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Discussion paper: CoL schools overseas expansion 
 
1 Introduction 
 
1.1 This discussion paper sets out the key issues to be considered in investigating the 
 possibility of opening an overseas school. 
 
1.2 This is based on initial conversations with the three independent schools and desk 
 based research into the issues. This paper does not attempt to answer the questions 
 that it raises. 

1.3 At this stage it should be noted that although there is interest among the schools in 
looking at the possibility of opening an overseas school there is no commonly agreed 
position among them or indeed within the Corporation on the issues that this paper 
raises.  

1.4 Any decision to open an overseas school is a complex one that will require looking 
carefully at a number of issues although it is a path that a number of UK schools have 
already successfully followed including Harrow, Dulwich College and Sherbourn.  

1.5  There is also a considerable amount of advice available to schools that this paper has 
drawn on.    

1.6 The position of CoL schools is however very different to other independent schools 
in that it has brand identity with the City of London whose interests extend far 
beyond education. 

1.7 The Independent School Governor’s Handbook highlights some of the issues that 
should be considered and addressed before undertaking any expansion.  This paper 
draws on this and from a presentation by Ernst and Young to the Boys School that 
took place on 31st August 2016. 

1.8 The key points from the handbook are that there should be clarity about the purpose 
 of the venture and its place in the overall development plan for the school, that all 
 risks are understood and managed and that the right commercial deal is secured that 
 minimises the risks as well as secures income. 

1.9 The handbook recommends that a carefully mapped out process is followed with 
 professional external support to ensure rigorous and balanced questioning and 
 challenge. 

1.10 The initial step of grounding the vision and creating a strategy is important to ensure 
that the schools manage the process in the right order and with the right degree of 
clarity. 

1.11 The questions that we need to consider are:  
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Q1 What is the educational rationale for any move into the international arena? 

Q2  What model of expansion will likely best suit our needs? 

Q3  What is required from the schools to make a success of this? 

Q4  What are the risks to the wider CoL brand and how will we protect it?  

Q5  Should this be a school-by-school approach or should the schools work  
  together? 

Q6  How and when should we engage decision makers and stakeholders in our 
  home schools and in the Corporation?  

Q7  What specialist advice will we need? 

Q8  How will we take this forward?  

 Q9 Who will pay for this and what will be the budget? 

1.12 Schools are also largely reluctant to talk about problems that they have encountered 
in overseas markets and case studies are hard to come by but the issues that have 
emerged have largely centred on the following areas:   

 
o Lack of clarity about what the school wants to achieve 

 
o Underestimating the time and resource demands on the home school 

 
o Choosing the wrong overseas partner/disagreements with the partner   

 
o Misunderstanding the market and expanding into the wrong market 

 
1.13  Issues for the CoL schools are however likely to be more complicated than for other 

independent schools as this paper highlights. 
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2 Q1 What is the educational rationale for any move into the international 
 arena? 

2.1 In the broadest sense the schools need to be clear about why they would want to 
undertake any expansion.  

2.2 Income generation is of course one reason for pursuing overseas opportunities and 
there appear to be substantial opportunities for COL schools although this would not 
be risk or cost  free.   

2.3 The CoL independent schools are well established and respected institutions and the 
City of London brand would attract a premium. We have already been approached 
by overseas companies with a view to setting up overseas schools. 

2.4 Ernst and Young estimate that around 8-10% of fee income earned overseas could 
 be returned to the home school. For a 500 pupil school paying £20,000 each per 
 annum this would give the home school up to £1,000,000.  

2.5 However both the Independent School Governor’s Handbook and Ernst and Young 
highlight that to be a success in overseas markets the school must also have a wider 
understanding of what it wants to achieve from an educational perspective including 
how they will position themselves in the market, the kind of relationships that they 
want to develop with the overseas school, and have an understanding of the 
commitment and requirement on the school in terms of staff time and resources.    

2.6 For example as well as income generation overseas expansion could provide an 
opportunity to work more closely with overseas schools and communities. This 
would lead us to develop a co-operative, mutual relationship that builds upon the 
home schools core educational value and involves sharing expertise and possibly 
staff. But this would have implications for the model that we would want to pursue 
and possibly where we would want to expand.   

2.7 Alternatively the school may chose to focus on maximising income with a minimal 
 input from the home school. UK schools have successfully pursued both routes.    

2.8 This clear statement of the ethos of the school and the reason for the expansion has 
to be at the centre of the work that is undertaken. It will colour how we approach 
developing our overseas school, will provide a blueprint for its development and a 
benchmark against which progress and success will be measured. 

