 
on the economically marginalized. 

In seeking to open up and expose to 
view the dynamics of this excluding 
consensus, this report aims to 
clear the ground for some concrete 
recommendations for both national 
and international development policies 
regarding student financing.  All around 
the world, student action and protest 
demonstrates that this is an urgent and 
necessary task.   
-------
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The terms for describing and understanding 
this shift were first proposed by the 
American sociologist, Martin Trow, in a 

series of ground-breaking articles published in the 
early 1970s. Trow characterized university systems 
prior to the Second World War (1939-45) as ‘elite’ 
systems.  These catered approximately 10 to 15 
per cent of the post-secondary school cohort and 
served largely the reproduction across generations 
of a social, political and economic elite., a ruling 
class.   The Post war period saw an increase in 
and broadening of participation, moving up to 20 
per cent participation and beyond, and looking to 
grow into ‘universal’ access which would require 
participation of more than 30 per cent (determined 
by Trow as anything over 30 per cent, as the world 
now in fact has, though unevenly distributed) 
(Trow 1973).  At present, universal access has 
been achieved, though unevenly distributed.

The process of massification resulted in a complex 
internal differentiation of the higher education 
system.  New distinctions emerged between 
‘teaching’ and ‘research’ universities, and between 
these and a proliferation of ‘further education’ 
institutions.  

‘Teaching’ universities generally offer three- to four-
year bachelors’ degrees, while ‘research’ universities 
offer both masters’ and doctoral degrees in addition 
to undergraduate degrees. Academic staff at these 
institutions are expected to engage in research and 
publication in addition to teaching. In so doing, 
the research universities, though in complex ways, 
manage to retain something of the core functions 

of the previously ‘elite’ universities, providing an 
added aura of distinction to their graduates, and 
continuing to be an interactive space for the social 
networking processes that are crucial to facilitated 
entry into the most prestigious employment 
sectors.1  The diverse further education institutions 
offer shorter courses and a wide range of diplomas 
and certificates which are less academic and 
more practical in nature, and usually directed at 
answering the immediate needs for specific skills by 
industry and the economy.    

This transition from elite to mass education – 
first observed in Europe and North American 
– continues to deepen and extend across the 
world, though with important and observable 
variations of pace between high-income and low-
income countries.  In an initial moment, funding 
and advisory institutions such as the World Bank 
and the Organization for Co-Operation and 
Economic Development (OECD) sought to inhibit 
massification in low-income countries, arguing 
that these should focus on primary and secondary 
education alone.1  The policy was eventually 
abandoned in the face of actual continued pressure 
and demand from local populations, though it is a 
moot point whether the World Bank and OECD’s 
continued emphasis on the promotion of the lower 
levels of tertiary education provision maintains the 
prejudice against higher education proper.2

Current estimates place the total number of 
students in higher education at around 200 million 
worldwide (Atherton et al 2016), and still growing.  
In high- income countries, the rate of increase 
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has slowed to around two per cent per year over 
the past twenty years, but continues to strengthen 
in medium-income countries at seven per cent 
per annum.  Low-income countries, which are 
beginning from a much lower starting-point are 
currently experiencing a rate of growth of around 
five per cent per year (Salmi 2017: 2).  All in all, global 
participation in tertiary education is calculated to 
have reached thirty-eight per cent, while in upper 
middle- income countries, it stands at more than 
fifty per cent (Global Monitoring Report 2019: 145; 
see figure 1).   
-------

Figure 1. Tertiary education gross enrolment ratio, by country 
income group, 1970 - 2014 (%)cited Salmi 2017: 2

Source UIS Database
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In part, it simply reflects population growth, 
and the number of young between 18 and 25 
years. However, this ‘natural’ growth is always 

already mediated by a variety of social and political 
factors.  These mediating factors are in part political 
and in part economic, and though partial analysis 
usually separates these out from one another, the 
reality in any individual life is that the political 
and the economic are almost always inextricably 
intertwined.  On the one hand, massification was 
driven by the political force embodied in the new 
post war discourse that asserted higher education 
as a human right; on the other, it was the result 
of economic demand and possibility, created by 
the needs of industry for specific human capitals. 
Socially and politically, the idea of education and 
tertiary education as a democratic human right was 
one of the keystones of the post war international 
order, and as such frequently asserted in numerous 
charters, conventions and declarations.  In the 1948 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, education 
figures in Article 26 Paragraph 1 ‘Everyone has the 
right to education’ and that ‘higher education shall 
be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit’; 
in 1960, UNESCO declared that all states should 
‘make higher education equally accessible to all on 
the basis of individual capacity’.  As a human right, 
higher education is seen as above all in and through 
its capacity to promote human self-development and 
flourishing as the basis for deepening democracy 
and social cohesion.3

Such foundational statements continue to be echoed 
in the declarations and commitments of many events 
and organizations, including those of the World 

Conference on Education for All (Jomtien, Thailand 
1990), the Conference on Academic Freedom and 
University Autonomy (Sianaia, 1992), the UNESCO 
General Conference in 1997; the UNESCO World 
Declaration on Higher Education for the Twenty-
First Century (1998); and the Bergen Declaration 
of 2016 as well as coming through in numerous 
constitutional provisions and commitments 
across the world.4  The right to education and the 
promotion of higher education also figure as one of 
the sub targets within the Sustainable Development 
Goals, while more recently, UNESCO declared, that 
the ‘principle of education as a fundamental human 
right… denotes a role for the state in ensuring the 
respect, fulfillment and the protection of the right 
to education. Beyond its role in the provision of 
education, the state must act as a guarantor of the 
right to education’ (UNESCO 2015: 75).  

At the same time, the demands of a growing world 
economy in the post war years saw significant 
growth in the demand for qualified professionals 
in all areas, promoting the rise of the ‘professional 
university. Alternatively, in the more troubled 
period of globalization – which has seen shrinkage 
in productive labour and manufacturing, but also 
increased pressure for knowledge and innovation 
– higher education has been deemed ‘the engine 
of development’ for competitive economies in the 
new global network society (Castells [1991] 2017; 
Castells and Himanem 2014).

As we shall see below, the selective vision of much 
recent policy has focused on the economic benefits 
and utilitarian appeal of higher education and tended 

What Factors Have Driven
this Extraordinary Expansion of  
Global Higher Education? 
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to marginalize the value of its democratizing force 
as a human right, and its consequent contribution 
to the public or common good. In this sense, the 
idea of access to higher education as a human right 
may form the background to policy discourse, but 
the foreground has been aggressively occupied by 
the idea of higher education as a private benefit. 
  
While dominant policy discourse separates out the 
economic from the human rights dimensions of 
higher education, it is important to recognize that 
in the reality of any individual life, the complex 
needs for dignity, self-realization, respect and 
recognition that are built into higher education as a 
human right can never really be separated from the 
human need for gainful employment. 
 
Real inequality can not be reduced to income 
inequality; it is multi-dimensional in its effects, 
and is responsible for varied levels of social 
and psychological destitution in human beings, 
ranging from concrete questions of health and 
life-expectancy to the most complex existential 
questions posed by social life (Therborn 2013).  The 
question of access to higher education is equally 
complex, and also brings into play all the questions 
of existential inequality and resource inequality 
that are ignored in the one-dimensional perspective 
of economic instrumentalism.

Massification is, or should be, an expensive 
business, if quality of provision is not to suffer.  It 
requires the building of new universities, and the 
expansion of existing ones, and all the physical 
infrastructural requirements that go along with this:  
teaching facilities, communications technology, 
accommodation, libraries, laboratories, sporting, 
entertainment and dining facilities; transport 
and parking.  It also needs significant expansion 
in human resources:  academic, research and 
teaching staff; administrators; service staff of all 
kinds (cleaners, gardeners, security staff, medical 
personnel, food purveyor, etc.).  It also requires 
funding – from public or private sources – for 

the students themselves, to cover both living and 
academic expenses, whether these latter be limited 
to academic necessities (books, stationary, digital 
devices) or – as is increasingly the case – expanded 
to cover tuition and related fees.  

