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Abstract
Academic content, such as teaching materials and academic publications, has become an 
economic resource. This has occurred through assetization as the key economic regime 
in contemporary techno-capitalism. We analyse three cases of academic content being 
made into revenue-generating assets: (1) universities enclosing online learning content, (2) 
EdTech platform companies building databases of academic assignments and manuscripts, 
and (3) academic publishers licensing academic publications to Generative AI companies 
to train Large Language Models. We find that the licensing of intellectual property rights 
is the technical-legal instrument that enables assetization and acquisition of proprietary 
power. This enclosure of economic value has significant consequences for the higher edu-
cation sector. It (i) changes how academic content is valued and governed, (ii) constructs 
markets in which assetized content brings economic value to licence holders, and (iii) 
impacts on core higher education processes, including teaching and learning, pedagogic 
relations, and staff and student rights. Assetization of academic content (and assetization in 
HE more broadly) constructs students and staff as a new kind of economic actor – an ‘as-
setizen’. The assetizen is subject to contract and property law, with diminished educational 
and social rights as assetization becomes a governance principle in higher education.

Keywords  Assetization · Content · Higher education · Licensing · Intellectual property

Introduction

Academic staff and students produce academic content as they engage in knowledge pro-
duction and dissemination in higher education (HE). This includes academic publications, 
such as journal articles and academic monographs; teaching materials, including lectures, 
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handouts, presentation slides, and exercises; and student assignments, such as essays. The 
social and pedagogic value of this variety of academic content has long been accepted and 
discussed. Academic publications are key forms of disseminating new knowledge, benefit-
ing different publics, as well as signifying academic recognition and prestige (Fyfe, 2022). 
Teaching and learning content has conventionally been treated as part of the educational and 
research experience, representing intimate and dynamic pedagogic practice (Ayers, 2025). 
Student assignments have been seen as artefacts of the learning process, developing clarity 
of thought, and experimenting with new ideas, in a safe academic relationship with tutors 
and a protected setting (Warner, 2019).

However, academic content is also increasingly producing economic value. To do so, 
academic content needs to be enclosed and codified so that property rights can be deter-
mined and those owning such property can economically benefit from it. In this sense, it is 
conceptually important to note the difference between knowledge per se, which is always 
relational, social and intangible and cannot be owned, and knowledge artefacts around 
which legal boundaries are drawn as intellectual property (IP), such as in the form of patents 
or copyright (Fuller, 2001; Kang, 2020). Analysing the political economy of academic con-
tent is important for HE researchers because it is fundamentally changing student and staff 
rights and practices, as well as broader social, economic, and pedagogic relations in HE. We 
argue that the specific form this takes, defined as assetization (Birch, 2017; Birch & Muni-
esa, 2020), matters because of its implications for the governance and regulation of HE as 
well as its impacts on individuals and their agency. As such, it matters what economic form 
academic content is turned into because each form has different rules and consequences 
(Dobeson et al., 2025). In other words, the mechanisms and forms of the construction and 
practices of the economic value around academic content are important to analyse in order 
to properly name what is happening, analyse it, understand it, and intervene through policy 
or law (McGoey, 2021).

Our contention is that academic content is increasingly assetized, which is also reconfig-
uring the governance of academic content production, use, and salience. Here, an asset is 
defined as “something that can be owned or controlled, traded, and capitalized as a revenue 
stream” which often involves “the valuation of discounted future earnings in the present” 
(Birch & Muniesa, 2020, p. 2). Of particular importance is the way that assetization as a 
governance arrangement (Birch, 2024) is transforming staff and students into what we call 
‘assetizens’ (i.e. “asset” + “citizen”). An assetizen is an individual whose practices, agency, 
and very subjectivity are constituted by asset-based legal mechanisms, financial logics, and 
temporal expectations.

Making academic content economically valuable as assets is being advanced by the digi-
talization and platformization of HE. This is because digitalization enables the massification 
and temporal acceleration of academic content creation and access as well as new modes 
of monetization, leading to the construction of new audiences and, thus, new markets. In 
addition, an important part of academic content assetization is the emergence of content-
related derivative digital services, such as learning platforms and analytics about content 
access in teaching contexts (Nichols & Garcia, 2022), research metrics services (Krüger 
& Petersohn, 2022), and the introduction of large language models (LLM) into academic 
knowledge practices (Mirowski, 2023). Digitalization and platformization have not only 
advanced the assetization of academic content; they have also brought new challenges to 
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the legal and political-economic governance of academic content, such as determining and 
exercising questions around property rights and rights to claim economic benefits.

In this article, we specifically focus on the governance arrangements and mechanisms 
of assetization through which academic content is made economically valuable by different 
actors and the impact on individual students and academic staff. Parts of what we inves-
tigate have longer historical correlates – for example, the academic publishing industry 
has long profited from unremunerated academic labour, including writing, reviewing, and 
editing (Butler et al., 2023). However, we make three new contributions to these discus-
sions. First, we foreground assetization, as an economic form of coordination, as a concep-
tual framework to study how economic value is generated from academic content. Second, 
we highlight the individual students and academics who are the subjects of assetization, 
and their roles, rights and agency under these changing political and economic conditions. 
Third, we contribute to HE studies, in particular to the literature on HE governance and 
academic entrepreneurship and discuss the impact of academic content assetization on the 
sector overall.