3 Q2 What model of expansion will best suit our needs? 

3.1 Linked to this is an understanding of the type of model that will best suit our needs. 
There are a number of well-established models for operating an overseas school that 
UK schools already follow and all have the flexibility to be tailored to fit the need of 
individual schools. But there is a trade-off between the level of involvement of the 
home school and the amount of control they have.   
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3.2 A preference for one kind of model will need to be established to take the work 
forward.  

3.3 Broadly speaking the usual models that are followed are: 

A royalty based franchise which will involve minimal input from CoL schools. This 
would involve finding a partner to develop and deliver the school on a franchise 
basis. It would entail some involvement in the overall management of the school but 
the partner will be responsible for the school on a day to day basis. They will be 
using our name from which we will derive an income. As a model it offers the least 
level of control. 

At the other extreme is the branch campus whereby we effectively open our own 
school and assume the responsibility for day to day running and development. In 
practice this is very demanding in terms of time and resources and in some markets 
is not possible due to the regulatory environment. It entails a steep learning curve 
and will require extensive knowledge of local regulations. Although it would offer the 
highest level of control it is also carries the highest level of risk 

A third possibility is a joint venture with a local partner with a clear division of 
labour. This requires carefully choosing a local partner with experience of working in 
the local market and in delivering successful schools. But it also means choosing a 
partner who has a similar ethos to our own as we will be working closely to deliver a 
joint project.  

Finally there is school management wherein we find an existing school that we 
enter into partnership with and provide school management and development 
expertise.  

3.4 The final model that we follow will depend on what we want the school to achieve, 
local market requirements, risk management issues and commitment and available 
resources from the home school.  

4 Q3 What is required of the schools to make a success of this ? 

4.1 Any model that we choose to follow will have implications for the home school in 
terms of commitment and resources in terms of both developing the school and in 
ensuring its success once it is up and running. 

4.2 The schools will need to understand the challenge and commitment that they are 
making and to commit sufficient resources to make it work. This will include issues of 
risk management, project development and delivery including selecting and working 
with overseas partners, working in a foreign regulatory environment, and 
arrangements for staff recruitment and development.  

4.3 These developmental and managerial demands need to be fully articulated and 
addressed in developing and taking forward any proposal to develop a school. 
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Project management and other systems will need to be developed and put into place 
to deliver a successful school. 

4.4 Even a more hands-off model may involve a considerable amount of initial 
 development and start-up cost that may not be recoverable.    

4.5 The schools will have to understand and accept this commitment and to also accept 
that even after considerable start up and development time the project may not go 
ahead. 

4.6 The schools also need to be aware that there is a risk of diversion of focus away from 
the home school to the new venture at the expense of the home school. This has 
been a problem for several international projects and can easily become an issue.  

4.7 Schools need to be honest about how much they want to be involved, what this 
 entails and what the requirements are on them to make a success of this. 

5 Q4 What are the risks to the wider CoL brand and how will we protect it? 

5.1 All risks will need to be mapped out and addressed in the project proposals and 
development plan. There are financial risks associated with overseas expansion but 
these can largely be isolated from the home school.  

5.2 However, a wider concern is the reputational risk of expanding overseas. In this 
respect the City of London schools are different to other independent schools. The 
City of London is not just an educational brand but is linked to the wider reputation 
of the Corporation and the City of London generally as a place to do business.  

5.3 The City of London Corporation works to promote and support the City as a brand 
 for UK based financial services, strengthening the UK’s international trade and 
 investment ties with foreign government and the private sector. The Corporation 
 also has a strategic plan, of which regard should taken, as well as overseas offices in 
 India and China. 

5.4 This means that the Corporation of London has a considerable interest in how its 
brand is used. There is the potential for considerable impact on the wider reputation 
of the Corporation and the City if there are problems with a school that carries our 
brand. As such a key concern will be how the wider reputational risk to the City of 
London will be managed and protected and what this means for our approach to 
overseas expansion. 

5.5 The City has offices in Beijing, Shanghai and Mumbai and they may have their own 
concerns and views about any school expansion of which account may need to be 
taken.    

5.6 The Corporation may also wish to consider the potential for adverse publicity at 
home if the schools expand into international markets and the basis on which they 
choose to do so. This is likely to include concern among fee paying parents about 
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how their money is being spent but also among the wider community about the role 
of the schools and who they aim to cater for.  

