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Taking 
the 
long 
view 

•to. 
W^iMateEtiMiM 

lobal schools group Cognita has seen rapid growth 

in the 14 years s ince it opened with one school in 

England and now runs 70 schools across Europe, 

Asia and Latin America . But the g roup faces a c h a n g e of 

approach a f t e r it was bough t by a Swiss family of f ice tha t 

works to a far longer inves tment hor izon than its fo rmer 

pr iva te equi ty owners . 

In September , Zur ich-based Jacobs Holding a n n o u n c e d 

it would acquire the UK-headquar te red g roup f rom Bregal 

Inves tments and KKR in a deal tha t market sources then 

confirmed was worth £2 billion - 26-times Cognita's earnings 

before interest, tax, depreciation and amort isat ion (EBITDA). 

While Cogni ta chief execut ive Chris J a n s e n said at the 

t ime tha t "on a d a y - t o - d a y basis, n o t h i n g will change" , 

the acquisi t ion could spur a s t ra tegic sh i f t for the g roup 

over coming years, as J acobs looks far b e y o n d the ho ld ing 

per iods typical of pr ivate equi ty investors . 

"We don ' t have a part icular inves tment horizon in mind," 

says Andreas Tolpeit, head of inves tments at Jacobs . "Our 

shor tes t inves tment period, historically, was 10 years , bu t 

- and this is a big bu t - we 've held compan ie s in the past 

for m a n y decades, somet imes t w o - or three-plus . 

"We don ' t have the l u x u r y of be ing able to o f f load a 

p rob lem to a fu tu re buyer . W e don ' t buy s tuff , p lay the 

marke t f o r a rb i t r age and then f ind the nex t inves to r to 

take on the chal lenge . That ' s not our game. As long as w e 

see va lue -c rea t ion potent ia l in our assets, we like to s tay 

invested." 

Cogni ta w a s f o u n d e d in 2 0 0 4 by Bregal I n v e s t m e n t s 

and the la te Chris Woodhead , a fo rmer head of the Office 

for S t anda rds in Educat ion (Ofsted), and one of the most 

controvers ia l f igures in the UK educa t ion sector due to his 

ou t spoken hard l ine views on school policy. 

The g roup ' s global suite of 70 pr iva te schools now teach 

more than 40,000 children and employ some 7,000 teachers. 

KKR acquired a 50°/o stake in the business for an undisclosed 

price in 2013 and, accord ing to reports, is set to genera te a 

re turn of m o r e t h a n three t imes invested capi tal . 

The future is looking 
bright for Cognita's 
70 schools after the 
group was bought by 
Swiss family office 
Jacobs Holding, which 
takes a sustainable 
approach to growth, 
as head of investments 
Andreas Tolpeit 
tells Josh O'Neill in 
an exclusive interview 
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In m a n y ways , f a m i l y o f f i ces m a k e fo r ideal o w n e r s 

of p r iva te school g roups : they a ren ' t a f ra id of i l l iquidity, 

t hey tend to h a v e reserves of dep loyab le capi ta l a n d they 

usual ly place bets wi th a l o n g - t e r m view. Tolpeit c o n f i r m s 

tha t J acobs fits th is mould . 

"We bas ica l ly h a v e p e r m a n e n t capi ta l , which is bo th 

an a d v a n t a g e and d i s a d v a n t a g e , " Tolpei t says . "On the 

one h a n d , y o u ' r e no t u n d e r a n y pressure to m a k e c h a n g e s 

quickly or p repare for an exit in j u s t a few years ' t ime. The 

chal lenge , t hough , is f i nd ing a marke t t ha t o f fe rs e n o u g h 

va lue-crea t ion potent ia l for the long term." In 1996, Jacobs 

founded Adecco, now the world ' s largest t empora ry s ta f f ing 

f irm. Some 18 years later, the group off loaded its remain ing 

1.9°/o s take for a r o u n d $ 2 5 0 mil l ion. 

A m i r Tayebi , a c o r p o r a t e f i n a n c i e r a t M8tA b o u t i q u e 

A d a m Street Advisers, ou t l ines two key fac tors t ha t wou ld 

h a v e given J a c o b s Hold ing the uppe r h a n d over pr iva te 

equi ty f i rms t h r o u g h o u t the Cogni ta b idd ing process . 