To do all this, we develop a conceptual approach supported by a wide-ranging landscape 
review of changing academic content ownership and governance arrangements. We argue 
that individual agency should be understood as governed via assetization regimes, restrict-
ing personal rights with the emergence of a subject we define as the ‘assetizen’. Assetization 
and the emergence of the assetizen lead to a number of problematic consequences related to 
the current direction of HE governance and, ultimately, university education and research. 
Part of the goal of this article is to tease out the implications of assetization for HE students 
and staff using this notion of the assetizen as a heuristic device for identifying the poten-
tial negative impacts of changing governance arrangements accompanying assetization. In 
undertaking this analysis, we think that a new model for governing academic content needs 
developing. The IP and licencing regime underpinning assetization does not serve the pur-
pose of protecting the social and collective value of academic content under contemporary 
techno-capitalist conditions.

In what follows, we first outline the mechanism of assetization. We then analyse three 
cases of academic content enclosure, which include universities enclosing online teaching 
content as a source of value, EdTech companies turning student assignments into valu-
able data, and academic publishers licensing academic publications to generative artificial 
intelligence (GenAI) companies to train LLMs. We then discuss the governance dynamics 
of academic content assetization and their impact on the production and use of academic 
knowledge.

Assetization of academic content

Academic content has been monetized in different ways for decades. HE research has been 
conducted on this topic to which we contribute. First, the literature on academic capital-
ism elaborates on the transformation of HE in terms of marketisation and entrepreneurship 
(Slaughter, 2020; Slaughter & Cantwell, 2012; Slaughter & Leslie, 1998, 2001). It teases 
out how academics and universities act as market-like actors and actively seek entrepre-
neurial opportunities. However, this literature illuminates only part of the transformation 
of academic content as it is mainly focused on how academics and universities themselves 
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monetize scholarly products. It thus does not address the monetization of academic content 
by third parties outside of universities, though this tendency increasingly impacts on indi-
vidual academic and student study and working lives, especially with digitalization.

Second, the HE governance literature incorporates different scales (international, 
national, institutional, individuals), processes (teaching, learning, researching, administra-
tion and reporting), actors (state, staff, students, international organisations, private actors, 
interest groups, employers), and governing devices (legislation and regulation, statistics 
and metrics, rankings, algorithms) (Austin & Jones, 2024; Chou et al., 2017; Kennedy, 
2003; Shattock, 2017). While it addresses digitalisation and its impact on governance of 
HE (Beerkens, 2022), it does not take the individual as a digital user as framed by digital 
markets regulation and the market dynamics as a focus of study. It thus does not include 
terms of use, contract and property law as key governing mechanisms for individuals and 
HE institutions. We address this gap with our focus on assetization and the introduction and 
elaboration of the ‘assetizen’.

Third, it is well established that the academic publishing industry exploits the labour and 
products of academic scholars (Mirowski, 2023). The economic value captured from aca-
demic publishing is marked by high profit margins for academic publishers that have shifted 
their priorities from knowledge dissemination for recognition and attribution to economic 
profit since the 1960 s (Fyfe, 2022). Some publishers have expanded to become highly lucra-
tive, multinational, and oligopolistic ‘research workflow management’ companies (Butler et 
al., 2023). Academic publishers are thus continuously looking for new ways to monetize the 
academic content they control by holding a licence over the content they publish. However, 
the political economy of the academic publishing industry is not analysed together with the 
dynamics around other forms of academic content, such as teaching material and student 
assignments. We propose that the academic content assetization dynamic should be viewed 
holistically to bring new insights into the roles and agency of individuals in HE and their 
changing rights.

In this article, we build on these literatures and contribute to the field by introducing the 
conceptual lens of assetization. Assetization draws empirical and theoretical attention to the 
specific technical, financial, and legal mechanisms and processes through which things—
such as academic content—can be turned into assets for purposes of generating income 
into the future. Turning something into an asset also means governing that thing differently 
than before, and consequently reshaping practices such as academic knowledge production 
(Birch, 2024). We deploy the concept of assetization to understand the monetization of aca-
demic content across instances and actors and the implications of the specific governance 
arrangements that the asset form entails. Our goal is to develop a conceptual and theoretical 
vocabulary that helps us understand these dynamics. First, we need new analytical tools to 
examine the internal and external dynamic in and around HE that encloses and assetizes 
academic content relationally. What are the mechanisms that work across these different 
instantiations inside and outside of universities and collectively structure new conditions of 
academic work and study? Second, we need new tools to highlight how assetization impacts 
individuals in HE. How does it change the roles, rights and agency of individual students 
and academics? Finally, we need new tools to discuss what this means for the sector (e.g. 
changing meaning, practices and relations) and its governance.

Assetization is not only an empirical phenomenon but a theoretical lens (Birch & Muniesa, 
2020), enabling us to analyse different stages of academic capitalism and entrepreneurship 
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now extending beyond commodification (Jessop, 2017). Specific to the assetization of aca-
demic content is understanding the logics and temporalities, as well as politics, that emerge 
in and reinforce the making and claiming of future value (Chiapello, 2015; Doganova, 2024; 
Tellmann et al., 2024). In the cases we analyse below, those who create academic content 
(students and academics) lose control over it through enclosure and alienation, but espe-
cially through the loss of control over future claims (Tellmann et al., 2024). Assetization as 
a theoretical lens thus offers a useful conceptual approach to addressing the transformation 
of academic content into political-economic objects and the missing governance links we 
specified above. The particular governance arrangements across the three instantiations we 
discuss below are IP arrangements, in particular copyright and licensing. Licencing, by 
definition, allows the transformation of academic content into assets, i.e. resources that are 
controlled by someone and bring economic benefit in the future (Pistor, 2019).

