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Corporate Universities

Sharon Beder

University education is also being increasingly turned into vocational training and infiltrated by corporations. ‘Corporate universities’ are competing with real universities for students and funds and forming partnerships with them. These developments together with funding cuts to higher education have ensured that the content of university courses is increasingly influenced by employer needs. Universities are providing more and more training for specific sets of employees. 

In the US there are over 1600 corporate training institutions euphemistically called universities, including McDonald’s Hamburger University, Motorola University, Volvo University and Disney University. In reality they are training schools which aim to “ensure that their own particular culture and winning ways percolate through the organisation”.
 

There has been a huge increase in the number of corporate universities, particularly in the US where they increased from 400 to 1600 in a decade. Forty percent of the Fortune 500 companies run a corporate university and it is expected that within another decade the number of corporate universities will exceed the number of real universities. The average operating budgets for these universities has also been increasing and now stands at $17 million per year. The aim of these universities is to increase employee productivity and performance.

Motorola is the largest of the corporate universities, with 400 full-time faculty, 800 part-time teachers in 19 countries and over 100,000 students a year, one in five of whom are from other companies. It even offers an international MBA programme, although it is not accredited. Motorola spends about $200 million each year on its ‘university’ and claims that each dollar spent on training is worth $33 in company profits in the long term.
 

Although most corporate universities do not offer degrees yet, some do. One that does is the Arthur D  Little School in Boston, formed by consulting firm Arthur D. Little, which offers a one year master of science in management. Nintendo University is able to offer a Bachelor of Science degree in Real Time Interative Simulation, ie. video game programming.

Many corporate universities aspire to be able to offer accredited degrees in future, including Motorola.  In an effort to have their qualifications more widely recognised many corporate universities are forming alliances with real universities. A 1999 survey of corporate universities found that more than 50 percent of corporate universities surveyed worldwide were planning to use existing or future partnerships with accredited universities to enable them to be able to grant degrees in the fields of business/management, engineering/technical, computer science and finance/accounting. About two thirds of those surveyed already had some sort of alliance with an undergraduate college.

Often partnerships are international. In 1998 Daimler Chrysler was planning  partnerships with various universities worldwide including Harvard in the US, Insead in Paris, Hong Kong University and IMD (Lausanne).
 In the US Whirlpool has joined up with business schools at Michigan and Indiana Universities as well as Insead in France.

Corporate universities are also growing in the UK. British Aerospace is one of the most ambitious of these, proposing to spend over £2 billion over the next decade, which would make it one of the country’s richest universities. This virtual university (without a campus or buildings) was launched in 1998 and involves partnerships with established universities such as Oxford, Cambridge and York and business schools at Lancaster University and the Open University.
 Similarly accounting firm Ernst & Young has teamed up with Henley Management College to create a Virtual Business School.
   

Partnerships enable corporations to offer accredited degrees that have more value to employees than corporate training normally would. This helps to make a corporation a desirable employer so they can attract the best people to work for them. But unlike a normal university degree, the corporations have much more control about what is taught and can use the courses to instil a corporate culture and further business strategy. Judy Irwin, acting director of the Business-Higher Education Forum, an arm of the American Council of Education which is promoting meetings between business and universities, argues that business feels that universities aren’t preparing graduates adequately for the work force and that recent graduates “don’t have the same work ethic as they have seen in prior years.”

Corporate universities are established when companies are merging or changing direction to reinforce a new corporate culture. John Authers, who writes regularly about corporate universities in the Financial Times, points out that “Setting up a common curriculum for all staff helps set out the values and strategy of a newly merged company, or any other company trying to enforce a significant shift in strategy.” 
 A 1998 survey of US corporate universities found that 22% aimed at driving change and modernisation. Another 22% sought to link education to business goals.
 For example, a major goal of Daimler’s university was to ensure that there was a common culture throughout DaimlerChrysler after their merger.
 

Jeanne Meister, a consultant on setting up corporate universities, claims that corporate universities have advantages to employers over normal university education because they can achieve “tigher control and ownership over the learning process by more closely linking learning programs to real business goals and strategies.”
 She points out that the goals of a corporate university include  inculcating workers with the corporation’s values, beliefs and culture:

Regardless of the name or how the course is designed or delivered, the goal is similar in many of these organisations: to inculcate everyone from the clerical assistant to the top executive in the culture and values that make the organization unique and special and to define behaviours that enable employees to ‘live the values’.