"Many pr ivate equi ty houses have an inves tment horizon 

of t h r e e - t o - f i v e yea r s , " says Tayebi , w h o w o r k e d for a 

Swiss weal th m a n a g e r earlier in his career. "This, combined 

with their h igh cost of capi ta l , makes it d i f f icul t to ou tb id 

a f a m i l y o f f i c e w i t h l o n g - t e r m i n v e s t m e n t o b j e c t i v e s . 

E d u c a t i o n is sti l l a n i c h e m a r k e t a n d , as such , f a m i l y 

off ices are j u s t s t a r t i ng to realise the e n o r m o u s po ten t i a l 

of the sector . 

"We have been approached by a n u m b e r of family off ices 

r e g a r d i n g t h e educa t i on sec to r and expec t to see m o r e 

b idd ing on assets in th is space f r o m t h e m in the m e d i u m 

te rm." He adds tha t " the price paid [for Cogni ta] makes 

sense , g i v e n t h e u n i q u e n e s s of C o g n i t a ' s p o r t f o l i o , i ts 

spread across mul t ip le c o n t i n e n t s a n d the ra r i ty of school 

assets fo r sale". 

Jacobs looks for four factors when weigh ing inves tments 

in a new marke t : size, f r agmen ta t ion , g rowth potent ia l and 

resil ience. "The K12 marke t t icks all t hose boxes for us," 

Tolpeit says. "It's very valuable globally, highly f ragmented , 

sees g rowth tha t exceeds GDP, and is supe r resi l ient ." • 
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Andreas Tolpeit 
Jacobs Holding 

• But a l t hough Jacobs ' pockets are deep, the f irm w o n ' t 

be m a k i n g any rash decis ions w h e n it comes to g r o w i n g 

Cogni ta . W h e n asked w h a t the n e x t s tep is, Tolpeit says 

"we h a v e some ideas, bu t we ' re re luc tan t to share those 

at the m o m e n t " . 

"New marke t entr ies are no t ruled out ," he says. "For us, 

though, it 's about wha t any given move unlocks when we ' re 

c o n t e m p l a t i n g the n e x t step. W e w o n ' t 

go and buy a single school in some small 

country where we see very limited growth 

potent ia l . It 's abou t g rowing sus ta inab ly 

and one step l ead ing to t h e nex t . " 

J a c o b s b e g a n l o o k i n g a t t h e K12 

market a r o u n d a y e a r ago, Tolpeit says. 

A s i d e f r o m C o g n i t a , J a c o b s h a s j u s t 

t w o o t h e r h o l d i n g s : Ba r ry Ca l l ebau t , 

the wor ld ' s largest cocoa and choco la te 

m a n u f a c t u r e r ; a n d C o l o s s e u m Den ta l 

Group, which operates close to 300 clinics 

across Europe . Tolpei t d r a w s para l le l s 

b e t w e e n C o l o s s e u m D e n t a l G r o u p 

and Cogni ta , desp i te o b v i o u s sec to ra l 

d i f ferences . 

"Fundamen ta l ly , t hey ' r e bo th local businesses , they ' r e 

people ' s businesses , and bo th marke t s are ve ry large and 

f r agmen ted , " he says. 

And it's no accident that Jacobs ' portfolio is concentra ted 

- it mirrors the investment s t rategy of founder Klaus Jacobs. 

"He chose very long- te rm bets, focused on a very restricted 

12blorth Bri 

We won't go and buy 
a single school in 

some small country 
where we see very 

limited growth 
potential. It's about 
growing sustainably 

and one step 
leading to the next 

n u m b e r of i nves tmen t s and bui l t t h e m into global marke t 

leaders ," Tolpei t says . "This is t h e s a m e p h i l o s o p h y we 

apply w h e n inves t ing ." 

There ' s a n o t h e r s t r ing to J acobs ' b o w wh ich m a d e it t he 

per fec t c a n d i d a t e to t ake over Cogni ta : its sole benef ic ia ry 

is t h e J a c o b s F o u n d a t i o n , a c h a r i t y f o c u s e d on ch i ld 

d e v e l o p m e n t and l ea rn ing f o u n d e d by Mr Jacobs . J a n s e n 

e labora tes on Cogni ta ' s dovetai l a l l iance 

w i t h J a c o b s in c o m m e n t s p r o v i d e d 

exclus ively to Educationlnvestor Global. 