In this regard, Trow’s simple, astute observation 
from 1973 weighs heavily on the present.  ‘No 
society, no matter how rich’, he observed, ‘can afford 
a system of higher education for 20 or 30 – 35 percent 
of the age grade at the cost levels of the elite higher 
education that it formerly provided for 5 percent 
of the population’ (1973: 36-7).  How affordable is 
higher education?  Who will be responsible for the 
costs of massification?  

Policy discourse, as discussed earlier, seeks to 
provide a considered and pragmatic response to 
concrete problems, such as the funding challenges 
presented by massification.  At the same time, policy 
discourse always operates from the perspective from 
which it frames its understanding of these problems.  
In practice, it tends to select and foreground some 
aspects of a complex problem for attention and 
agency, while obscuring and marginalizing other 
dimensions of it.  

In a recent survey of student funding provisions 
across the world – one which exemplifies and 
embodies the new common sense - Donald E Heller 
describes the ‘great change’ that has occurred in 
these provisions (Heller 2013: 1).  Central to this is 
the shift from a system in which higher education 
is funded by the state through taxation to one in 
which ‘students pay a larger share of the costs’ 
(1).  This is made necessary by the massification 
of the system, and the need for universities to find 
additional revenue streams; increasing competition 
from other sectors of government funding (and 
notably health, welfare and warfare); decreasing tax 
revenues (a point we shall return to); and is justified 
by the ‘concern that the returns of higher education 
accrue primarily to the individual, rather than to 
the society, and thus students should bear more of 
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the burden of paying for it’ (1).  Heller’s thinking 
(and that of his co-contributors) aptly expresses the 
core ideas and assumptions of the new ‘common 
sense’ of higher education policy.5 

At the centre of this new common sense stands 
as an organizing principle a particular and 
selective interpretation of higher education as 
‘human capital’.  First introduced in an influential 
speech by US economist Frank Knight in 1941, 
and later developed by thinkers such as Chicago 
economist Theodor Schultz, this idea achieved its 
most influential expression in a book by one of 
Schult’z protégés, Gary S. Becker.  Human capital: 
a theoretical and empirical analysis, with special 
reference to education was published in 1964, and 
fast became the standard reference point for World 
Bank policy templates and recommendations.  

‘Human’ capital refers to the forms of knowledge 
and skills acquired by people through their 
education and training, the knowledge and skills 
which contribute to and enhance their productive 
capacity in the economy.  And just as productivity 
can be improved through investment in physical 
capital resources, investments in human capital 
through education can also yield productivity gains 
(Schultz 1961: 3).  

Human capital theory spurred the post war 
expansion of higher education through its direct 
linking of higher education to economic progress 
and technological superiority in the context of the 
Cold War (Teixeira 2014).  Later, the interpretation 
of human capital theory was superseded by a 
narrower and more literal reading, one which 
referred to students’ ability to pay for their own 
education (McLanahan 2019).  Higher education 
was understood and represented as a literal 
investment that had a calculable ‘rate of return’, and 
so reframed the idea of higher education as a benefit 
to the user, and as an essentially private benefit.  

In this new perspective, students became 

entrepreneurs of the self, and made their decisions 
about higher education in an entirely rational 
fashion, based solely on their calculation of the 
balance between the costs of self-investment and the 
future financial benefits likely to accrue to them.6    

By extension, the human capital perspective  suggests 
that forms of privatization and cost-sharing are not 
only necessary to face the funding demands  created 
by massification but are fully justified in terms 
of the ‘concern’ mentioned by Heller (above), an 
 essentially moral concern for fairness and equity. 
We shall examine more below how a distorted view 
of equity is produced by this perspective, and just 
what is omitted or made invisible by it.  

First, let us briefly survey some of the core elements 
of privatization and the imposition of tuition fees 
(and corresponding provision of grants and loans) 
that result from the deployment of human capital 
theory in higher education policy.
-------
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Private higher education has a long history, 
but has experienced particular forms of 
intensification since the 1980s.  Faith-

based higher education has the deepest historical 
roots, as faith-based communities (such as the 
Roman Catholic Church or the Islamic faith) saw 
the need for their own institutions, often offering 
selective curricula and providing students with a 
habitus they are comfortable with in their studies.  
Faith-based education is no historical relic, but 
is, for instance, on the rise in Africa and in the 
USA.  Elite-based private provision is a second and 
more contemporary form, often with institutions 
forming as a response to real or perceived lowering 
of standards in public mass-based education, or 
offering specific and restricted combinations of 
specialized study.  Here growth is also significant.  
But both of these forms are outstripped by the third 
and most distinctive form of provision: the rise of 
what is generally referred to as the new ‘demand-
absorbing institutions’.  These have emerged across 
the world as a direct response to the pressures of 
massification on public systems whose capacities 
for accommodating students are far outstripped 
by demand, and where, increasingly, for-profit 
institutions are joining the range of not-for-profit 
providers (Bjarnason et al 2009; Kinser et al 
2010).  Any discussion of student access and equity 
needs attention to this, for reasons we shall see.

The growth in private provision has been substantial 
since the 1980s, when it ‘suddenly’ became the 
‘fastest-growing segment of higher education 
worldwide’ (Altbach 2005: 1).  While in the fifty 
years between 1920 and 1970, the growth in the 

number of new public universities was consistently 
greater than that of new private universities, this 
trend was gradually reversed during the 1980s.   
Between 1990 and 2000, private provision of new 
tertiary institutions increased at three times the rate 
of public provision (See figures 2 and 3).

All in all, the private sector now provides for around 
one third of total global enrolment (32.9% in 2010), 
while the ten largest higher education systems 
(China, India, USA, Russia, Brazil, Indonesia, 
Japan, Iran, Turkey, and Republic of Korea) allocate 
69.2% of their gross enrollment to private higher 
education (Levy 2018: 701,707).

Within this pattern of growth, it is notable that 
it is the ‘demand-absorbing’ subsector which 
predominates, and which is often regarded as 
problematic in terms of the quality of provision.  
While Levy argues that some institutions in this 
important subsector are ‘serious’ and ‘well-managed’, 
others are ‘highly problematic in academic quality’ 
and with extremely flimsy business plans, easily 
giving the impression that ‘personal gain’ is the 
main motivating factor.  Any full assessment of the 
quality of private provision in the sub-sector is also 
complicated by the difficulties of distinguishing 
for-profit from not-for-profit institutions as many 
which are ‘legally non- profit are functionally for 
profit’ (Levy 2009: 18, 19).
-------

Privatization
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A major element in the opening up of 
higher education to privatization has 
simply been the growth in the number 

of private higher education institutions across 
the world observed above.  A second and equally 
important factor has been the extension of the 
normal practice of demanding tuition fees from 
students in private institutions to the normalizing 
of tuition fees for students in public institutions. 
With a basis in the theory of human capital (or a certain 
selective reading of it), as previously explained, this 
new common sense finds key justifications: students 
can be understood as entrepreneurs of themsevels, 
ready to invest money in higher education for the sake 
of the rate of return it offers them, and consequently 
being ready to go into present debt in order to secure 
future financial benefits.  In addition, tuition fees 
and cost-sharing methods are also made necessary 
by the simple fact of declining government subsidy 
in the face of massification and particularly when 

Tuition-Fees and 
Financing Mechanisms

this occurs under conditions of increasing economic 
austerity, and budgets for health, welfare and military 
spending (amongst other demands) compete against 
each other for shrinking public funds

Taken together, economic necessity coupled with 
economic rationality mean that tuition fees will 
inevitably be accepted as a norm as the processes of 
massification continue to deepen and extend.  At the 
same time, as most countries adopt this cost sharing 
structure, recognition is also made of the consequent 
need for financial assistance programs for low-
income students who would otherwise be excluded 
from tertiary education (Marcucci 2013: 29).

For the moment at least, a number of countries 
retain a no-fee or only nominal tuition fees policy, 
including Argentina, Austria, Brazil, Denmark, 
Finland, Germany, Iran and Norway.  Elsewhere, 
either up-front or deferred tuition fees are charged.  

Figure 2.
Cumulative university 
foundings worldwide, 
by sector
cited Buckner 2017: 299
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Countries differ with regard as to whether tuition 
costs are set by the state, by the institution (through 
the principle of autonomy), or through a process of 
consultation between the two. 

