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natural order o f things in university promotion, but they appear to be inherently 

complementary and harmonious. Indeed, as die case studies indicate, the university is 

portrayed as “all things to all people,” able to accommodate students indefinitely while still 

maintaining quality.

“Excellence” and accessibility, however, contradict one another and create what 

Joan Mount and Charles Belanger label the “massification” o f the university.53 They 

contend that the opening up o f the university to a wider population by lowering barriers to 

entrance and creating more flexible programming occurred at the expense o f academic 

quality. Jurgen Habermas also recognized the dilemma which emerged with “democratic 

accessibility.” While openness and rational-critical discourse were key markers of 

democracy, as the public sphere broadened, “the quality o f its discourse was debased and it 

became more vulnerable to mass opinion management.”54 In other words, as the university 

responds to populist calls for access it also lowers its academic standards and caters to a 

larger body o f student demands.55

Moreover, the myths o f accessibility and “excellence” are peipetuated by indicators 

o f success which quantify material conditions o f the university in order to provide 

measurable results. Seemingly objective indicators, such as rankings, exist on a scale o f 

“excellence” which is invoked, as Readings notes, “to say precisely nothing at all: it 

deflects attention from the questions o f what quality and pertinence might be, who actually 

are the judges o f a relevant or good University, and by what authority have they become

53 Joan Mount and Charles Belanger, “Entrepreneurship and image management in higher education: 
pillars o f massification,” The Canadian Journal o f Higher Education 34, no. 2 (2004): 125-140

54 Habermas quoted in Calhoun, “The University and die Public Good,” 16.
55 Ibid., 36.
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those judges.”56 Furthermore, any questioning o f rankings or performance indicators is 

viewed as an objection to public accountability.57 Thus, the rhetoric o f “excellence” and 

accessibility evident in university promotion can be considered an ideological myth which 

makes the current order o f things within the university appear to be natural and consistent 

with broader liberal democratic ideals.

Conclusion

In addition to furthering its own agenda, the university acts as a “cultural intermediary” in 

promotional efforts, attempting to direct and reflect contemporary notions o f personal 

development, success, and the academy. Promotional strategies recognize that the 

population o f prospective students is diverse rather than homogenous, and that students can 

be appealed to using strategies o f image management and references to non-academic 

aspects o f the university.58 Whereas W estern relies heavily on the iconography o f the ivory 

tower and profiles o f students to connote quality and exclusivity, Lakehead establishes its 

identity using the language o f difference, which might appeal to a specific type o f socially, 

politically, or environmentally aware student. Both universities employ a strategy o f 

“rhetorical antithesis” to describe how they have an intimate/worldly climate, 

inclusive/exclusive environment, academic/social experience, and classical/vocational 

learning style. In particular, both universities also attempt to convey a sense o f history and 

tradition that coexists with a narrative o f technological progress. Finally, university 

promotion naturalizes notions o f “excellence” and accessibility which are historically

56 Bill Readings, The University in Ruins (London: Harvard University Press, 1996), 32.
57 Ibid., 26.
58 Colin Symes, “Selling Futures: A new image for Australian Universities?” Studies in Higher 

Education 21, no. 2 (1996): 141.



contingent on liberal democratic values and give further credibility to idealized 

representations o f the university.

Although university promotional materials do not always accurately reflect the 

actual experience o f going to university, they are a sign o f “a complex (and sometimes 

contradictory) educational environment.”59 The Canadian university now faces a number 

o f interlocking tensions in regards to 1) maintaining high quality education with an 

expanding student population, 2) dealing with the increasingly consumer-oriented 

mentality o f incoming students, and 3) responding to the rising pressure to direct reputation 

through professional marketing campaigns. Semiotic and discursive exercises, such as the 

one presented in this chapter, are a starting point for exploring how university promotion 

circulates the “idea” o f the university in Canadian society.

123

59 Ragan and McMillan, “The Marketing o f the Liberal Arts”; Farber and Holm, “Selling the Dream 
o f Higher Education.”



124

CONCLUSION

The previous three chapters outlined the development o f the promotional university, tracing 

the concomitant shift towards a culture o f credentialism and the foregrounding o f 

vocational aspects o f the university. In Chapter One, key social, political, and economic 

forces that have helped shape the contemporary promotional university were discussed. 