Academic content is a “form of expression that reflects at least minimal creativity on the 
part of the author” (SETDA, 2014, p.2). As such, it is IP, understood in copyright law as 
the legally protected expression of ideas evincing originality (Intellectual Property Office, 
2014). The most notable characteristic of IP rights is that they are exclusionary rights – they 
reserve exclusive use of a protected work to the author or copyright holder. Unless use 
can be justified as a statutorily permitted form of fair dealing or use of a work – and these 
exemptions are rather restrictive in scope – use by others needs to be negotiated with the 
IP right holder and used under a licence, which constitutes a legally enforceable contract.

For physical copies of works (e.g., books, journals, or CDs), special arrangements have 
long been in place, which, in the past, could significantly protect the public domain (Reese, 
2003). Once a physical copy has been sold, many of the rights holder’s rights are exhausted. 
Whoever acquires a book is free to consume it “in eternity” without an obligation to pay 
a perpetual fee, to freely lend the book to others (on this basis, public libraries have oper-
ated in many countries in the past), and to liberally interpret fair use exemptions in favour 
of wider user rights (Reese, 2003). This has changed with the digital form. Digital works 
are not sold, but licensed (WIPO, 1996). All forms of use are now clearly regulated by con-
tract, forms of fair use often contractually excluded, or restrictively construed and enforced 
through technological protection measures, and a subscription fee needs to be paid by users.

Academic content protected by IP rights is constituted as intangible assets (Kang, 2020). 
Copyrighted academic content usually becomes a valuable asset once authors, as original 
holders of copyright, have, often without a real choice in the matter, assigned their copy-
right, or licensed important entitlements, to powerful entities or corporations, who then rely 
on profit-driven licensing agreements in granting access to the works. A layer of complexity 
is added by the fact that the owners of software or technology (as IP rights in themselves) 
rely on take-it-or leave-it licensing agreements under which they acquire rights to users’ 
data, including copyrighted materials. In our case, academic content (e.g., a journal article, a 
lecture, a student assignment) is constructed and governed as an asset controlled by different 
actors (e.g., universities, Edtech platforms and academic publishers) and brings future value 
to these asset controllers. In the contemporary economy, academic content owners/control-
lers are searching for new ways to generate revenues from their assets and make them more 
valuable. This means academic knowledge is being governed in new ways with significant 
implications for the rights of the academic staff and students who produce it. We now move 
to discuss three cases of academic content assetization before unpacking the governance 
arrangements and their implications.
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Three instances of academic content assetization

We focus on three forms of academic content assetization in this section (see Table  1). 
First, academic teaching content can be configured as an asset generating economic benefits 
through charging fees for access to online learning platforms. Second, academic content can 
be compiled in an aggregated database to construct an asset, which is used for delivering a 
service. Third, academic content can be used as a temporary resource to build or fine-tune 
an AI model; content is not retained, such as in a database, but reflected in the model and 
its outputs. In this case, the model is the asset. Each of these types includes a complex set 
of legal, social, and economic relationships and related challenges that we explore next; we 
then turn to their governance arrangements and implications.

Online teaching material

Academic staff routinely produce content for teaching and learning purposes, such as learn-
ing materials, lectures, handouts, presentation slides, and exercises. The question of who 
owns this material is not new, but it has been subject to much debate, especially with the 
rise of digitalised education and associated markets (Blanchard, 2010; Rahmatian, 2014).

Table 1  Instantiations of academic content assetization
Academic con-
tent assetization

Example of 
academic content 
involved

Summary description with examples

Building institu-
tional assets

Teaching material - Content is an asset.
- Economic benefit: the fee collected for accessing the content with 
possible additional services and/or elements such as certificates.
- Economic beneficiary: universities; EdTech platform companies 
in case of partnerships.
- Mechanism: the university taking copyright or a license from 
academics as teachers via employment contracts and institutional 
policies.
- Monetization example: a student pays a tuition fee for an online 
course.

Building 
databases

Student essays 
and assignments

- Content at aggregate is an asset, but as a resource to deliver a 
different service.
- Economic benefit: the fee collected for the service output.
- Economic beneficiary: platform company.
- Mechanism: university subscribing to the service offered by the 
platform company; individual platform users accept the terms of 
use with which they license their content to the platform.
- Monetization example: a university pays a subscription fee to 
Turnitin for service outputs, such as similarity scores for checking 
student assignments.

Building models Journal articles 
and monographs

- Content is the resource to train a model. The asset is the model, 
and the content is a step in the process.
- Economic benefit: the fee collected for accessing models and 
creating outputs.
- Economic beneficiaries: LLM companies and publishers.
- Mechanism: an LLM company pays licensing fees to aca-
demic publishers who, in turn, take a license from academics as 
researchers.
- Monetization example: individuals and organisations pay sub-
scription fees to OpenAI for using specific versions of ChatGPT.

