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US moving on?

As competition in the US English language teaching market stiffens, more state-sector intensive English
programmes are turning to agents. However, there are a number of institutions that still do not offer
agencies a commission, preferring them to charge service fees instead. GiLLian Evans reports.

hile private language schools the
world over have a long and success-
ful tradition of working with agents,

or third party recruiters as they are sometimes
referred to, language providers in the US state-
sector have often dragged their heels. And this
reluctance is still evident today. Although
Fulton Montgomery Community College in
New York State has a 50 per cent agency en-
rolment rate, Arlene Spencer at the college
says, in general, using agents ““is still not some-
thing people feel comfortable with”.
Compare this with the view of a private
intensive English programme (IEP) and there
is clearly a gulf in opinion. Kelly Franklin, Di-
rector of International Services at Maryville
College, which has a private IEP, lists some of
the benefits of using agents. “First, a boost of
10 to 20 per cent in enrolments would be vital
for any programme, especially in the ‘down’
market we are currently experiencing. Second,
[agents] help spread the name of our school
and they can help us with logistics and travel
arrangements when we visit their countries.
Also, in recent years, the other main method
of recruiting, attending student fairs held in
large cities, has become quite expensive.”
Despite the arguments in favour of work-
ing with agents, many state institutions’
anti-agency policy has existed for so many
years that no one has considered reviewing it.
At Snow College in Utah, Director of the In-
ternational Center, Diane Ogden, says that
their policy not to use agents has been in place
for over 20 years. “I can’t imagine Snow Col-
lege agreeing to pay someone a commission
for sending students to us,” she says.
However, there are opportunities for
agents to establish relationships with such
institutions, even those that don’t pay commis-
sion. Ogden acknowledges that despite the
college policy, “if agents charge the students
[a booking fee] at the outset, we have no prob-
lem with that”. She continues, “We are happy
to work with agencies in that manner, we just
cannot pay a kickback [payment] to the agent.”
Brad Van Den Elzen, Recruitment Coor-
dinator at the American Language Program at
Ohio State University (OSU), similarly doesn’t
offer agencies a commission or have contrac-
tual agreements with them, but he points out
that OSU works with agencies that charge stu-
dents for placement services, while the student
enrols directly as usual. “Basically, we cannot
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make deals with agencies that involve misrep-
resenting our tuition, ie increasing the [price],”
he explains. “Nor can agents charge an appli-
cant directly for our tuition.”

This represents an avenue for agencies to
explore, although some say that in the current
market climate, it is uncompetitive to charge
a placement fee and more productive to work
with commission-paying schools (see box).

In the meantime, other US institutions are
waking up to the idea of paying commission
and increasing enrolments. Laura Latulippe, at
the IEP at Western Michigan University, re-
ports that they started using agents a year and
a half ago, and last year, around 10 per cent of
students were recruited directly by agencies.
In addition, the state-sector IEP association,
UCIEP, launched its first agent strategy in its
35-year history last year (see Language Travel
Magazine, July 2002, page 9).

Walt King, from Arkansas State Univer-
sity, says, “We feel the climate is changing.”
According to King, the tough market condi-
tions have caused many to re-evaluate their
agent policy. “Our enrolments have dropped
[since September 11, 2001], and comparing
our recruiting procedures with other schools
like ours, we find that we are one of the only
ones which is not using agents,” he says.

It is high time for such action, as Franklin
points out. “It’s a competitive market,” he
warns. “[IEPs at state institutions] have to
compete with private university programmes
such as ours and with proprietary schools.”

What the agents say
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