Since their inception, Canadian universities have had a dual function: a utilitarian role in 

preparing graduates for professional life, as well as a cultural purpose in educating young 

Canadians and preparing them for citizenship. However, it is clear that this cultural 

function is increasingly being marginalized by government policies, public opinion, and 

university initiatives emphasizing vocationalism and credentialism. Importantly, it is this 

utilitarian function which now holds currency as the defining element in the university’s 

identity.

As discussed in Chapter Two, universities have begun to speak the language o f the 

market and to act like businesses when representing themselves. Colin Symes notes that as 

the ‘“ invisible hand’ has gained a stranglehold over schools and universities, so they have 

become more conscious o f the need to engage in stratagems such as advertising and 

promotion, that are designed to shape the movements o f this invisible hand.” 1 Beginning in 

the early 1970s, marketing concepts were applied to public, not-for-profit institutions such 

as universities. Although university staff and faculty were initially lukewarm to 

promotional practices, the stigma attached to marketing has been removed and it is now a

1 Colin Symes, “Education for sale: A semiotic analysis o f school prospectuses and other forms of 
educational marketing,” Australian Journal o f Education 42, no. 2 (1998): 133,
http://fmd.galegroup.com.proxyl.lib.uwo.ca:2048/itx/start.do?prodId=AONE (accessed February 3,2009).

http://fmd.galegroup.com.proxyl.lib.uwo.ca:2048/itx/start.do?prodId=AONE


formalized, “natural” part o f university administrative practices in Ontario. Joint liaison 

activities, province-wide university fairs, award systems for outstanding promotion, and 

international branding campaigns are elements o f this organizational culture.

Increases in marketing, alongside positioning strategies, branding practices, and 

ranking exercises, are evidence o f a university that has become promotional, selling 

education like a specialized consumer product or service. At the same time, notions of 

consumer choice and consumer sovereignty have extended beyond the commercial realm, 

and are now resident features o f universities. More program choice, flexible schedules, 

interdisciplinary programming, and, importantly, increased information for prospective 

students are part o f the consumer choice paradigm. Furthermore, new recruitment practices 

that are commercial in nature (for example, billboards, direct marketing, and online banner 

ads) are partly a response to a new type o f student. Universities are currently marketing to 

the M illennial generation. These young Canadians grew up in a culture o f consumption, are 

prim ed with a competitive, individualistic mentality, and expect success and a comfortable 

consumer lifestyle in return for little effort.

Recruitment materials aid in institutional representation and also create an 

imaginary picture o f student life. Chapter Three describes how university recruitment 

materials act as advertisements to sell a “commodified” version o f university education and 

as publicity images which propose that the prospective student undergo an identity change 

by enrolling; thus, enabling him or her to become an active participant in consumer 

capitalist society. Focussing on two Ontario universities -  The University o f Western 

Ontario and Lakehead University - 1 looked closely at the meanings and messages which 

are culturally constituted within promotional texts. W estern relies on a narrative o f “higher
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living” and “higher education” to connote high standards and high status. Using the 

iconography o f the University College tower, W estern is able to capitalize on its history 

and tradition, while at the same time rhetorically positioning itself as a technologically 

advanced, research institution. In undergraduate recruitment efforts, Western promotes 

itself as “Canada’s Best Student Experience” and employs student profiles to illustrate why 

this is the case. On the other hand, Lakehead’s promotional strategy is one of 

differentiation; through images and words, the university is positioned as “alternative” or 

“indie,” a smart choice for students who are socially or environmentally conscious. Rather 

than relying on images o f the university and its students, Lakehead has piggy-backed on 

larger global issues such as anti-Americanism, poverty, and climate change, which have no 

direct correlation to choosing a university or to academic life. It is clear that recruitment 

strategies are moving away from describing an institution and its students, programs, and 

facilities, and towards circulating an “idea” associated with an institution. Messages that 

are entirely unrelated to academics are now employed as recruitment strategies. Indeed, 

universities do not restrict themselves to a single subject centered on academics; instead, 

they draw on a wide range o f cultural topics in promotional campaigns.

Overall, semiotic and discursive analyses reveal that the university is in a rhetorical 

dilemma when it comes to defining itself, primarily caught between a traditional cultural 

role and a contemporary utilitarian function. Universities consciously construct their 

identity through marketing strategies; however, this construction is often based on 

contradiction. In promotional materials it appears that the university is able to be both 

small in size and worldly in character, exclusive and committed to high standards, but also 

inclusive and democratic. It is a place for socializing, but also for getting a rigorous
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education that will one day secure employment. A t Lakehead, you get “the best o f both 

worlds,” while at W estern “you can have it all.” Indeed, the university is promoted as all 

things to all people, and something that is inherently and universally beneficial for 

individual success. Conflicts are not simply glossed over in promotional materials, they 

constitute ideological myths which naturalize the current state o f things and frame the 

university ahistorically.