Financial aid comes primarily in the forms of grants 
and loans.  These can pay off whole or partial tuition 
fees and occasionally help to cover living expenses. 
Grants and scholarships are usually awarded on the 
basis of academic or other merit (sport; music); or 
through the application of equity considerations, 
though these are also usually combined with 
assessments of academic merit.

The conditions for loan repayment and setting 
of interest rates differ across countries. While 

mortgage- style loans were once the norm, new 
models of Income-Contingent loans are being 
taken up in many systems, and are now the World 
Bank’s recommended practice.  The time-limits for 
repayments differ substantially.  In some countries, 
loans are repaid at standard interest rates, while 
in others, lower interest rates are subsidized by 
the government.  In some loan systems, successful 
completion of a degree or parts of a degree can 
result in the conversion of the loan into a grant, in 
an attempt to incentivize performance and lower 
the (often considerable) drop-out rates, particularly 
of students from lower-income groups. 
-------

Figure 3. Total number of new higher education institutions, 
by sector (three year average)cited Buckner 2017: 299
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The overview above has 
looked in general terms at 
the common sense policies 

developed to face the facts of the global 
massification of higher education.  
These policies have been spread in 
large part through the agency of the 
international funding, advisory and 
monitoring bodies that were established 
in the aftermath of the Second World 
War in an effort to create the conditions 
for peaceful co-operation, co-existence 
and prosperity.  Together, these 
orgamizations are responsible for the 
spread of what Roger King has called 
‘policy internationalism’ , the ‘global 
convergences in government policy 
prescriptions’  that constitute the new 
common sense of international higher 
education policy (King 2010: 35).  

Comparative analysis is useful as 
the specific historical, political 
and economic circumstances of 
individual countries throws sometimes 
unexpected light on the strengths 
and weaknesses of the templates and 
advice resulting from this new ‘policy 
internationalism’ (King 2010).7  As 
we shall see, the three cases we have 
selected - China, Colombia and South 
Africa – represent both striking 
similarities and differences with regard 
to their adoptions and adaptations of 
the common sense student funding 
prescriptions.  
-------

Case Examples 
China, South Africa and Colombia
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China

Established in 1949, after decades 
of brutal civil war, the People’s 
Republic of China put in place 

a centralized, state-controlled system 
of higher education modelled on that 
of the Soviet Union.  In this system, 
entrance to the public universities was 
strictly controlled by the state on a fee-
free basis, with the system growing 
from 227 institutions in 1949 to 1,289 
by 1960, and exit – into state-selected 
employment - was similarly constrained.  
The whole sector was disrupted during 
the years of the Cultural Revolution 
(1968-1976) by the sustained assault 
on students, academics, intellectuals 
and universities.   The system only 
began to re-establish itself after the 
rise to power of the previously exiled 
Deng Xiaoping in 1978.  At the Third 
Plenum of the Chinese Party Congress, 
Deng launched a series of economic 
and political reforms under the rubric 
of a ‘socialist market reform’ whose 
mot d’ordre or organizing slogan was 
‘Initiative cannot be aroused without 
economic means’ (Vogel 2011).
In this vision, the idea was to merge 
free-market practice with centralized 
state control into a ‘planned commodity 

economy’. Over the next decades, 
there was considerable economic 
growth, though matched by increasing 
inequality and insecurity which 
threatened the integrity of the ‘iron rice 
bowl’.8  

In the domain of higher education, this 
same reforming impulse came through 
in a range of new policy initiatives, 
each of which contributed to the 
modernization and massification of the 
system in line with the orthodoxies of 
privatization and cost-sharing.  

Reforms included the 1985 Decision of 
Reform of the Educational System, the 
1993 Program for Educational Reform, 
which allowed for the establishment of 
private higher education; Project 211 
in 1995, which selected one hundred 
universities for special additional 
support to encourage quality n 
research and teaching.  In 1998, Project 
985 provided additional resources in 
an endeavour to get ten universities 
onto the new global ranking schemes.  
The Higher Education Law of 1999 
consolidated government policy 
around World Bank prescriptions 
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and in 2001 China joined the World Trade 
Organization (Wang 2010). The most recent 
policy initiatives continue to focus attention on 
the growth and the improvement of the higher 
education system with Plan 11 in 2014 and the 
Double First Class University Plan in 2017, both 
demonstrating continued and consistent political 
pressure for transformation of the system.

Such initiatives enabled tremendous increases 
in student enrollment and participation in a 
relatively short space of time. It should be noted 
that this increase was, in part at least, deliberately 
engineered by the government on the advice of 
economists who suggested that funding growth in 
higher education would help stimulate domestic 
growth and demand, which in 1999 was becoming 

a serious problem (Bai 2006).   From reaching 
just 3.5% of the 18-24 year old cohort in 1991, 
participation grew to 24% by 2009, and stood 
at 37.5% in 2014, while numerical enrollment 
rose from 2.1 million to 35.6 million by 2016 (Li 
2016: 21). At the graduate level alone, enrollment 
grew from 128,000 in 2000 to 538,000 in 2010, 
with some 49,000 doctoral graduations in that 
same year, more than in any other single country.  
(Cloete et al 2017).  By 2015, seven Chinese 
universities were listed in the top two hundred 
in the Shanghai Jiaotong Academic Ranking 
of World Universities (Li 2016: 20) and China 
became the first developing country to have 
two universities in the top 100 of the Shanghai 
Ranking system.
-------
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Colombia

In Colombia, a similar scale of 
massification took place in the 
twenty –odd years since the 

adoption of a new Constitution in 1991. 
This marked a recognition for the need 
to end the virtual civil war that had 
been going on since at least the 1950s.  
However, the struggles between state, 
paramilitary and guerrilla resistance 
movements continued to divide and 
damage the country and its citizens.  
Fuelled by both narco-dollars and US 
financial support for and training and 
implementation of brutal counter-
insurgency techniques of Plan Colom-
bia, widespread killing, mutilation and 
torture resulted in the largest internal 
migrancy of any Latin American 
country, as some seven million people 
abandoned their homes in fear of their 
lives.  Teachers and trade unionists were 
particularly at risk as the government 
turned a blind eye to the activities of 
paramilitary groups, and endorsed a 
hard political rhetoric in which critics 
of the regime were characterized as 
enemies of the people (Hylton 2003)
After four years of negotiations, In 
2016, the largest guerilla grouping, 
the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 

Colombia (FARC) and the Colombian 
government entered into a Peace 
Agreement.  This historic agreement 
promised an end to the fifty year 
conflict with the FARC, reparations to 
millions of victims and comprehensive 
rural reforms, among other measures 
to build peace in the country.  It is 
still too early to say whether this the 
implementation of the peace agreement 
will continue and be successful under 
the new presidency of Ivan Duque.  
Additionally, it is important to note that 
the peace agreement fails to address all 
structural causes for inequality that 
contributed to the conflict.  However, 
in the area of education, one promising 
sign of democratization important 
achievement came with the signing 
of an significant agreement between 
protesting students and the new 
government at the end of 2018.  As we 
shall see below, the new aAgreement 
promises some significant progress in 
democratizing the higher education 
system, and addressing some of the 
central problems of the student funding 
regime.  

Despite the considerable civil violence 
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that has scarred the country, Colombia’s economy 
has prospered under the direction of World Bank 
policies.  These have resulted – in familiar ways – 
with increased profits but deepening inequality.   
Colombia has a GINI coefficient of 50.8, and is 
a country in which the top ten per cent of the 
wealthy take forty per cent of the GDP.     

The 1991 Constitution had declared Colombia ‘a 
social state under the rule of law… democratic, 
participatory and pluralistic’ (Constitution Article 
1).   It supported both public good functions of 
education, describing it ‘as an individual right 
and a public service that has a social function’ 
(Article 67), but also recognized rights to private 
education, specifying the individual right to 
‘create educational institutions’ (Article 68).  
The first decade (1991-2001) after the adoption 
of the Constitution saw considerable growth in 
the higher education system, and particularly 

in the number of private providers.  While the 
wealthiest quintiles of the population upped their 
share in total enrollment from twenty-three per 
cent to forty per cent, participation from the 
lower income groups grew only from two per 
cent to six per cent (Uribe 2012).  In the following 
decade, President Uribe, serving for two terms of 
office (2002-2010), promised and promoted an 
Education Revolution which, in terms of Gross 
Enrollment Ratio, proved successful.   By 2014, 
gross enrollment stood at 51.3%, up from 16.2% 
in 1994.  