5.7 But against this there is also the chance to enhance the brand within key emerging 
markets. 

6 Q5 Should this be a school-by-school approach or should the schools work 
together? 

6.1 Although the schools do not have a common view on this work there is potential for 
the schools to explore this on the basis of a joint venture. Even without a joint 
venture the development work itself could also possibly be of use to all three of the 
schools but they would need to develop an agreement on a shared vision and 
responsibilities.  

6.2 Within  this the Corporation also has an interest as custodian of the CoL name and 
should probably be part of any development work.  

6.3 But any joint approach will need to set out how we will work together and how 
decisions will be made on this including who has the final say and the role that each 
will play.  

7 Q6 How and when should we engage decision makers and stakeholders at our 
 home schools?  

7.1 Even if the schools proceed with this on an individual basis there are wider issues of 
stakeholder interest and engagement.  

7.2 The City of London schools have a wider stakeholder group than other independent 
schools. This includes not just parents and school governors but members of the 
corporation as well as governors of the other schools. Consideration should be given 
to how and when these groups should be consulted and how their views will be 
incorporated in the work. All of these groups have an interest in the City of London 
brand and its schools.  

7.3  We will also need to establish clear criteria for choosing which markets we expand 
into and how we select and appoint our overseas business partners. We will 
probably want to involve members in this.  

8 Q7 How will we take this forward?  

8.1 The development work will need to be properly resourced. As well as the likely cost 
of any specialist advice, Ernst and Young recommend a minimum commitment of at 
least one person working for up to 18 months to investigate and set out a possible 
way ahead.  

8.2 Among the work they will need to undertake is identifying appropriate market 
opportunities and suitable partners to work with.  This will involve extensive foreign 
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travel.  They will also need appropriate skills and experience and will need to be 
suitably paid.  

8.3 This is a non-recoverable cost and may not result in any new school being opened. It 
will be a scoping piece of work that will help to determine if this is something that 
we want to do, what it would look like, where we would do it and who with.  

8.4 We will also need to set out who they will be accountable to and who will direct 
their work.  

9 Q8 What specialist advice will we need? 

9.1 As the work evolves we will also need specialist advice and professional services to 
help us navigate a way through working in foreign markets. We will need to map out 
what professional support we need. This will include assistance in drawing up 
contracts that would address our concerns and manage our relationship with our 
overseas partners. This will entail a cost. 

9.2 But there is also great deal of free advice available, for example from UKTI, which 
could help us take this forward, but only so far. Although Ernst and Young would be 
very happy to introduce us to potential partners in any of the markets that we might 
be interested in they also provide professional services in developing agreements 
with overseas partners for which they charge. Specialist advice will be needed at 
some point in this work.   

10 Q9 Who will pay for this and what will the budget be? 

10.1 Consideration also needs to be given for who will pay for this. As well as the initial 
development costs there are likely to be considerable costs once the project passes 
the planning stage and gets to delivery.   

11 Other possible approaches 

11.1 It should also be noted that there are options other than expanding overseas. For 
example Eton has chosen to develop EtonX which is an interactive online learning 
platform. It provides one-to-one live online tuition delivered by Eton-trained tutors 
based in the UK and in-class small group activities which are facilitated by teachers 
from the students’ own school who will be trained by Eton. 

11.2 EtonX was launched into China in September 2015 with the Modern Leadership 
Programme which will focus on key skills development in areas such as 
communication and collaboration. 

11.3 There may also be other options such as summer schools or alternative uses for 
school buildings during the holidays which could be explored.   
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Appendix 1: Overview of the market 
 
International demand for English-medium, Western-style education has rapidly expanded in 
recent years  

A recent report by the International Schools Consultancy found that the number of students 
attending international schools is now over 4.3 million; a 45.9% growth in the five years up 
to 2014. In just one year, the number of students aged between 3 and 18 attending English-
medium international schools increased from 3.4 million to 3.75 million.  

This growth is most heavily focused in Asia where there’s a fight for places at the best 
international schools in several countries including Hong Kong and the United Arab 
Emirates. Demand is also extensive in Singapore and Qatar, and it has the potential to 
greatly expand in China. Asia has seen a 56% growth in student numbers to 2.55 million 
students in this 5 year period period. 
 
The total annual fee income for this market has increased by 46% to $39 billion during this 
period with the expectation that by 2026, the market will reach 16,000 schools teaching 
8.75 million students, generating a total fee income of $89 billion. 
 
This demand for international school places, particularly those in non-English-speaking 
countries, is driven by two expanding groups; local parents and expatriates.  