1 3



Higher Education

Online education provision is reported to be rising worldwide, with a market value esti-
mated at $214.26 billion in 2021 and predictions of $1 trillion in revenues by 2030, partly at 
the HE level (Carlton, 2024. In many contexts, such as the USA, universities have increased 
online study provision as a consequence of decreasing state funding (Cheslock & Jaquette, 
2022). Universities often partner with Online Programme Managers (OPMs) or Massive 
Open Online Course (MOOC) platform providers, sharing revenue from student fees (Per-
rotta, 2018). While OPM and MOOC providers typically offer digital infrastructure and 
services such as marketing and recruitment, universities contribute brands, reputational sta-
tus, academic content, and issue certificates and awards (Hamilton et al., 2024). Protecting 
teaching material via copyright is thus an important part of online education provision for 
universities, as it is an institutional asset from which ongoing economic value can be gener-
ated, with online platform providers often seeking additional profit-making opportunities 
from contractual arrangements with public institutions (Villalobos, 2025).

Other sectoral organisations have begun encouraging universities to monetize content 
further by charging fees for access to their content. For example, in the UK, it has been sug-
gested that universities could license course content to other institutions to diversify income 
(Jisc & Emerge Education, 2021), and some US universities have begun claiming owner-
ship of academic teaching content for potentially similar purposes (Palmer, 2024a). MOOC 
providers, such as Coursera, enable the licensing of courses across universities through 
institutional subscription agreements (Coursera, 2025). In other words, teaching material is 
being positioned as an income source or revenue-bearing university property in the form of 
digital assets (Ayers, 2025).

Legal and practice arrangements regarding copyright over teaching material vary glob-
ally. The traditional position in, for example, the USA and Germany is that academics own 
copyright not only in publications but also in the lectures and course materials they prepare. 
Academic freedom grants academics the right to determine whether and what to produce 
and to subsequently make changes or withdraw materials (AAUP, 1999; Barendt, 2010). It 
is different where materials are specifically commissioned by a university and copyright is 
clearly transferred (Barendt, 2010). However, there are two important dynamics in expand-
ing online education markets. First, although copyright law might not have changed in many 
countries, there is a change in the interpretation of teaching material copyright ownership 
over time (at least through unilaterally imposed university policies). For example, in the 
UK, universities have shifted their position over the past two decades, so they now more 
firmly claim ownership despite unchanged legal frameworks (Gadd & Weedon, 2017). 
Similarly, in the USA, copyright decisions are increasingly made at the university’s discre-
tion (Townsend, 2002), and universities have constructed ‘techno-pedagogic regimes’ to 
claim copyright over online teaching material and control online teaching processes (Ayers, 
2025). Second, it is becoming common for universities to differentiate between on-campus 
and online provision (Flaherty, 2020), where universities are more likely to take copyright 
for teaching material produced for online courses (Kelty, 2014).

In order for universities to capture the benefit from teaching content as assets, they must 
have clear copyright and licencing protocols in place, which they organise through employ-
ment contracts, policies, and agreements with employees. It is thus the employment contract 
and relevant university policies that act as legal tools through which universities claim origi-
nal or assigned copyright to, or take licence over, teaching material produced by their aca-
demic staff. It is through such contractual and licensing arrangements that teaching content 
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can be configured as a value-making asset for university institutions, as well as a profitable 
source for any platform providers with which they are in partnership. These contractual 
arrangements entail power asymmetries between institutions and academics. They may also 
be in tension with academic freedom, as academic autonomy over the content they produce 
may be circumscribed by its governance as a value-bearing asset.

Academic content databases

Students in universities produce academic content in the form of assignments that are 
increasingly submitted to online platforms. Over the past decade, HE has become digi-
talized and platformized, with the mass aggregation of digital educational data regularly 
asserted to be a new source of value for EdTech vendors (Matthews, 2021). Despite the 
promising ‘transformative’ discourses surrounding digital HE platforms and datafication 
in support of education and student experience, there have also been growing concerns 
about academic plagiarism and cheating: since most content is available electronically, it 
is easy to recover online content and incorporate it into academic assignments, or simply 
use GenAI to produce a fresh assignment. This has led to the expansion of the plagiarism 
detection market, for which the media predicts a growth by $5 billion (PR Newswire, 2024). 
We focus on Turnitin as an exemplar of how EdTech platform companies have enclosed and 
assetized academic content – particularly student assignments – in aggregated databases for 
plagiarism detection services.

Turnitin (2025a) claims to promote “honesty, consistency, and fairness across all areas of 
education and academic research”. Established in 1998, it provides a product to universities 
and schools for checking submitted student content against its database of student assign-
ments, internet sources and scholarly articles, and produces reports such as an “originality 
score” for submitted student work (Turnitin, 2025b). Turnitin claims its database is the 
“world’s largest index of student papers” and “after over 20 years in business, our index 
of student papers remains unmatched and protects the reputations of students past, present, 
and future” (Turnitin, 2025b). Unlike the previous case of online teaching, where individual 
teaching material is valuable, here it is Turnitin’s student papers in aggregate that are a 
valuable asset, based on which Turnitin offers automated originality and similarity check-
ing services. These are algorithmic processes protected by patents. As of 21 October 2025, 
Pitchbook reports that Turnitin has six total patent families and 15 active patents.

The value of Turnitin’s assets was highlighted in 2019 when Turnitin was acquired by 
Advance Publications for $1.75  billion, one of the biggest sales in the EdTech industry 
at that time (Johnson, 2019). Such a high valuation derived from Turnitin’s global user 
numbers, as “34 million students in over 15,000 K-12 and higher education institutions in 
153 countries” used Turnitin’s products at the time of the sale; and from its “unparalleled 
database of content used to check for text similarity and verify authorship” (Turnitin, 2019).