However, as we shall see below, although 
in technical terms, Colombia, like China, 
successfully managed massification, there were 
significant problems around the policies used to 
enable and promote this growth. 
-------
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South Africa

The advent of South Africa’s 
new Constitution of 1994 
signalled a more fundamental 

change than did Colombia’s 1991 
Constitution.  Rather than continuing 
the well-established two-party system 
of Conservatives and Liberals that 
had characterized Colombian politics 
for generations, the 1994 Constitution 
brought into existence a whole new 
democratic state.  It enfranchised 
a black majority population which, 
under the brutal segregation of the 
apartheid decades, had been refused 
citizenship and began the construction 
of an entirely new nation based firmly 
in democracy and human rights for all.  
In terms of higher education, the new 
Constitution laid the ground for a 
determined effort to revitalize and 
reconnect the system to the new and 
increasingly important global networks 
of research and teaching in higher 
education, and to enhance its role as 
an ‘engine of development’ in the world 
economy.9   

South African higher education 
policy differs from that of China 
and Colombia in its self-conscious 

attempt to bring together the human 
capital and managerial perspectives 
associated with standard World 
Bank recommendations with a 
powerful current of public good and 
democratizing tendencies in ways that 
express the historical moment of South 
Africa’s political liberation.  

These tendencies are visible in the 
dual recognition in the foundational 
National Commission on Higher 
Education Report of 1996, A 
Framework for Transformation.  Here 
we may observe both the familiar neo-
liberal emphasis on the task of higher 
education to ensure the ’provision of 
person-power for the changing labour 
market’ (NCHE 1996: 54), but also 
the recognition that ‘the task of higher 
education is to support healthy public 
opinion and vibrant public debate 
by developing a culture of critical 
discourse in society’ (60).  Higher 
education is to be equally committed 
to developing ‘critical citizenship’ as 
well as generating the human capital 
resources for the local and global 
economy.10

CASE EXAMPLE
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A central goal in the democratic transformation 
of the system has been to seek to undo the legacy 
of apartheid discrimination and segregation in 
which black students were not allowed entry 
to white institutions, and a parallel system – 
substantially less resourced in all ways – was 
formed.11   
First steps in countering this came with the 
unification of the higher education system as a 
whole, bringing it under the rule of one ministry, 
and operating a series of mergers and affiliations 
which brought some of the black and white 
campuses together, and shrunk the system as a 
whole down from thirty-six institutions to twenty-
three (CHE 2016: 37).  The second intervention 
came with the decision to massify the system, 
and increase the number of enrollments, with 
particular emphasis on increasing participation 
of black students.
By 2013, the numbers are impressive, but tell only 

a part of the story.  Enrollments doubled from half 
a million to one million in public institutions and 
a further 90,000 in private institutions,   with black 
students now standing at more than fifty per cent 
of the intake in the formerly white institutions.  
Nonetheless, overall participation is low, standing 
at around 19% (compared to 17% in 1996); and 
still with massively skewed  participation in terms 
of race, with fifty-five per cent of the white cohort 
participating, compared to just sixteen per cent 
of Africans.  
While all three countries have seen growth in the 
past decades, it is worth noting just how far back 
South Africa stands in terms of Gross Enrollment 
Rations.  While China has reached 37.5% and 
Colombia 51.3% (both in 2014), South Africa 
only reaches 19% in 2013.  
-------
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As we have seen above, the global trend has 
been for significant increases in the provision 
of private higher education institutions, 

often focused at the low end of the scale as saturation 
points for soaking up demand but, as we shall below, 
often at a cost in terms of quality of provision an
d robust quality control.  The three specific cases 
display some common features, and some differences.

China
One result of the cost-sharing reform in China has 
been the considerable growth in private provision.   
This first came in the form of affiliated colleges 
attached to public universities, which were able to 
accept students who had received poorer results in 
the Gaokao (the National Entrance Examination), 
but were willing to pay higher tuition fees.  
Legislation in 1982 allowed the establishment of 
private colleges and universities: the minban (people-
run or community-run), and the opening of branch 
campuses of overseas universities (Mok 2008: 38).

Colombia
Colombia also followed the World Bank path of 
encouraging the provision of private higher education 
institutions, though with some interesting differences: 
while China poured funds into its public universities 
to establish their international competitiveness, 
Colombia appeared to follow a different policy of 
seeking to gradually undermine the public universities, 
shrinking their funding, and promoting internal 
austerity and privatization measures, while insisting 
on enrollment growth. For the four years between 2002 
and 2005, enrollment in private institutions surpassed 
that of public institutions, though enrollment in 
public institutions rose to just under fifty-five per 
cent in 2010.  A striking feature is the disparity in fees 
charged at public and private institutions, with private 
institutions charging six times the amount for tuition 

at public universities (OECD 2016: 251).  As we shall 
see below, this disparity became a matter of contest, as 
student protesters began to understand the drain on 
public resourced institutions through the government 
provision of loans to students at private institutions at 
such increased rates.  

South Africa
In contrast to both China and Colombia, private 
provision of higher education in South Africa has 
not been particularly intense.  Prior to 1994 and the 
new democratic constitution, there were around 
330 private institutions.   Growth accelerated in the 
1990s, due in part to a number of foreign universities 
establishing branch campuses in South Africa 
(and notably the Australian Monash University).  
As a response to unregulated growth, in 1999 the 
Director General of Education was instructed to act 
also as the Registrar of Private Higher Education.  

By the mid-2000s, private providers had to become 
compliant with higher education regulations, 
requiring their programs to fulfill the same criteria 
for accreditation as courses in the public universities.  
By 2014, there were 124 listed private education 
providers (though 28 of these enjoyed only provisional 
registration).  The total enrollment in private higher 
education institutions stood at around 90 000 in 2012. 

The striking feature here is South Africa’s comparative 
lack of interest in the private provision of higher 
education, but also its more active role in enforcing 
robust accreditation procedures.12  These are generally 
lacking in both China and Colombia, though Colombia 
does have a voluntary system of accreditation.13  In 
consequence, in both China and Colombia, there are 
significant levels of student complaints regarding the 
quality and consistency of private provision.14  
-------

Privatizations in China, 
Colombia and South Africa
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Faced with a situation in which the scale of 
China’s planned higher education expansion 
exceeded the government’s ability to pay 

for it, the government turned to the new ‘common 
sense’ advice offered by the World Bank. The 
country subsequently set out to develop a system 
of cost-sharing and privatization.  The possibility 
of private higher education was introduced in 
1993, through the Program for Educational Re-
form, and tuition fees were introduced into the 
public sector in 1997.  The costs of higher education 
were shifted ‘from an entirely governmental 
burden to a shared governmental, societal and 
individual burden’ (Dong and Wan 2012: 2).  
In practice, the first years of this change resulted 
in a welcome decrease in the state contribution 
to the funding of higher education from 91.81% 
in 1993 to 67.24% in 1999; and a consequent rise 
in the funding contributions of students and their 
families, through tuition costs and fees, from 6.18% 
in 1993 to 23.35% in 1999 (Shen and Li 2003: 25).
Alongside the introduction of tuition fees that 
recognized the private benefits of higher education, 
there also came the structures of student aid and 
financial assistance that expressed the need for 
state support, which was particularly relevant in a 
country such as China, where equal opportunity 
in education ‘should be one of the most important 
goals of the current political system’ (Shen and Li 
2003: 42).  

Yang and Chen (2013) identify six separate programs 
of financial support that are made available to 
students in the form of grants, subsidies, waivers 
and loans.