He s a y s : " T h e y a r e a n e x c e l l e n t 

' o w n e r - p a r t n e r ' t o h e l p t a k e o u r 

g loba l o r g a n i s a t i o n f o r w a r d and the re 

a re t w o key r e a s o n s f o r t h i s : F i rs t ly , 

b o t h J a c o b s a n d Cogn i t a be l i eve t h a t 

educa t i on represen t s a ve ry l o n g - t e r m 

endeavou r . The J a c o b s f ami ly is k n o w n 

for its her i tage and s t rong t rack record 

in o w n i n g and inves t ing in c o m p a n i e s 

- o f t en for decades - to help them grow 

i n t o g l o b a l l y - r e s p e c t e d l eade r s . T h e y 

h a v e d o n e this wi th grea t success in the 

chocolate, coffee and recrui tment sectors, 

and this is the i r ambi t i on for Cogni ta as well . 

"Secondly , and qui te cri t ically, J a c o b s has a pas s iona te 

convic t ion for educa t ion and for the benef i t s of developing 

y o u n g m i n d s . T o g e t h e r , J a c o b s a n d C o g n i t a s h a r e a n 

a m b i t i o n t o he lp s h a p e t h e f u t u r e b y e d u c a t i n g y o u n g 

minds to th ink global ly , act respons ib ly and ach ieve thei r 

Preparator; 
/London 

Instituto 
GayLussac, Brazil 
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full potential . With Jacobs by our side, we look forward to 

continuing to improve and expand the opportunities for young 

people within our schools - and beyond." 

While Jacobs Holding is a for-profi t investment vehicle, 

"wha teve r we pay out in t e rms of d iv idends goes to the 

founda t ion , " Tolpeit explains . Jacobs Holding is a closed 

vehic le and , there fore , on ly invests the fami ly ' s money , 

which a m o u n t s to a r o u n d CHf6 bill ion 

(£4.6 billion). Some 90% of vot ing rights 

lie with the family, Tolpeit adds, not ing 

that it is also responsible for appoint ing 

the board of Jacobs Holding. 

"The family controls what we are doing," 

he says. 

J a c o b s w a s "very h a n d s - o n " w h e n 

carrying out " thorough and intense" pre-

deal due diligence on Cognita, Tolpeit says. 

He and his team visited schools in seven 

out of eight countries the group operates in, 

which collectively account for more than 

80% of total revenues. Financials aside, 

which Tolpeit declines to discuss, w h a t 

impressed Jacobs most was the " h u m a n 

capital" behind the business. 

"As we learned more about the company, we have come to 

know one of the best management teams we have come across 

in years," Tolpeit says, f lagging Jansen and Asia CEO Michael 

Drake as exemplary leaders. "It's rare to find such management 

capabilities and s t rengths in a company of this size. 

It's quite 
striking how 
everyone is 

really signed up 
for this journey... 

and we're 
comfortable the 

company will deliver 
on its targets 

"It's quite s tr iking how everyone is really s igned up for 

th is j ou rney . . . and we ' r e c o m f o r t a b l e the c o m p a n y wil l 

deliver on its targets ." 

And deliver it must . In today ' s market , Cognita faces stiff 

compet i t ion f rom indus t ry i ncumben t s and newer, smaller 

school groups, which have g rown at a rapid pace t hanks 

to aggress ive M8tA s t ra tegies . Duba i -based rival GEMS, 

which has over 70 schools in more t h a n 

12 countr ies , recently acquired Bellevue 

Educat ion, a g roup of 15 schools across 

the UK, Switzer land and Qatar. 

Nord Anglia, another leading contender, 

now has near ly 60 schools s i tuated in 27 

count r ies . Marke t pa r t i c ipan t s are a lso 

keeping a keen eye on the rise of the UK's 

Inspired Schools, which since l aunch ing 

j u s t f ive years ago has built a ne twork of 

over 42 sites af ter most recently acquir ing 

the K12 unit of ACG, New Zealand's largest 

private school operator. Families including 

the Oppenheimers and the Mansours have 

invested in Inspired. 

Last yea r , Cogn i t a l o g g e d r e v e n u e s 

of £385.2 mil l ion and ope ra t ing prof i t of £40.7 mill ion, 

accord ing to FastTrack.com. But a market source recent ly 

told Educationlnvestor Global that Inspired is logging EBITDA 

of a round £100 million, under l in ing the eno rmous earn ings 

potent ia l of global school groups, no mat te r h o w new to 

the market they are. I 

Colegio Pumahue 
Huechuraba, Chile 

Cognita's Early Learning 
Village in Singapore 

Early Learning village 
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