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Examining Whether Vancouver-based Independent School Brochures 
Convey Their Intended Messages 

 
 
 
 This paper reports the results of a study conducted at two Independent Schools in 
the city of Vancouver, British Columbia: Collingwood School and West Point Grey 
Academy.  The purpose was to weigh the importance of school brochures that are used 
for marketing purposes. The effectiveness of these brochures has not been formally 
studied in the context of Canadian Independent Schools.   Indeed, researchers have noted 
that this area of research warrants further study: Headington and Howson assert that 
research of the parents of school children on issues of marketing is rare (1995, p. 90).  
Certainly schools would appreciate receiving parental reactions to marketing documents.  
This study’s prime purpose was to determine whether intended messages in Vancouver-
based Independent School brochures were being received by those who viewed them, 
and, subsequently, whether schools should continue to print paper prospectuses.     
 
 The literature for this research encompassed the following areas: how school 
choice has affected marketing in schools, information regarding the components of 
school brochures, and a background of Independent Schools in British Columbia. 
Research methods consisted of four interviews with those who had a first hand in creating 
the Independent School brochures studied, nine interviews with new parents to the two 
schools from which those brochures came, and surveys by twenty-four new parents of 
those two schools.  Additionally, one school Headmaster who deliberately abandoned the 
paper prospectus as a marketing tool was interviewed. This was a significant addendum 
to the study, as changes in technology result in increased options for school marketers.  
 
 Findings that emerged from the data indicate that the intended messages are 
indeed being received; therefore, brochure creators should continue to use existing 
techniques in creating their brochures.  However, the data also indicate that the 
importance of brochures is declining.  Consequently, school marketers should consider 
the relative importance of websites as viable and complementary alternatives to printed 
prospectuses.  Additionally, while brochures and web sites have an important role, they 
pale in comparison to ‘word of mouth’ advertising and school visits; therefore, schools 
should focus on these two aspects of school marketing in a major way.  Lastly, it is the 
researchers’ hope that these findings may be able to assist all schools in their marketing 
endeavours.   
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Findings from the Brochure Creators 
 
 Brochures vary in their form of presentation but typically a school prospectus 
takes the form of a folder/booklet or a pocketed folder and will often have some sort of 
inserts with more specialized fliers and publications like school newsletters inside the 
folder (Symes, 1998).  The brochure creators at Collingwood school and West Point Grey 
Academy, when surveyed, showed a general consensus with regards to the messages that 
their brochures were intended to give.  Both schools agreed that it was important to send 
a message that their schools were inclusive, offered academic excellence, high quality 
teaching, and a wide range of sporting and artistic activities that would prepare a student 
well for success in both post-secondary education and life in general.  They shared 
similar perspectives on the brochure's role in advertising their school as being important, 
but not as important as word of mouth, or having the parents of potential students visit 
the school.  They differed in their views on "staged" versus "impromptu" photos, and on 
the importance of having a photograph on the cover of the brochure.  In one case the 
brochure was developed entirely in-house, while in another an external graphic design 
firm was asked to provide advice.  Thus while the brochure creators at each school took 
slightly different paths to communicate their message, the messages they were attempting 
to communicate were very similar.  
 
 In examining the main concepts or ideas that the brochures intended to 
communicate, there was also a very clear consensus.  Both Collingwood School and West 
Point Grey Academy have high academic and all-round expectations for all students.  
These concepts clearly fit each school’s ‘Four-Strand’ or ‘Four-Pillar’ approach to 
education, which includes academics, the fine arts (both visual and performing), athletics 
and service (both within the school community and the outside local and global 
communities).  Working within this main concept of the school’s four-stranded approach, 
the brochure creators felt that they should feature a school that emphasizes community 
service, sports and fitness as well as a strong programme of extra-curricular activities.  
The brochure creators also felt it important that the brochure highlight the notion that the 
school has, and perhaps more importantly, retains, an outstanding faculty, as well as 
preparing students well for university.   
 
 The photographs featured also indicate intended messages.  One Director of 
Admissions felt the most important photographs found in the brochure depicted activities 
that “make us different or unique compared with other schools.”  She pointed out the 
photo of students and teachers that journeyed to Mexico, where they spent their spring 
break helping to rebuild an orphanage in a rural village.  This particular photo was also 
chosen by the Headmaster to send a key message through the brochure; however, his 
reasoning for choosing it was very different.  He felt that the interactions between fellow 
students and the students and teachers were vital to show a positive community.  Along 
with this particular photo, he also pointed to two Grade 12 students pictured with a 
Kindergarten student.  This exhibited the school’s broad grade levels and interactions 
between students.  The Headmaster also felt that that the brochure “needed to convey 
both the formality of the school (academics, structure, disciplined approach), but also the 
informality of the interactions.”  Photos were deliberately chosen to represent the 
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different ethnic cultures at the school, to indicate that the school is co-educational and 
multi-cultural, and to indicate a community atmosphere.  Both professional and amateur 
photographers were used to capture images. 
 