The National Scholarship was initiated in 2002 and is 
merit-based, sponsored by the central government, 
and targets exceptionally gifted undergraduate 
students who have already done one year of study, 

and are consistently performing in the top ten per 
cent of their grade.  Notable here is the ideological 
criterion (which we shall return to below) that all 
applicants should ‘love their country and support 
the leadership of the Communist Party’ and be 
‘honest and trustworthy, unite with other students, 
show respect for teachers and be in good health’; 
in addition, they should ‘score more than eighteen 
points in the ideological and moral quality part 
of the comprehensive evaluation’ (China National 
Scholarship, 2017).  The scholarship can be deployed 
in both public and private higher education 
institutions and is worth 8,000 yuan a year (USD 
1,204 in 2017).  

In 2007, three new funding initiatives were 
launched.  The National Grant reaches some 20% 
of all undergraduates on a need-based basis.  It 
provides between 1 thousand to 3 thousand yuan per 
year to each beneficiary, depending on the levels of 
‘local living standards’ (Yang and Chen 2013: 204).  
The National Encouragement Scholarship provides 
around 3% of all students with some funding from 
central and local government, though in different 
proportions in different areas of the country.  Support 
stands at around 5,000 yuan per academic year, and 
is granted to academically excellent students who 
are in financial difficulties in order to enable them 
to complete their degrees in the allotted time.  In 
addition, fee-free accommodation and education 
as well as a monthly stipend of 600 yuan is offered 
at the six universities dedicated to teacher-training 
for those who agree to teach for specified periods 
and in specified areas – usually in unpopular and 
isolated rural regions - upon graduation.

In addition to these, there are a range of institution-
based forms of assistance such as work-study 
programs and tuition-fee waivers.  Work-study 
programs are organized by a number of universities 

Tuition Fees and Bursaries 
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and allocate jobs to students for up to 8 hours a 
week at a minimum rate of eight yuan per hour, 
while some fee waivers or reductions are offered 
for a complex range of reasons, but notably 
to handicapped students, orphans, and ethnic 
minorities.   

The largest support program – the Government 
Subsidized Student Loan Program (GSSLP) – began 
in just eight major cities in 1999, but was extended 
to all full-time students in 2000.  This is a needs-
based scheme which by June 2011 had reached 
6.56 million recipients, offering a maximum loan 
amount, but only sufficient to cover tuition costs 
and not living expenses.  

In 2007, the GSSLP scheme was supplemented by a 
new Residence-Based GSSLP.  This scheme is made 
available to students studying at institutions only 
in their regions of origin, but has the advantage 
of making a loan application possible as soon as 
students receive an offer, rather than (as in the 
GSSSLP scheme proper) only after one completed 
semester of study.  For this, though, at least one 
parent must assume responsibility for repayment as 
a co-borrower.  

Interest payments on both loan schemes are 
suspended for the duration of study; repayment 
of the GSSLP must be made within six years of 
graduation, while for RBGSSLP, this period can be 
extended for up to fourteen years.  

All in all, these models of grants, scholarships 
and loans follow the template of cost-sharing and 
tuition fees presented by the World Bank’s ‘short 
education plan’, that is, to increase the private 
cost to the individual for attending universities; 
and to install loan schemes to set off the financial 
burden on individuals who now must face high 
tuition fees for higher education (Psacharopoulos  
et al 1986).  Yang and Cheng offer an important 
characterization of this system of student financing 
, noting that it is ‘primarily a passive and ex post 

award for encouraging persistence  and retention, 
rather than an active and ex ante financial incentive 
for improving college access’ (209).  The point is 
important as the significant growth in participation 
and enrollment made possible through these 
systems of financing have not in reality impacted 
significantly on the questions of equitable access 
which would need to provide necessary incentives.
As mentioned earlier, a noteworthy feature of 
Colombia’s system of student funding through 
its loans and grants scheme is its closeness to 
World Bank policy.  It is surely one of its purest 
realizations, and, because of this, Colombia’s policy 
is particularly useful in identifying the blind spots 
in the policy funding template.

In this regard, an unusual feature of the Colombian 
situation was that the World Bank – one of the main 
international agencies promoting and advocating 
cost sharing – found that Colombia had somehow 
anticipated and already put into practice (though 
on a small scale) an exemplary model for the new 
and necessary funding regime.   This model was 
provided by a relatively small national agency, the 
Instituto Colombiano de Crédito Educativo y Estudios 
Técnicos en el exterior or ICETEX (the Colombian 
Institute for Student Loans and Study Abroad).  

ICETEX had originally been set up in 1950 to 
provide loans for students seeking periods of study 
abroad, but its mission had almost immediately 
been extended to providing loans for in-country 
students.  In an unusually laudatory account, World 
Bank economist Samuel Carlson presented ICETEX 
as ‘a rare example of a success story in realm of 
higher education finance’, one that overcame ‘the 
pervasive mentality that a student loan scheme 
could never succeed’ (Carlson 1991: 1).  Colombia 
was to be regarded as an ‘innovator in the field of 
higher education finance’ (11), and he recommended 
significant expansion of the ICETEX system.15

A decade later, ICETEX did indeed become the 
central pillar for funding student grants and loans, 
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in part through support from the World Bank which 
worked in close co-operation with the government 
in redesigning the system (Uribe 2012).  The 
redesign was necessitated because in the 1990s, 
the loan system had primarily worked to support 
students from the wealthiest social groups, and the 
Bank insisted that loans needed to address the equity 
question in more substantial ways.  However, this 
raises the question of a blind spot within the World 
Bank, and their thinking around the new common 
sense system of cost sharing and the imposition of 
tuition fees. Certainly, the continuous tinkering 
with the system after the 2003 enabling loan from 
the Bank suggests that there deeper problems than 
the existing arguments could deal with.  

Nonetheless, the evolution of the system shows the 
ways in which the financial resourcing of the higher 
education system as a whole visibly shifts from one 
of direct government support to one of cost sharing 
through the provision of repayable ICETEX loans.  
In 2000, according to an OECD estimate, 82.6% of 
funding support came directly from government 
subsidy and just 3.5% through repayable ICETEX 
loans, while by 2010, direct government subsidy 
support had dropped down to 59.4% and the 
ICETEX share had risen to 20.1% (OECD 2012).  

Tuition fees and the system of loans and grants 
established to help pay for them is clearly a central 
but weak point in the current common sense 
regarding higher education funding policy.  On 
the one hand, it works to successfully shrink state 
support for higher education, and to increase 
public underwriting of the system in the framework 
suggested by human capital theory.  On the other, 
it demonstrates a persistent inability to deal with 
inequality, and rising concerns about the ways in 
which this system makes the burden of student debt 
a central pillar of the financing of higher education.  
As progressive student protest movements across 
the world have emphasized, this is a matter of grave 
concern.   

In South Africa as elsewhere, and as comparison 
with Colombia shows, as the public government 
subsidy for higher education falls, tuition fees rise.  
Funding for the maintenance of the higher education 
system was estimated to be shared between state 
subsidy, tuition fees and third stream funding by 
a proportion of 40:30:30.  The Council on Higher 
Education found that government financial support 
had been shrinking at a real rate of 1.1% per year 
between 2000 and 2010 while tuition fees had been 
rising at around 2.5% per year (CHE 2016).  

The main body for distributing student funds in 
South Africa is the National Student Financial Aid 
Scheme (NSFAS).  This was established in 1999, 
but had its roots in a predecessor organization, the 
Tertiary Education Fund for South Africa, an agency 
which began with a capital of just R25 million in 
1991.  

The NSFAS budget moved quickly away from this 
limit, experiencing substantial growth under the 
pressure of student need.  In 1996, disbursement 
stood at R1.3 billion, but rose to R9 billion by 2014.  
In its initial stages, the agency only provided loans, 
but soon shifted to offering bursaries as rewards 
and incentives for academic success (the loans of 
successful final year students were, for example, 
converted into grants, while forty per cent of a first 
year loan could become a bursary on successful 
completion of the year).  By 2012, fifty-three per 
cent of NSFAS awards were devoted to bursaries.  In 
2011, NSFAS provided loans and grants to 31% of 
all university students, a number dropping to 24% 
in 2013 (CHE 2016: 328).  

Though in principle intended to be partly self-
funded through the recirculation of moneys from 
repaid loans, NSFAS students had high drop-
out rates of around forty-eight per cent, with 
the recovery rate for loans standing at around 
twenty-six per cent in 2010 (DHET 2010).  In 
addition to NSFAS funding, some individual 
institutions offer their own additional financial 
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aid packages including: merit scholarships and 
merit scholarships also on the basis of need; sports 
and musical scholarships, and a complex variety of 
other provisions.  

