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World-class education, low-class marketing
I 

nternational cross-border edu-
cation is a booming business. 

But a report by Bernard Simon of 
the Munk School of Global Affairs 
says Canada is being left behind, 
while the Harper government’s 
international education strategy 
has set unrealistic and under-
funded targets.

Several years ago the Ontario 
government announced a 
$37-million program aimed 
at attracting foreign students 
to the province’s colleges and 
universities. Then Progressive 
Conservative leader Tim Hudak 
opposed the initiative, saying, 
“The funding would be better 
spent helping more Ontario 
students to get post-secondary 
education.” 

This attitude reflects a wide-
spread misunderstanding of the 
benefits that foreign students 
bring. It’s one of the reasons why 
Canada is behind the United 
States, the United Kingdom, 
France, Australia, Russia, 
Germany and Japan (in that order) 
when it comes to share of the 
international student market.

But even our eighth-place 
standing means the 95,000 for-
eign students in Canada in 2010 
contributed about $8 billion to 
our economy. Australia, with only 
two-thirds of our population, 
attracted more than 270,000 inter-
national students in the same year. 
They brought Australia a $17-bil-
lion economic windfall.

Why the dramatic differences? 
One Canadian university for-

eign student recruiter put it this 
way: “We are not used to market-
ing ourselves. We are used to stu-
dents coming to us because we’re 
Canadian and we’re nice.” 

Another recruiter said, 
“Australia treats this as a major 
industry. Canada is starting to 
think that way, but still has some 
distance to go.” 

Our record is particularly disap-
pointing when it comes to attract-

ing students from China, by far 
the largest source of international 
students. They represented about 
20% of all post-secondary students 
in 2012. Nearly a third of them 
went to the U.S. Only 3.8% came to 
Canada.

“The opportunities go well 
beyond the number of students 
a country attracts or the money 
they spend . . . ,” Bernard Simon 
points out, “International educa-
tion is fast becoming a valuable 
tool in trade, development aid and 
diplomacy. It plays an increasingly 
visible role in the way a country 
projects itself on the world stage.” 

Last January, the federal minis-
ter of international trade, Ed Fast, 
announced a $5-million-a-year 
program to brand and market 
Canada as a world-class education 
destination. Unfortunately, the 
program has set unrealistic tar-
gets — including doubling of the 
number of students and research-
ers annually by 2022 — and lacks 
the funding to achieve them.

The response has been less than 
laudable.

Alex Usher, president of Higher 
Education Strategy Associates, 
called the initiative “shallow.” He 
maintains it doesn’t articulate the 
initiative well, nor is the investment 
it makes proportionate to the goals it 
sets. And instead of being strategic, 
it’s simply “a collection of gestures 
attached to a wish list.” 

Gilles Patry, former presi-
dent and vice-chancellor of the 
University of Ottawa, told the 
Globe and Mail, “The time is ripe,” 
but to attract top international 
students, and keep them here, the 
focus should be on the product, 

not the sell. He said Canada’s No. 
1 product is a linkage of three 
things: our world-class research 
environment, outstanding profes-
sors and exceptional facilities that 
can together attract high-quality 
graduate students.

Simon cautions that ambitious 
targets like the ones set by Ottawa 
are becoming increasingly difficult 
to achieve. The quality of educa-
tion in many Asian countries 
is improving rapidly and that’s 
reducing the outbound flow of 
their students. Also, shifting public 

opinion about immigration and 
preferential treatment of foreign 
students can impact results.

Simon’s recommendations shift 
the focus from Ottawa’s “poten-
tially risky numerical targets” to 
attracting talent that matches the 
demand for the skills needed by 
Canadian employers. He calls for:

n A new crown corporation to 
promote Canada’s international 
education strategy and co-ordi-
nate the efforts of all the existing 
public and private sector players.

n Marketing that projects a 

unified Canadian brand message 
and achieves more than the frag-
mented efforts of individual prov-
inces and educational institutions.

n A substantial increase in 
Canada’s $5-million-a-year com-
mitment to reap the benefits of 
a bigger share of this lucrative 
market.

n Part of the funding to be 
allocated to encourage Canadian 
students to study and conduct 
research abroad.

n The business community 
to press governments to include 

cross-border education in their 
trade and diplomatic negotiations.

All this suggests Fast should 
revisit his strategy, deepen his 
commitment and provide more 
meaningful leadership. Growing 
our share of the cross border edu-
cation market will take more than 
an underfunded, token program 
that sets unrealistic goals.
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