Certainly, promotional materials reflect a changing political and economic 

environment for universities which is more closely aligned with the logic o f consumer 

capitalism; however, the university is also an important social institution and a pillar of 

liberal democracy. Beginning in the early 19th century, university accessibility was a 

foremost concern and a central requirement not only for educating citizens, but also for 

preparing skilled professionals for the workforce. Concurrently, the university has been 

heralded as a fundamental ally to Canadian governments and businesses through research 

and development, innovation, and technological progress. The contemporary social role o f 

the university requires it to be both accessible and “excellent” and in promotional materials 

this does indeed appear to be possible. However, the university is a limited public resource 

which cannot expand indefinitely and maintain high quality. Nor can the university be 

funded, administered, and evaluated according to market indicators o f “excellence,” 

efficiency, and progress, without having its cultural role marginalized.

Promotional materials containing idealized representations o f the university need 

not be considered deceptive; rather, they reflect a complex and contradictory higher 

educational environment that has several competing functions and many constituencies in 

opposition and tension. Nonetheless, university promotional materials have the potential to



weigh heavily on the conceptual framework within which the university is understood. The 

messages that are sent to prospective high school students, whose knowledge o f the 

university is lim ited, help shape their consciousness as well as their subjectivity. Like other 

advertisements, university promotional materials hail audiences as prospective university 

students and offer students another layer o f identity that will then become a part o f their 

“promotional self.” I f  promotional materials do this in modes and manners akin to 

consumer products, while emphasizing entertainment, convenience, individual attention, 

and lifestyles, it follows that students are more likely to act as consumers in their university 

experience.2 Thus, promotional materials reflect a university that is more aligned with 

tenets o f consumer capitalism (e.g. freedom o f choice and individualism). Consequently, 

students themselves are more likely to make sense o f higher education through the lens o f 

capitalist consumption, as they do in most other areas o f their lives.

This thesis is a starting point for outlining the field o f university promotion in 

Ontario; however, analyses involving a wider range o f institutions are necessary. For 

example, one could extend this initiative beyond Ontario, as well as into the college sector. 

Furthermore, while this thesis focussed on undergraduate recruitment strategies, research 

on graduate and faculty recruitment, fundraising/development, and alumni relations would 

also be useful contributions to the field. Finally, international recruitment efforts are a 

growing concern for universities in Canada. The promotional university now has a global
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reach and positions itself competitively worldwide. 3 Following the example of countries 

such as England and Australia, Canadian higher educational institutions have united for 

international recruitment. In 2007, the Canadian federal government allocated $2 million 

for international recruitment efforts. Subsequently, a Canadian brand of higher education 

was created by the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada, in conjunction with 

Montreal firm Bang Marketing.4 Under the maple leaf logo and the slogan “Imagine 

Education in/au Canada,” the “idea” of the Canadian university now circulates globally 

(Figure 4.1). Rather than replacing individual international recruitment efforts, the initiative 

is meant to “sell Canada as a brand... Once we have that established in the foreign psyche, 

then it becomes more of a competitive issue between the institutions.”5 The global 

promotional university is a phenomenon which requires exploration and explanation. How 

does the international identity of Canadian higher education circulate, what are the 

meanings and messages being conveyed to prospective university students abroad, and to 

what end?
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Figure 4.1 Imagine Education au/in Canada logo -  Canada's 
post-secondary education brand (2008)

3 Suzy Harris, “Internationalising the University?” Educational Philosophy and Theory 39, no. 1 
(2007): 1 - 9; Daniel Lang, ‘“ World Class’ or the Curse of Comparison,” The Canadian Journal o f Higher 
Education 35, no. 3 (2005): 27 - 55.

4 Rosanna Tamburri, “Canada works on a brand for post-secondary education,” University Affairs, 7 
Jan. 2009, http://www.universityaffairs.ca/canada-works-on-a-brand-for-post-secondary-education.aspx 
(accessed May 8, 2009).

5 Rosanna Tamburri, “Canada launches an education brand,” University Affairs, 6 Oct. 2008, 
http://www.universityaffairs.ca/canada-launches-an-education-brand.aspx (accessed May 8, 2009).

http://www.universityaffairs.ca/canada-works-on-a-brand-for-post-secondary-education.aspx
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