It is to be noted that while the average grant in 2013 
was R34,000, the average cost of study (including 
both tuition fees and living expenses) was estimated 
at R60,000 – a highly significant shortfall for lower-
income families, and speaking to the issue of 
affordability as an important component in thinking 
through the adequacy of student loan schemes.16

In its 2016 study, the Council of Higher Education 
warned that current levels of growth in student 
numbers, and the consequent need to increase 
NSFAS funding, would require in-depth and all-
round consideration.  Implementing apparently easy 
options such as downsizing staff numbers, decreasing 
infrastructure budgets, and cutting salaries so as to 
channel further funds into the provision of student 

loans could damage the stability and quality of the 
system, and undermine the education of students.  It 
advised careful budgeting for the intended increases 
in student numbers promised  in the Department 
of Higher Education and Training’s White Paper for 
Post-School Education and Training (2013)  (CHE 
2016: 56).  

Such critical questions have returned with more 
force in the wake of the success of the student 
protests of 2015 and 2016, and their insistent 
rallying call Fees Must Fall!
-------
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Heller noted in 2013 how the introduction 
of new tuition fees or the expansion 
of existing fees had been challenged 

by student protest in Canada, Germany, The 
Netherlands, England and the USA (Heller 2013: 
1). Since then, two of the most successful challenges 
to the common sense of tuition fees have been 
mounted by students in Colombia and South Africa.
Protests are important forms of social expression, 
in part because they visibly bring people together 
to challenge and to attempt to breach established 
forms of common sense.  Protests often work to 
expose the limits to thinking and analysis put in 
place by an exclusionary consensus, one which 
often holds together only by refusing to recognize 
the constitutive exclusions it puts in place.17  By 
bringing people together in social and public spaces 
makes their collectivity physically visible, while at 
the same time as amplifying a collective voice which 
is otherwise silenced or marginalized.18  

10 October 2018, student protests were    co-
ordinated in more than twenty Colombian cities, 
and further mass protests took place the following 
month.19  After an initial meeting between students 
and the education vice-minister, who rejected 
student demands on the grounds that no further 
funds were available, the students engaged in a mass 
strike and further street protests.  Students from the 
public universities were joined in these by students 
from the private universities, as well as high school 
students, parents and other social movements. 

The dispute turned in part on one of the specific 
features of the Colombian higher education system: 

the ways in which government funding worked 
to privilege private higher education institutions 
at the expense of the public universities.  The 
strike was provoked by decades of the pro-private 
policy within the Colombian educational system, 
which perpetuated inequality amongst classes. The 
students focused on changing the ways in which the 
government funding worked to privilege private 
higher education institutions at the expense of the 
public universities. 

Concretely, students were demanding an additional 
$1.4 billion dollars from the government over the 
course of ten years, a doubling of its research budget, 
a freeze on tuition fees, the refinancing of student 
loans at a zero percent interest rate, preservation of 
funding for vocational and technical schools, and 
respect for the right to protest.  They pointed out that 
– as a result of the policies of privatization discussed 
above - Colombia’s public universities have a deficit 
of $4.7 billion dollars in infrastructure and close to 
$1 billion dollars for operating expenses.  They also 
insist on the recognition of higher education as a 
universal, inalienable right (Hylton et al 2018).

All of these demands were consciously set to address 
the excluding consensus which had characterized 
the ‘common sense’ principles of funding followed 
by the Colombian government, and suggested and 
in part financed by the World Bank over the past 
sixteen years or more.20 

Following renewed negotiations, a ground-breaking 
agreement was signed in December.  The main gains 
have been expressed as follows:

Student Protests
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One of the victories the Colombian student 
movement (through UNEES, The National Union 
of Higher Education Students) reached with the 
government is a reform of the national loan/
credit institution ICETEX. The existing model has 
interest rates of 10-15% and additionally provides 
exponential debt growth by allowing capitalization 
on interest rates; to charge interest on interest rates 
that are not even allowed in banks. Many students 
end up paying off up to three or four times their 
original loan amount.  It is estimated that more than 
270,000 students from the poorest sections of the 
community and their families are in an impossible 
debt situation while the state earns money from 
giving out student loans.

Part of the agreement states that UNEES will sit in 
an official committee set up by Congress to prepare 
the ICETEX reform. In addition, from February 
1, 2019, a work commission will be established 
with the participation of student representatives 
and other interest groups who will work on the 
reform. The reform itself, which is intended to 
ensure the right to education, is to be included in 
an article in the National Development Plan of the 
Duque Government. The reform will change the 
governance, structure and characteristics of the 
services and funding sources for the loans ICETEX 
offers.

Here, the significant feature is that through the 
action of protest, a breach in the exclusionary 
consensus has been effected that may enable some 
significant reforms to occur, reforms that express 
the wishes and views of the formerly unheard.  One 
student leader, Omar Gomez, noted the crucial 
features of this is the need for constant student 
pressure to enable the challenges to the existing 
financial logic to continue, so as ‘to respect the 
priority the strengthening of public education’ 
(Gomez Orduz, 2019).

South Africa

Student protest in South Africa has been widely 
acknowledged as one of the most successful 
campaigns around student funding in recent 
years.  Between March 2015 and November 2016, 
successive waves of protest succeeded in turning a 
skeptical government away from the position that 
there was no possibility of acceding to demands for 
free higher education to putting in place legislation 
and mechanisms which at least seek to make free 
education available for the poor.21

At first, the government convened a high-level 
commission to consider the student demands for 
fee-free education. The Heher Commission in fact 
made several positive recommendations, though 
largely adopting the Income-Contingent Loan 
model. It suggested  block funding for the sector 
as a whole be increased to at least 1% of GDP; that 
students at Technical and Vocational Education 
and Training (TVET) colleges ‘should receive fully 
subsidized free education in the form of grants that 
cover their full cost of study and that no student 
should be partially funded’; that graduate students 
should have more grants and loans ,and should have 
access to ‘to a cost-sharing model of government 
guaranteed Income-Contingency Loans sourced 
from commercial banks (ICL)’; made available to 
them, as well as encouraging the private sector to 
produce a system of Income-Contingent Loans; and 
that students with debt also be brought into an ICL 
system.22  

It further proposed that the NSFAS system be 
revised so as to be responsible only for assuring 
bursaries for TVET students, and that university 
students in both public and private institutions 
be brought into an ICL system sourced from 
commercial banks. It also encouraged provision of 
further accommodation for university students.
Consequently, in the final days of his corruption-
ridden and beleaguered administration, then 
President Zuma did not immediately release the 
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commission report but instead made the sudden, 
startling announcement that students from poor 
and working-class families would be entitled to free 
higher education. NSFAS would raise the threshold 
for financial eligibility from a maximum family 
income of R122,000 to R350,000, and convert what 
had previously been loans to grants. This was an 
astonishing victory for the student movements.  

The new Minister of Higher Education and 
Training, Naledi Pandoor explained that the 
government would now fund university studies 
at the average level of R90,000 per annum by 
depositing R50,000 to the universities to pay 
for registration and tuition fees, and transfer 
R40,000 to students to pay for living and studying 
expenses such as books, meals, accommodation 
and transport.  

Despite some initial difficulties, the roll out of 
the new system has been impressive. The budget 
allocation to NSFAS has been set to rise from 
R9.849 billion for 2017/18 to R35.321 billion in 
2020-21. However, the picture is complex, and 
points to the dangers of separating out fees from the 
ecology of the higher education system as a whole.23

In its recent report on South Africa, Tertiary 
Enrollments Must Rise, the World Bank notes that 
`South Africa’s growth challenge is deep-seated and 
largely structural’, and needs growth in the higher 
education sector, and particularly in the TVET 
sector, which it recommends should be fee-free for 
all students.  However, it also urges caution regarding 
the fiscal sustainability of the new funding regime, 
noting that ‘public resources allocated to PSET 
would need to increase from 1.4% to 2.5% of GDP 
in 4 years, to finance increased student aid, while 
keeping total enrollments, and expenditure per 
student (thus the low quality of education at TVET) 
unchanged. A 10% increase in PSET enrollments (i. 
e. an additional 45,000 first time students) under 
the new aid scheme would cost an additional 0.15 
percentage points of GDP’ (World Bank 2019: viii).