Schools and universities increasingly require students to submit assignments via Turnitin 
(Gingerich, 2010), thus enabling Turnitin to continue building its centralised content data-
base. Students, as content producers, maintain copyright over their assignments; however, 
as end users of the digital platform, they must agree to Turnitin’s licence agreement, which 
states:
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If You submit a paper or other content in connection with the Services, You hereby 
grant to Turnitin … a non-exclusive, royalty-free, perpetual, worldwide, irrevocable 
license to use such papers, as well as feedback and results, for the limited purposes of 
(a) providing the Services, and (b) for improving the quality of the Services generally. 
(Turnitin, 2025c).

Forcing such license terms on students over their content has not gone unchallenged. In 
2007, four high school students in the USA filed a lawsuit against iParadigms, LLC (Tur-
nitin’s parent company at the time), alleging copyright infringement. However, the district 
court and later the Court of Appeals, Fourth Circuit, granted judgment in favour of iPara-
digms based on students agreeing to the clickwrap license agreement and the fair use doc-
trine (Gingerich, 2010; Vanderhye v iParadigms LLC, 2009).

Universities that subscribe to Turnitin services pay an annual subscription fee. This and 
end-user consent to the platform’s terms of use are thus the key legal mechanisms of asseti-
zation of academic content in this case, exemplifying how the state and the law condone 
assetization as a mode of governance (Pistor, 2019). Here what is being governed as an asset 
are students assignments, with implications that include governance over the practices of 
academic writing itself (Introna, 2016).

Generative AI model training

Using academic publications for training LLMs is embedded in the general monetization of 
global knowledge content. A good example is OpenAI, which, as of October 2025, is valued 
at $500 billion, making it the most valuable privately held company in the world (Reuters, 
2025). Yet, OpenAI is not profitable and struggles to generate revenues with plans to raise 
subscription fees for its GPT product family (Isaac & Griffith, 2024) and search for new 
business models, including considerations of introducing advertising (Murgia et al., 2024). 
In May 2024, OpenAI introduced ChatGPT Edu, a version specifically targeted at universi-
ties (OpenAI, 2024), and in 2025 announced strategic partnerships with 15 universities to 
embed its AI services in research and teaching (OpenAI, 2025). These developments are 
part of what OpenAI’s vice president for education has termed its ambitions to make AI 
into “part of the core infrastructure of higher education” (Singer, 2025). The adoption of 
GenAI by educational institutions holds significant implications for the political economy 
of GenAI companies, as widespread subscription uptake could generate substantial cumu-
lative revenues due to the size of the education sector globally and the capture of public 
funding spent on education.

In the general monetization of global content, most LLM companies do not reveal details 
on what datasets are used for training their LLM models. However, LLM companies are 
looking for high-quality datasets, which results in the growing trend of paying for such 
content. Academic papers are particularly valuable for model training because they are 
information-rich, dense, and long, while the content is peer-reviewed and reliable (Gibney, 
2024). In mid-2024, media first reported on deals between academic publishers and LLM 
companies allowing access to academic publications to train LLMs. For example, Informa 
(the parent company of UK academic publisher Taylor and Francis) has declared “Data 
Licensing Agreements” with two ‘leading AI technology companies’, generating revenues 
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of over $ 75 m, while “[d]iscussions with other AI technology companies are ongoing” 
(Informa, 2024).

Through these deals, publishers are able to double up on the revenues they generate from 
licensing access to academic content published in academic journals and books. Academ-
ics typically hold the copyright in their works (AAUP, 1999; Barendt, 2010; Caso, 2020). 
However, they must sign publishing agreements in which they assign their copyright, or 
license certain entitlements, to publishers. This is the arrangement for paywalled publica-
tions (Guibault, 2011), in which the publisher usually has the exclusive right to re-use the 
material, effectively enabling the publisher to control the content as an asset. In the case 
of open access publications, authors grant a non-exclusive licence to publishers to publish 
their work while retaining the copyright. The latter arrangement is typically accompanied 
by an open content licence in which authors grant ‘the world’ certain rights regarding their 
works. Depending on the licence used, this may, apart from access, cover re-use, even on a 
commercial basis (Ball, 2017; Guibault, 2011).

Publishers typically take licences from authors for academic content to be used in any 
media format, ‘whether now known or developed in the future’, allowing monetization of 
content in different (and unforeseen) ways (e.g., Springer Nature Limited, 2025). Publishers 
argue they hold entitlements to allow AI companies to use authors’ works for machine learn-
ing. While they claim they are dedicated to ensuring authors’ copyrights are protected in 
LLM processing and outputs, they have not explained how authors’ rights of attribution are 
or will be protected. This issue is also connected to an ongoing struggle between academic 
publishers and monograph authors around royalties, as publishers have also not explained 
how authors would be compensated for their monograph material being part of any LLM 
outputs (Pooley, 2024). As regards open access, there are concerns as well. On the one hand, 
many publishers reserve the right to commercial reuse (Carroll, 2011; Pooley, 2024); on the 
other, the open access philosophy is undermined when open content is used for machine 
learning and the benefits not returned to the commons, potentially necessitating “new kinds 
of licence or changes to copyright law” (Nature, 2024). The significant implication of this 
form of assetization of academic content is that scholarly writing becomes governed as text 
that can be amalgamated in language models, then reproduced on-demand through a user 
prompt or query. We now unpack these governance implications of all three forms of aca-
demic content assetization in more detail.