According to Meister, a key objective of corporate universities, is to ensure that a worker doesn’t just perform the job they are paid to do but goes beyond this to behave like an owner of the company in terms of doing what is best for the company.
 The partnerships between corporate universities and regular universities are carefully selected to ensure that corporations can still dictate content and ensure corporate culture is instilled.

businesses are now spelling out the specific skills, knowledge and competencies needed for success in an industry and in the process creating joint, accredited programs... For companies, they meet the need to infuse the curriculum with their own corporate culture, use company-specific case studies, and emphasize a  common language for jobs across the organization.

For universities, they bring in large amounts of revenue.

This revenue has become important to universities, particularly government funded universities which have had their funding cut over the last few years in the US and Australia. In the US the proportion of University operating funds coming from state governments dropped 56% between 1980 and 1993. “To fill the gap, colleges are selling chunks of the curriculum to corporations which contribute relatively modest sums in order to obtain trained workers.”
  

In Australia, government funding of the public universities has been cut and industry partnerships encouraged. In particular, Universities increasingly offer postgraduate course work on a fee basis and inevitably such courses must cater for those who can pay, which usually means employers. This has led to the demise of academic courses, particularly in the Arts and the proliferation of short, practical, vocationally oriented courses that are “easier to get into and have less of a disciplinary core”, are less academic.
 

Corporate universities can pose a threat to universities, particularly business schools, as rivals for students. Even without taking external students, the number of students getting their business education from corporate universities rather than business schools is making major inroads into the business school market. It is because of these pressures and government funding cutbacks that business schools worldwide are seeking to offer courses tailored to particular firms, or forming partnerships with corporate universities.
 

One development worldwide has been the emergence of MBAs which are company specific or industry-specific, rather than the generalist degrees traditionally favoured by business schools.
 There are now MBA’s in church management (Lincoln University), MBAs in luxury brand management (Ecole Superieure des Sciences Economiques et Commerciales), MBAs in customer insight (University of Texas), and MBAs in football industries (Liverpool University).
 MIT’s business school runs a course for Siemens-Nixdorf entitled “Change Agent Program” which includes outward bound programmes and, according to the London Financial Times, “being taught to chant like American military recruits”.
 

In the US business executive education programmes, including the 94,000 MBA programmes, earn universities $3 billion per year. Forty percent of this corporate money is spent on customised offerings, that is customised curriculum to suit specific job categories or companies, and that is the sector that is growing fastest.

Such developments are happening worldwide. British Airways has teamed up with Lancaster University’s Management School to offer an  MBA for British Airways executives.
 T. Eaton, a large Canadian retailer has joined with Rerson Polytechnic to create a degree in retail management because there were no existing unversity courses that provided graduates with “the unique set of skills needed to be succesful in retail selling and management”.
 

A close relationship between the University of Wollongong in Australia and two corporations, BHP and Telstra, enables the corporations to have input into the content of masters degree courses in education, engineering and informatics to suit the needs of company employees.
 Sydney University has allowed Banker’s Trust to suggest modules to be incorporated into its Master of Information Technology in return for $92,000 a year for a professorship and a flow of BT employees as students.

Mairead Browne, dean of graduate studies at the University of Technology, Sydney (UTS) says that he does not approve any new postgraduate courses unless the relevant industry has had a chance to comment on it.
 UTS has formed a partnership with insurance giant AMP which will involve UTS especially tailoring postgraduate qualifications to meet AMP needs, which include work-based learning. The Australian noted “The difficulty for AMP was that universities would not allow the insurer to set the curriculum for its employees. All that is changing.”
 

Such moves have full government backing. A Federal government paper Research Training for the 21st Century, extends this principle to postgraduate research education arguing that “Universities must continue to adapt to the training needs of industry”. It argues that postgraduate research students should be made to do skills courses so that they will be more useful to future employers.

Nor has industry influence been confined to postgraduate studies. Petroleum company Santos has recently pledged $25 million to the University of Adelaide to fund a school of petroleum engineering for the next 20 years, including staff, building and equipment. The school will have a board of management with “significant representation from the petroleum industry.” The federal government has blessed this deal with a million dollars of its own money.