According to the ISC Global Report 80% of students enrolled are local children whose 
parents are hoping that an English-speaking education will get them globally recognised 
qualifications and a place at an English-speaking university. This learning experience is seen 
as providing the most reliable pathway to gaining a place at a reputable university, primarily 
in the United States or the United Kingdom. 

The UK curriculum dominates the international schools market. Almost half of the entire 
international schools market is UK-oriented, following all or in part, a UK curriculum and 
employing a high percentage of UK-qualified teachers and leaders. 

As such there appear to be considerable opportunities for the CoL schools to expand into 
overseas markets. This is clearly a growing market with very strong demand and CoL is seen 
as a premium brand that could attract substantial fee income. 

A number of high profile schools have already successfully established themselves in 
overseas markets including Wellington, Sherbourn, Gourdonston and Harrow. Dulwich 
College has seven overseas schools.    

The fees that they are able to charge vary between both institution and market. Average 
annual tuition fees at international schools are about £7000 per annum but Dulwich College 
China day fees are over £6,000 per term, Wellington College charges over £30,000 per year 
for borders in China while the British School in New Delhi charges £11,000 per year with an 
additional £1,800 per quarter. 
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The CoL independent schools are well established and respected institutions and the City of 
London brand would attract a premium although this would not be risk or cost free. Indeed 
we have already been approached by overseas companies with a view to setting up 
overseas schools which speaks to the value of the brand. 

Ernst and Young estimate that around 8-10% of fee income earned overseas could be 
returned to the home school. 

For a 500 pupil school paying £20,000 each per annum this would give the home school up 
to £1,000,000.  

But a number of schools have decided that overseas expansion is not for them and have 
decided to concentrate on the UK.  
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Appendix 2: Questions for later consideration. 

Although not included in the body of this paper there are two further questions that will 
need to be considered at a later date. These are included here for completeness.  

 Q10 How will we decide the criteria for determining the best location for a new 
 school and who will be our target market? 

The school will have to decide the criteria it will use to decide which markets it is 
interested in.  

 This will involve understanding the opportunities in the market, what the risks are 
 and what is required to make a success of the venture.   

If a key aim is income maximisation then only a few markets will be able to afford a 
premium brand such as CoL schools. This would almost certainly lead us to 
concentrate on a few markets, probably in this case the Middle East and China, and 
exclude certain other markets such as India. 

However our approach is likely to include a number of criteria. For example in terms 
of market profiling Ernst and Young outline five issues to consider when deciding 
where to expand.  

 The most attractive markets will be typified by:  

 A failing public sector, which will create demand among expat and local communities 

 high affordability, with a viable market of wealthy individuals 

 an expat community,  

 a young population  

 a need for international education. 

Other considerations are likely to be political and social stability and the ability to get 
our money out. This would largely exclude Africa and the advice from Ernst and 
Young is to avoid South America 

We may also wish to extend this list and link it to other work or indeed avoid certain 
areas that are sensitive for the City.   

 The advice is also not to go to 2nd tier cities but to go where expats and wealthy local 
 people are. In countries like China this would lead us to look only at Beijing and 
 Shanghai.  

But what also needs to be considered is the potential growth in places that we are 
interested in. There are already a large number or schools in these markets and 
many of the best sites are taken with some markets showing signs of slowing down 
while others are emerging. This will require a clear understanding of the market and 
a clear rationale for deciding where we might expand.  
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 It would also need to be decided whether it would be single sex or co-educational, 
 day school or boarding and whether the target market was expats or local children. 

 A further consideration is that some markets are also more accessible than others. 
 For example Government regulations for international schools vary in each country. 
 Schools face a variety of controls and requirement involving complex licensing 
 procedures, fee controls, teaching licenses and strict student and accreditation 
 procedures. In a few countries local children are unable to attend international 
 schools, or there is a cap on the number of local children who can attend. In some 
 countries it can also be difficult to take your money out.  
 
 Understanding these regulations is important, along with knowing the market 
 opportunities and if the demand is right for a new school development.  

 Q11 How will we identify a local market partner? 

 Any venture that we undertake would also likely involve a partnership arrangement 
 with a local provider. 

A local partner is obligatory in some countries but is highly desirable in any case. But 
this also means carefully choosing a partner whose values are in accordance with our 
own aims. Most independent schools that have expanded overseas say that working 
with local partners, and allocating sufficient time and resources in the initial stages 
of a new school development, are crucial for success. 

 Many of those that have gone wrong has been because they have chosen the 
 wrong partner.  

We will need to have clear criteria for who we work with. This is likely to include a 
strong track record in  the chosen market, financial soundness and a commitment to 
the ethos of the schools.  