The governance dynamics of academic content assetization

So far, we have explored three instantiations of academic content assetization. We now anal-
yse these cases collectively and outline the governance dynamic and its impact on students, 
staff, and the HE sector at large. As we discussed above, the key contribution that assetiza-
tion brings as a theoretical lens to our argument is the focus on the politics of value implicit 
in the control, logics, and temporalities of treating academic content as an asset; this has con-
sequential governance impacts for individuals, such as limiting their practices or changing 
the nature of their work and social relations. In this sense, assetization of academic content 
should be understood a mode of techno-economic governance whereby, “first, something 
(e.g. knowledge) is being reconfigured as an asset; and second, how we then understand and 
act upon (i.e. govern) that something is being reconfigured as a result of our understanding 
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and framing of it as an asset” (Birch, 2024, p. 17). Reconfiguring something as an asset, 
then, has socio-technical and individual consequences. Control and follow-through rights 
allow asset owners or controllers to determine access to and use of assets.

We now discuss how this control is constructed and its impact. We construct our argu-
ment in three steps. We first discuss the enclosure of academic content inside and outside of 
universities, demonstrating how these dynamics together structure new conditions for work 
and study. Second, we move to analyse the reliance on private law (contracts/licencing) as 
a legal mechanism that is centrally significant to monetizing academic content and reducing 
the function of public law and democratic control in HE. Finally, we investigate the impact 
on academic individuals and their roles, rights and agency under these new conditions.

Property as enclosure and its social effects

Each case examined above is representative of different orders of complexity of content 
enclosure, digital processing, and value creation. In the first case, focusing on edtech 
platforms for teaching, academic teaching content is configured as an asset-like resource 
directly, bringing economic value to the licence holder when offered in the provision of 
online education as a service. Content is enclosed from the academic author, disentangling 
teaching and learning material, for example, from the situated and social practice of teaching 
(Ayers, 2025). It represents an important shift in understanding IP rights from the creation of 
teaching materials as a pedagogic practice to a way of understanding and managing teaching 
materials as organisational resources that generate future revenue streams. It also changes 
how individuals and institutions understand teaching practices in these online provision 
spaces: not as a social and pedagogic process, but as the production of content that can be 
enclosed with IP rights and delivered on a digital education platform. These consequences 
together change what is considered valuable in HE teaching. In essence, HE is demoted 
from a public good or human right to a private asset that can be freely traded (Beiter, 2006). 
As a human right, HE needs to be freely accessible and “acceptable” as an enriching experi-
ence rather than as a pre-packaged study unit (UN, 1999).

In the second instantiation, that of assignment plagiarism platforms, content is enclosed 
and then turned into a constituent part of the aggregate database, which is used to deliver 
a service (such as calculating similarity scores for plagiarism checks). Individual content 
is not economically valuable on its own and only becomes so when enclosed as part of a 
dataset and put in relation to other content and then compared across the database. The order 
of enclosure is higher in that the individual text is no longer visible to the author. Students 
have no rights over Turnitin’s text corpus as an asset, even if they contributed to it, do not 
have insights into Turnitin processing, and cannot influence any metrics produced by the 
Turnitin platform or their features (Hansen & Komljenovic, 2023). Furthermore, Turnitin’s 
service ends up mediating relations between the student and the academic/teacher. What is 
economically valuable is a new intermediary service positioned between the student and 
academic/teacher, an entirely new market based on protecting academic integrity. It changes 
assessment practices, with critics suggesting that it treats students suspiciously and pre-
sumes guilt. It ultimately contributes to the governance of students’ writing, as students 
must satisfy the plagiarism detection algorithm prior to any assessment by academic staff 
(Introna, 2016). It constructs knowledge as a resource and compromises staff autonomy 
(McKenna, 2022).
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In the third situation of journal papers being accessed for AI model training, academic 
content is broken down into tokens and vectors for analysing patterns, which requires com-
plex computational processes. The individual text has even less value than in the previous 
cases as it is disaggregated into textual micro parts and enclosed in incredibly large datas-
ets. Author separation from their content is at its highest order, as their text is even further 
broken down into parts and becomes even less visible as it is reworked through the highly 
opaque computational operations of LLM training. Using academic publications for train-
ing LLMs changes the meaning and value assigned to them. They are no longer primarily 
artefacts of knowledge production intended to disseminate new knowledge and an incentive 
for academic recognition (Fyfe, 2022), but are reinterpreted as the source material for train-
ing models. This transformation is economically beneficial for publishers in the immediate 
term (through payments from AI companies) and benefits AI firms over the longer term 
(by securing future users and customers for an upgraded model or a specific service such 
as ChatGPT-Edu). Reframing content as a potentially valuable resource drives the political 
economy of AI services in publishing and other education markets. Not only are multina-
tional AI companies obtaining licences to access academic content from publishers, but spe-
cialized academic providers such as Editage already offer “AI academic writing” tools and 
journal manuscript services that are allegedly “[t]rained on millions of published scholarly 
articles” for checking manuscripts for research integrity and language quality (Oommen 
George, 2023). In 2024, Taylor and Francis agreed to a deal with Editage to add Paperpal to 
“journal editorial workflows” (Durgumahanthi, 2024). Services based on AI are thus added 
into academic and knowledge production and dissemination processes without academic 
and HE sectorial discussion. Authors’ attribution rights are affected, as well as integrity, 
transparency, and public control in science (Pooley, 2024).