Deakin University in Australia has teamed up with Coles Supermarket chain to establish the Coles Institute to train all levels of Coles 55,000 workforce, from checkout scanners to executives with subjects ranging from shelf stacking to full MBAs. The Coles Institute will have official Deakin University accreditation which means the qualifications, including postgraduate degrees, will, in theory, be transferable to other jobs. The Minister for Education, Training and Youth Affairs has praised the initiative as “the way of the future” and Deakin is hoping to form similar joint ventures with insurance, automobile and oil industry companies.
 

Deakin also runs corporate courses for over 30 other corporations in Australia and the US such as BHP, Alcoa, Coca-Cola, DuPont, Ford, and the ANZ Bank. In fact it has over 40,000 enrollments in corporate courses (not counting the Coles Institute) compared with 28,000 in its regular courses. Vice-Chancellor of Deakin, Geoff Wilson, credits Deakin’s success at attracting corporate customers as being its ability to cater to corporate requirements: “The secret of our success is unbelievably simple. Its customisation.” Deakin is now expanding its customised education programs into the US and the UK.
 

Another model that is growing around the world is the consortium model, particularly for executive education. Various consortiums have been set up in the US such as Emory University Consortium which was initiated by the CEO of Southern Company.
 Another example is Melbourne University Private established by Melbourne University in Australia. It is run as a private company, with funding from companies such as Ford Australia, Mobil Oil, Shell Australia and WMC (previously Western Mining Corporation). Melbourne University Private will be relying on the reputation for academic excellence of Melbourne University to ensure its degrees and certificates are of value: “The quality and integrity of the Melbourne brand is one of our greatest assets”.
 However, one wonders how intellectually rigorous its courses on the environment will be if they are tailored to corporate requirements.

In 1998 Ron Dearing, chair of the UK Review of  Higher Education, who is also a member of the University of Melbourne council, told an Australian audience that universities needed “to find ways of reducing dependence on the State” and supplementing State funding through partnerships with industry and business.

I believe the optimum approach often will be in partnership, a partnership in which the university is the prime partner, but one in which the client company also is a partner, with much to offer in shaping learning programmes and in providing learning opportunities.

He argued that there were big opportunities for those willing “to be responsive to the needs of the employer”.
 He told the Australian newspaper that this partnering was necessary for universities to survive, particularly given that multinational companies were setting up their own universities that would compete with traditional universities.

However others believe that this trend is not helping universities to survive but rather destroying them. Lawrence Soley, author of Leasing the Ivory Tower, suggests that it is getting to the stage where state facilities are being provided to private companies to train future employees and that these companies could in future be deciding which classes should be taught.
 Writing in Dollars & Sense magazine Stanley Aronowitz argues, “As long as they get the cash, desperate administrators are eager to have their university reflect the whims of individuals and the interests of corporations. They will train corporate America’s workers and conduct its research.”

Conclusion

Whilst work-based learning in schools and universities has obvious benefits for employers, the benefits for the students themselves and the society are more ambigious. A major difference between training and education is that training is aimed at fitting a person towards a specific end, whereas education is aimed at giving people choices in life. Ideally education avoids behavioural objectives, since education equips people to make their own decisions.
 Noam Chomsky stated: 

the purpose of education, from this point of view, cannot be to control the child’s growth to a specific predetermined end, because any such  end must be established by arbitrary authoritarian means; rather the purpose of education must be to permit the growing principle of life to take its own individual course, and to facilitate this process by sympathy, encouragement, and challenge, and by developing a rich and differentiated context and environment.

Whilst there is inevitably some overlap, training is about giving a person the skills and knowledge to carry out a particular occupation or type of occupation;  education is more about helping people to attain an understanding of the world they live in and their relationship with it.
  It is supposed to foster independent learning and critical thinking which are often inimical to employers. It is unlikely that vocational training gives children the opportunity to critically analyse the role of work in society or even to know their rights as workers. 

Education seeks to provide a “breadth and depth of understanding”
 as compared to the knowledge required for training which is limited to what enables a person to competently fulfil a function. Education is about understanding “the reasons behind things”, something training not only fails to provide but can sometimes “obscure”.
 The propensity to question and show initiative, which a good education breeds, may be quite unsuitable for some jobs, particularly those at the bottom end of the occupational hierarchy where intellect just gets in the way of operating a machine.

The more that employers influence and shape education the more that it will tend towards worker training and away from citizen education. 
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