China

Student protest in China has been limited in scope, 
but serious in implication, and deserve some 
attention here. 2013 saw the issuing of Document 
Number Nine, an official instruction from the 
government, calling on all officials responsible for 
education and ideology to ban campus discussions 
on topics such as human rights, press freedom and 
Western constitutional values.  In 2014 in Hong 
Kong, pro-democracy protests led by students 
and academics came together in a 79 days of 
protest of what came to be known as the ‘Umbrella 
Movement’(Tierney 2018).  At Peking University, in 
2018, Lin Jianhua was replaced as president of the 
university by Hao Ping, party chief of the university, 
who was in turn replaced by Qiu Shuiping, a former 
party secretary of Beijing’s State Security Bureau.  
The move was read by Willy Lam, adjunct professor 
at the Chinese University of Hong Kong as a clear 
sign that ‘Authority in universities is devolving into 
the hands of party bosses’ (Sharma 2018).  The 
campus authorities had already refused registration 
to the Marxist student society for investigating the 
rights of workers on campus.  In response to these 
and other issues, Chinese Human Rights Defenders 
have stated their concern regarding the ‘worsening 
conditions for free speech in China as universities 
aggressively implement [President] Xi Jinping’s 
ideological assault on university values, including 
against freedom of expression’ (cited Sharma 
2018).24

-------
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Protests from students, academics and civil 
society all over the world have brought into 
focus considerable discontent around the 

rising costs of tuition fees and the underfunding 
of higher education. This clearly shows the 
consequences of the gaps and absences in the 
excluding consensus and its ideas of human capital 
and cost sharing.   Though it impossible for most 
countries to fully fund the individual cost of higher 
education and living expenses of students, that is 
no reason not to amend the current situation, and 
start the task of achieving what many students 
demand; free quality higher education. There 
is considerable space for policy improvement. 
The common sense policies of cost sharing have 
resulted in students funding the higher education 
system rather than finding ways to sustainably 
fund the higher education system for students. 
The use of up-front tuition fees, interest rates on 
students loans at market rates and the inability to 
use student funding schemes to increase equity 
in access are all critical issues in this regard.

The need for more comprehensive, more equitable 
and more well-designed grant and loan schemes 
is evident both from the global state of higher 
education, but particularly from the three cases 
presented. Grant and loans schemes is only part 
of the solution of the issues of access, funding and 
quality in higher education. But with equitable and  
grant and loan schemes, many more could access 
higher education, reaching those who are today 
left behind due to socioeconomic background and 
marginalized groups. Loan and grant schemes 
should be universal, sustainably funded and not 

dependent on annual budgets, independent of 
the state and higher education institutions and 
should not be run as commercial banks. Properly 
aiding students financially is one important way of 
countering the excluding consensus. All the three 
cases the report has dealt with show that student 
funding is a central issue, and though all have 
systems with some success, they also display some 
severe flaws. The case of South Africa clearly shows 
the need for proper sustainable funding of grant 
and loan schemes, as well as the need to design 
these to reach the ones left behind. In Colombia, the 
ICETEX student funding system works too much 
like a commercial bank and contributes to students 
going into debt crisis and the draining of resources 
from the public to the private system. On complete 
different terms, the Chinese funding system, despite 
ensuring access to millions, is a grave example of 
politicized and state dependent systems, in this case 
where the students moral support to the ruling party 
decides their eligibility for some types of funding. 

In the most general terms, what the students, 
academics and civil society are resisting through the 
challenge to fees and underfunding is quite simply 
the marketization of higher education, and the 
redefinition of the value of higher education as solely 
an economic value, as a purely private benefit.  This 
redefinition is incompatible with the idea of higher 
education as a human right, and the consequent 
duty of a state to act (in UNESCO’S formulation, 
cited earlier) as its guarantor (UNESCO 2015: 75).  
Education economist Walter McMahon argues that 
properly understood, the social benefits of higher 
education ‘beyond income’ include

Conclusion
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‘benefits to the operation and development of civic 
institutions, including democratic processes and 
the rule of law with their effects on human rights 
and political stability.  They include effects on the 
reduction of poverty and can include effects on the 
reduction of inequality.  The social benefits include 
lower crime rates and criminal justice system costs, 
lower health care and public assistance costs, greater 
social cohesion, indirect effects on the sustainability 
of the environment, and benefits through the 
interdependence in research to the diffusion of new 
knowledge.’ (2009: 38)

In contexts such as Colombia and South Africa, 
in particular, the potential contribution of 
higher education to social cohesion through an 
education with a public good emphasis should 
not be underestimated.   Similarly, working for 
solidarity through an education based on the ideas 
of the public good is essential to the sustainable 
development goals (Halvorsen and Higgins 2019).  
All in all, education needs to be recognized for 
what is generally made invisible by the exclusionary 
consensus, its force as a ‘transformative social 
process linked to democratisation’ (Spies-Butcher 
and Bryant 2018: 771).  

Systemic and political challenges need to be faced 
in a systemic and political way, and one key issue 
is taxation.  As we have seen, a persistent claim 
regarding the need for cost sharing and privatization 
is that it is the natural and inevitable outcome due 
to the shortage of available tax revenues compared 
to the growth in student numbers, given the 
‘limited ability to increase tax revenues’ (Marcucci 
2013: 11). On this topic, it is worth mentioning 
that an important input to the Heher Commission’s 
consideration of fee-free education in South Africa 
went against the Commission’s consensus.  It argued 
strongly for attacking the problem of financing 
higher education head on, through a consideration 
of its public good values, and a consequent focus on 
taxation.   A similar line of argument is presented 
in the margins of The Learning Generation, in 

the Background Paper presented by Alex Cobham 
and Stephen J. Klees, Global Taxation: Financing 
education and the other sustainable development 
goals (Cobham and Klees 2016). Here, the key 
feature is the reality of international tax evasion 
and tax avoidance.  The authors estimate   that 
revenue losses due to multinational corporate tax 
manipulation in the USA alone came to around $130 
billion in 2012 (up from $12 billion in 1994), and 
amount to some US$650 billion a year worldwide 
(Cobham and Klees 2016: 10,11; see Appendix  
Table 2).  Students, academics and civil society 
everywhere – and particularly those engaged in 
struggles around the funding of higher education – 
are likely to agree that in the twenty-first century, at 
this pressing moment, a global approach to taxation 
is ‘both a practical matter and a question of tax 
justice’ (151).  Perceiving this, and acting upon it, 
requires the breaking of the exclusionary consensus 
we have examined above. 

There is power in ideas, and the excluding consensus 
has led to a critical situation for higher education 
globally.  Forging the political will to challenge the 
common sense is an urgent matter for all those 
who value higher education as the public good it 
should be.   As this report has shown, the responses 
to the massification of higher education have been 
influenced by an excluding consensus on higher 
education policy, and the student, the academics 
and finally society, is paying the price. This reports 
challenges the excluding consensus, and invites 
policy makers to join in creating an inclusive 
consensus and achieving equitable access to higher 
education globally.
-------



For students, 
academics and 
civil society:

More research is needed 
into the nature and effects of 
student funding, especially 
on the link between access to 
education and inequality

More research is needed to 
map out the existence of 
loan- and grant schemes in 
low- and middle income 
countries and their potential 
for improvements to ensure 
fair and equal access to 
higher education

Create fora for discussion and 
exchange between academic 
staff associations and student 
associations.