These dynamics present in the three instantiations we analyse demonstrate the political 
and power struggle over the academic content value, deriving from the control, logics, and 
temporalities of treating academic content as an asset. We demonstrated how in each case 
academic content is valued and governed in a specific and different way than if it were 
not assetized; how assetization contributes to constructing and expanding new markets to 
exercise the asset value; and how this impacts the core HE processes. We now move to 
investigate how legal arrangements are used to order and codify assetization regimes into 
being (Pistor, 2019). This is done via licencing, which enables the enclosure of academic 
content as an asset. As such, academic content becomes a property title underpinned by a 
logic of future financial returns. Constructing academic content as property “means demar-
cation of an entity in terms of a property title, which is at the same time the effective claim 
on its income stream. It makes the entity, the payments accruing to it, and the claim on 
them simultaneously” (Tellmann et al., 2024, p.6). The current assetization regimes, sup-
ported and exercised via law, institutionalise the imbalance of control between powerful and 
corporate actors acquiring and holding IP right entitlements on the one hand, and staff and 
students as authors and licensors, on the other, resulting in the latter having minimal influ-
ence over the licence holder’s use of their content. We cannot dismiss the importance of the 
legal frameworks, to which we turn next.

1 3



Higher Education

The enhanced role of private law: effects on democratic governance

Students and staff are producers of academic content, which is assetized via specific prop-
erty mechanisms. This includes the legal arrangements of copyright, which is entangled 
with public law on HE. These two legal frameworks, operating at both state and institutional 
levels, are different in many ways but become closely entangled (see Fig. 1).

The first difference between the two legal frameworks is that the public HE legal frame-
work and institutional arrangements are traditionally open to public participation as well as 
scrutiny. At the national level, various democratic stakeholders can cooperate or intervene 
in shaping legal and policy arrangements, including in public consultations, responses to 
various white papers, participation in government working groups, and even protests (Chou 
et al., 2017). At the institutional level, students and staff are included in various committees 
and university decision-making bodies where they can participate in institutional gover-
nance and influence policies (Wilson et al., 2024). For staff, UNESCO explicitly requires 
this at the institutional level (UNESCO, 1997). On the other hand, HE stakeholders have 
fewer options to intervene in and influence practices deriving from copyright and contract 
law. Once private law becomes operative in education, its actual rules are largely non-nego-

Fig. 1  Legal constellation of academic content assetization regime
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tiable. For example, students and staff must now accept the terms and conditions set by 
proprietary platforms that they are required to use by their universities. Moreover, they 
also agree to sign publishing agreements if they want to publish articles and monographs, 
comply with university IP policies if they want to stay employed, and so on. Overall, they 
have far less room for agency, and thus influence and negotiation when faced with contract 
and property law.

Second, following from the above, room for manoeuvre exists technically at the individ-
ual rather than the collective level, which is yet another factor creating asymmetric power 
relations. In the context of public HE law, in most HE systems, student, staff and other 
stakeholder participation is institutionalised, representative, and, it could be argued, collec-
tivised. However, under copyright law, students and staff are individually required to grant a 
licence over their content by an institution of power, be it a university, an EdTech company, 
or a publisher.

Both of these legal strands (public versus contract and copyright law) interact and rela-
tionally form the basis of the governance regime for academic content assetization. For 
example, institutional university policies require the use of Turnitin, therefore subjecting 
students to individualized legal contracts and licencing arrangements. Both strands become 
enmeshed in configuring and determining student and staff rights. We hypothesize that this 
enmeshing of different legal arrangements is not well understood, or even noticed, by HE 
stakeholders, and consequently remains an under-researched issue despite the need to under-
stand the problematic effects resulting from the entanglement of these legal frameworks. 
While there is research on student and staff roles and sense-making as HE stakeholders 
(Wilson et al., 2024), consumers (Rosh White, 2007), or digital users (Ramiel, 2017), there 
is a lack of research on these roles coming together under assetization governance regimes. 
In our case, the assetization governance regime is centred on contract law and licencing. 
This can create a range of negative individual impacts, which we discuss next.

Individual and sector impact: the assetizen as diminished subject?

Legal mechanisms that are used in the three forms of content assetization range from 
employment contracts and university policies to platform terms of use, publishing contracts, 
and data licensing agreements. Each is based on a requirement that individual academics or 
students grant a licence over their individual content to someone else – often the university, 
the platform company, or the publisher – with limited or no individual rights and limited 
or no compensation or economic benefit. As noted, this assetization governance regime 
is enacted under IP and contract law, which rest on a different rationale than public HE 
legislation. There are individual consequences of these licencing mechanisms for staff and 
students.

The legal constellation of academic content assetization gives rise to a new economic 
actor: the assetizen. Public and private law arrangements are entangled in HE, which means 
that individual students and staff are increasingly subject to different socio-legal roles at the 
same time. When students and staff produce academic content, which is then assetized, this 
process subsumes their different roles and subjectivities at once. These include a student or 
an academic who is subject to HE law and university policies when producing academic 
content for study and work; a consumer who is protected by consumer law when a student 
pays tuition fees and benefits from the HE service in a marketized HE system; and a digital 
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platform user subject to contract law when students and staff use various apps and platforms 
and accept terms of use. All of these roles together culminate in a different constellation of 
an individual as a subject, their rights and agency. Hence, we need a new term/vocabulary 
to discuss and address this transformation. In proposing the term “assetizen”, we are empha-
sizing that individuals embody different roles, are subject to a different governance regime, 
and increasingly have fewer educational and social rights.