Hold governments 
accountable on their 
commitments and legal 
obligation  to ensure the right 
to education and provide 
public funding 

Push back on tuition fees and  
increased commercialisation 
of higher education 

Push national governments 
to ensure sustainable public 
funding solutions of higher 
education

Organize and engage to 
promote higher education as 
a public good 

Promote and safeguard the 
right to free education 

Show international solidarity 
and support struggles for fair 
and equal access to education 
across borders 

For national 
 policy makers:

Engage in meaningful 
dialogue with students, 
academics and civil society 
to find funding solutions 
suitable to national context

Increase public funding to 
higher education

Challenge donor demands 
and the excluding consensus 
on cost-sharing

Create loan and grant 
schemes that are universal, 
sustainably funded, 
independent and that do not 
operate on market rates

Increase the resources 
available for education 
through taxation, for example 
through dealing with illicit 
financial flows and tax 
avoidance

Ensure higher education is 
accessible to all, and re-
appropriate it as a human 
right

The state should not 
encourage privatization of 
higher education, and should 
ensure that high standards 
on quality and equity are 
demanded from private 
institutions
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Recommendations



For  
international 
development 
policy:

Share best practices on loan 
and grant schemes

Challenge the excluding 
consensus on education 
funding in international 
development policy discourse

Work to stop  illicit financial 
flows globally and to create a 
fairer international taxation 
system.

Prioritize access to higher 
education in development 
funding to higher education

Increase the share of 
development aid going to 
education to at least 15% 

Development aid to higher 
education should not be 
based solely on efficiency, but 
emphasise social justice and 
equity
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1   As Cloete and Maasen note: ‘During 
the 1980s, the World Bank in particular 
presented a counter position to the 
development university idea which 
essentially devalued the contribution of 
higher education to development in Africa, 
in favour of an emphasis on primary 
education. At a meeting with African vice-
chancellors in 1986, the World Bank went 
so far as to argue that higher education in 
Africa was a ‘luxury’, and that most African 
countries would be better off closing their 
universities at home and, instead, training 
graduates abroad. This had dire and 
long-term consequences for the nascent 
higher education systems in many African 
countries, including massive reductions 
in funding for universities, the closure of a 
number of institutions, and the introduction 
of various privatisation drives which had 
further negative consequences for the state 
of African higher education’ (Cloete and 
Maasen 2017: 104-105).  
2     For useful critical surveys of the World 
Bank’s attitudes towards higher education, 
see Heyneman 2003 and Klees et al 2012.
3     For exemplary statements in this regard, 
see Nussbaum 2011.
4     For a valuable survey of the place of 
academic freedom in global constitutions, 
see Barendt 2010.
5     For some of the first articulations of 
what was to become the new ‘common 
sense’, see, in particular, Johnstone 2004 and 
Psacharopoulos et al 1986.   
6     Michel Foucault was one of the first 
critical observers of this trend in his final 
writings, pointing to the ways in which in 
human capital theory, each human being 
is considered ‘an entrepreneur of himself, 
being for himself his own capital, being for 
himself his own producer, being for himself 
the source of earnings’ (2003: 226).  For a 
probing engagement with and development 
of Foucault’s arguments, see Brown 
2015, and especially Chapter 5 on higher 
education.
7     Mala Singh writes interestingly of 
the dangers of the global policy regime, 
noting how ‘policy convergence under the 
pressurizing influence of emerging global 
“templates” may be an even greater challenge 
for higher education systems and institutions 
in developing countries…because of the 
frequent lack of capacity to “contextualize” 
and mediate relevant elements from 
powerful global “prescriptions” for social 
and economic development’ (Singh 2010: 
48).
8     The ‘iron rice bowl’ refers to the 
Chinese Communist Party’s guarantee of 
basic welfare and employment provisions, 
provisions which were the first to go under 
Deng Xiaoping’s reforms.  Harvey notes, for 

instance, how the disparity between rural 
and urban incomes has soared.  In 1980, the 
average urban income stood at $80 per year, 
but had increased to $1,000 by 2004, while 
rural incomes rose only from $50 to $300 
dollars in the same period (Harvey 2005: 
126).  
9     Indeed, Manuel Castells was brought 
in to the country in an advisory capacity in 
2000 (Cloete and van Schalkwyk 2017).
10     For closer analysis of the tensions 
between these two tendencies, see Higgins 
2013.
11     For a useful survey of the university 
system under apartheid, see Bunting 1994 
(A Legacy of Inequality: higher education in 
South Africa.
12     Not surprisingly, the recent OECD 
survey encourages more private sector 
participation in South Africa’s higher 
education system, arguing for the adoption 
of ‘simpler accreditation procedures’, and 
urging consideration for private institutions 
to receive ‘performance-based subsidies’ 
and for students to receive financial aid from 
the state (World Bank 2019: ix).
13     OECD  reported in 2016 that ‘quality 
requirements to operate are minimal and 
few institutions seek the High Quality 
Accreditation’ and note that ‘Without a 
strong quality assurance system, institutions 
of poor quality have mushroomed’ (OECD 
2016b: 13)
14     Already, in their 2003 survey, Shen 
and Li already noted significant inequities 
in ‘access to loans between provinces, 
among institutions and among individual 
students’ (2003: 97), while Dong and Wan 
note that the most significant feature 
remains the immense disparities between 
rural and urban areas across China’s 34 
main provincial divisions.  While in the 
1980s, participation in higher education. by 
students from rural areas stood at around 
30%, by 2004, this had declined to 19.2%, 
while the rural population as a whole 
constituted 58.2% of the total population 
(Dong and Wan 2012: 6).  As Yang and Chen 
emphasize, the task remains to ‘to develop 
financial aid programs so that disadvantaged 
students are provided with a level playing 
field for participating in higher education’ 
(2013: 218).  For an in-depth discussion of 
the private sector in operation, see Zhou and 
Xie 2007. 
15     A claim repeated in the 2016 OECD 
Report Education in Colombia (OEECD 
2016: 248).
16     The Global Monitoring Report notes 
that ‘tertiary education is generally more 
affordable in Europe and least affordable in 
sub-Saharan Africa, where the net private 
cost per student exceeded 60% of the 
average national income in  7 out of 11 and 

reaches 300% in Guinea and Uganda’ (GMR 
2019:148-149).  See  Figure 4.  
17     The theorist par excellence of this 
troubling dynamic is Jacques Rancière 
(1999).
18     Castells discusses a similar dynamic 
in relation to the power and possibilities of 
resistance through social media, but also 
insists that physical coming together and 
occupying public space is also necessary.  
Protesters, he writes,  ‘build their projects 
by sharing their experience.  They subvert 
the practice of communication as usual by 
occupying the medium and creating the 
message.  They overcome the powerlessness 
of their solitary despair by networking their 
desire.  They fight the powers that be by 
identifying the networks that are…social 
movements need to carve out a new public 
space that is not limited to the Internet, but 
makes itself visible in the places of social 
life.  That is why they occupy urban space 
and symbolic buildings’ (Castells 2012: 10).
19     In a number of ways, these protests can 
be seen to be the continuation of protests 
which brought a stop to the government’s 
attempt to further promote privatization of 
the system in its proposed reforms of 2011.  
These promised to open up the system to 
further privatization by allowing hitherto 
prohibited private for-profit institutions.  
Here, student leader of the time, Sergio 
Fernandez, rejected the proposed new 
regulations as ‘forced privatization’, and 
argued that it would mean significant 
increases in tuition fees according to the 
unregulated market demands allowed by the 
new Free Trade Agreement with the USA.  
‘Most the country is poor’, argued protester 
María Ortiz, a historian and former history 
student at the National University.  ‘They 
cannot afford to repay loans, with high 
interest rates set by private companies’ 
(ICEF Monitor 2013).
20     For a useful survey and analysis, one 
which places the contemporary protests in 
the larger history of policy, see Gómez and 
Galindo 2019.
21     For usefully contrasting accounts of 
the student protests, see especially Booysen 
et al (eds.) 2016, Higgins and Habib 2017, 
Higgins and Vale (eds.) 2016, Barnard-
Naudé 2017, Nyamnjoh 2016, and Jansen 
2017, and the Commission of Inquiry into 
Higher Education and Training (2017).
22     See Commission of Inquiry into Higher 
Education and Training (2017)
23     For further discussion, see Higgins 
2015 and 2019.
24     See also the reports on China in Free 
to Think: Report of the Scholars at Risk 
Monitoring Project 2018.
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Figure 4. (Endnote 16) 

Ratio of household expenditure per tertiary education student 
to average national income, selected countries 2006 - 2015

Tertiary education is least affordable in sub-Saharan Africa
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