Currently, there is a significant lack of research at the individual level about how students 
and staff (and the general population more broadly) understand themselves as these new 
assetizens. This includes how individuals think of themselves as socio-political and eco-
nomic actors, and understand their rights, obligations, and the possibilities of intervention 
within assetization governance regimes. Although we analysed academic content here, our 
discussion is very much applicable to other aspects of HE and other economic and social 
sectors as assetization increasingly becomes the central type of economic coordination in 
contemporary techno-capitalism (Feher, 2018; Mazzucato et al., 2023).

The implications of these often obscured processes of academic content assetization are 
significant. For example, in the case of online HE provision in partnership with OPMs, a 
study conducted by Century Foundation (Hall & Dudley, 2019) identified significant institu-
tional challenges. Although universities tend to retain IP rights over content, “[m]ost univer-
sity–OPM contracts tie colleges’ hands for a long period, preventing them from innovating 
their programs or responding to student needs or changes in the labour market” (Hall & 
Dudley, 2019). Such institutional ossification and lock-in not only compromise academic 
freedom and institutional autonomy, as well as teaching and learning as social, relational, 
and dynamic processes (Palmer, 2024b), but also limit innovation within HE institutions. 
Transforming teaching content and practice into a static object of investment is necessary 
for the construction of assets controlled by universities or platform companies, disrupting 
the important dynamics and fluidity of pedagogy understood as a social process.

In the case of Turnitin, there is limited evidence that it delivers on what it promises. In 
addition to lawsuits about IP rights, Turnitin has been subject to debates and concerns in 
open forums on its accuracy and transparency (Feinberg, 2021; Jaschik, 2009), its ped-
agogic effects (Morris & Stommel, 2017), its implications for student privacy (Niessen, 
2018), and its perceived monopoly practices (Ross, 2021). All of these claims point to the 
uneasiness of the (academic) public in grappling with a business model in which student 
work is enclosed, aggregated, and used to deliver a service that financially benefits the 
platform proprietor and its owners; or in commercializing knowledge through plagiarism 
services (McKenna, 2022).

Similarly, there is much controversy and opposition to introducing GenAI into HE. It 
raises concerns about recognition of academic work, misattribution, the negative conse-
quences for academic impact and career progression if LLMs take over established book 
and article access, as well as referencing and citations, and how academic IP rights will be 
protected (Jackson, 2024; Pooley, 2024). Using content under copyright for training LLMs 
is not only a legal question; it also raises concerns about fairness, especially in the case of 
content published under open content licences, allowing free distribution and reuse, since 
LLM models are private assets. Moreover, the outputs of LLMs, by their very nature, will 
put the creators of this content at risk (Nature, 2024). In the HE context, it positions academ-
ics and universities as service providers to technology businesses, producing content for 
LLM models that can then enable the generation of ‘autosummary on demand’ (Kirschen-
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baum & Raley, 2024). This is potentially deleterious to academic teaching and student 
learning, making it possible to outsource course design, lesson planning, and assessment to 
automated platforms while inciting students to treat studying and writing as technical tasks 
that can be offloaded to LLMs rather than intellectual practices.

Conclusions

In this article, we examined how academic content is being assetized, focusing on three exem-
plary cases: teaching materials being transformed into value-generating digital content for 
delivery on online platforms by universities; student assignments being aggregated into data-
bases by EdTech platforms; and academic research articles being licenced by publishers as 
data for model training by AI companies. Through these assetization processes, academic con-
tent is being made into a source of economic value, not only generating new income streams 
for asset owners and controllers but also changing how academic content production is gov-
erned. In each case, academic content has been assetized through specific legal mechanisms, 
particularly copyright, contract law, and licencing arrangements. Academic staff and students 
are becoming assetizens who increasingly have to relinquish their individual rights over their 
IP as they are entangled in the complex technical, legal, and economic processes that con-
stitute the contemporary HE sector. Assetization involves the enclosure of academic content 
for monetary benefit by asset controllers, not its producers. It also means that content is gov-
erned differently and managed in ways that ensure long-term financial yields for asset owners. 
Assetization of academic content entails the construction and coordination of markets, where 
it is subject to forms of control that diminish the rights of academic staff and students.

The cases we analysed are indicative of how assetization needs new markets to offer ser-
vices. These marketised and assetized services are being created regardless of the social con-
sequences. It is likely that the spread of assetization within HE results from the deployment of 
contract and property law in a sector previously dominated by public law, and this has enabled 
the establishment of new hierarchies of capital and power within academia (Pistor, 2019).

These dynamics of assetization in HE and its underpinning technical, legal, and eco-
nomic arrangements govern the assetizen as a content producer whose academic labour and 
products are valued primarily for the monetary yields they promise in the future (but not for 
themselves). The assetizen is compelled via institutional policies to produce platform-ready 
teaching content, to submit their written products to aggregate databases, and to grant a pub-
lisher licence to re-purpose and re-use their publications as data to be rented to AI compa-
nies. The student and the academic are now subject to different socio-legal roles at the same 
time. So, when students and staff produce academic content, which is then assetized, this 
process subsumes their different roles at once – a student/academic, a consumer, a digital 
platform user – albeit with diminished educational and social rights. There is a significant 
lack of research at the individual level about how students and staff understand themselves 
as these new assetizens and as socio-political and economic actors, their rights, obligations, 
and possibilities of intervention; yet this research is urgently needed.
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