 The researchers of this study also investigated how important the brochure 
creators feel the brochure fits into their school’s overall marketing plan.  One Headmaster 
conceded that the brochure’s level of importance has decreased somewhat over the last 
five years.  He attributes this slip primarily to the increased ease in updating his school’s 
website.  In fact, when interviewed, he felt the brochure would rank in third place, behind 
the website and the school visit in terms of marketing importance.  However, he was 
unwavering in stating that the brochure is not something that he felt will ever disappear 
from the school’s marketing plan: “Parents want something to hold onto and share with 
others while making their decision, and a website can’t do that.”  It was also stated that 
while a brochure is an integral part of a marketing plan, word of mouth is actually as or 
more important as the brochure in passing along "good press".  
  
 
Terms Describing the Schools  
  
 Questions one and two of the parent interview articulated parental responses to 
the brochure to the brochure creator’s intentions by comparing a list of words and terms.  
The results are shown in Figures 1 through 6.  In Figure 1, “Parental responses to key 
terms-Collingwood School”, the combined responses of the eleven parents (four from 
Collingwood School, seven from West Point Grey Academy) are shown.  The terms on 
the left of the graph, coloured in red, are terms that were not selected by the brochure 
creators as terms that they wished to use to describe their school.  In the centre of the 
graph are the three terms selected by only one of the two creators, and to the right, in 
green are the terms that both creators selected.  The number of parents responding to each 
term is highest, on average, for those terms selected by one or both brochure creator.  
Terms such as “supportive”, “safe”, “challenging”, “studious” and “exciting” 
demonstrate that the positive message intended by the brochure creators is getting 
through.  The terms that parents most commonly identified that were not intended by the 
creators, “wealthy”, “peaceful”, “outdoorsy”, “innovative” and “orderly” tended to be 
ones that a reasonable person might consider positive.  Less favourable terms, such as 
“bookish”, and “isolated” were not identified by any parent as being presented in the 
brochure.  Interestingly, the most commonly identified term, “athletic,” was only 
identified by one of the brochure creators as a priority message. 
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Figure 1  Parental responses to key terms - Collingwood School 
 

 
Figure 2 shows the responses of the six parents from Collingwood School and the seven 
parents from West Point Grey Academy who responded to the West Point Grey brochure.  
The graph is laid out in the same manner as Figure 1.  In an interesting similarity to the 
Collingwood brochure, “athletic” was once again the term that most parents received 
from the brochure, however in this case it is a term that was intended by both brochure 
creators.  While neither brochure creator at West Point Grey Academy felt that “studious” 
was a high priority message – unlike at Collingwood where both creators felt it was high 
priority – roughly the same number of parents identified it as a prominent message in 
each brochure.  Neither school was viewed by parents as "modest" or "isolated"; 
however, more parents (six as opposed to two) found that the West Point Grey Academy 
brochure communicated the idea of the school being "High Tech".  While this was not a 
stated goal of the West Point Grey Academy brochure creators in their survey responses, 
their interviews did suggest that part of the reason behind enclosing a CD-ROM in the 
brochure was to communicate that specific message. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

0.00

2.00

4.00

6.00

8.00

10.00

12.00
m
o
d
e
s
t

is
o
la
te
d

e
n
tr
e
p
re
n
e
u
ri
a
l

b
o
o
k
is
h

u
p
ti
g
h
t

h
ig
h
-t
e
c
h

p
re
s
ti
g
io
u
s

lib
e
ra
l

d
e
m
a
n
d
in
g

tr
a
d
it
io
n
a
l

c
o
n
s
e
rv
a
ti
v
e

e
c
o
-f
ri
e
n
d
ly

p
e
a
c
e
fu
l

o
rd
e
rl
y

in
n
o
v
a
ti
v
e

o
u
td
o
o
rs
y

w
e
a
lt
h
y

fa
m
ily

s
ti
m
u
la
ti
n
g

a
th
le
ti
c

a
rt
is
ti
c

m
u
lt
ic
u
lt
u
ra
l

c
o
m
m
u
n
it
y

e
x
c
it
in
g

s
tu
d
io
u
s

c
h
a
lle
n
g
in
g

s
a
fe

s
u
p
p
o
rt
iv
e

Descriptive Term

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

P
a
re

n
ts

 R
e
s
p

o
n

d
in

g
 t

o
 T

e
rm

 (
N

=
1
2
)



 5 

Figure 2  Parental responses to key terms-West Point Grey Academy 
 

 
 
Messages Coming from the Brochure 
  
 Question two of the survey required both brochure creators and parents to assign a 
numerical value to the importance of a number of key terms or concepts in the brochure. 
These data are presented for Collingwood School’s brochure in Figure 3 “Collingwood 
School brochure - creator intention vs. parental perception (all parents)”, and the West 
Point Grey Academy’s brochure in Figure 4 “WPGA school Brochure - creator intention 
vs. parental perception (all parents)”, in the form of a scatter plot. 
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Figure 3  Collingwood School brochure - creator intention vs. parental   
  perception (all parents) 
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 An ideal match between brochure creator intention and parental perception would 
result in a diagonal line of data points leading from the top left corner to the bottom right 
corner.  While this is not the usual convention for a scatter plot, limitations in the charting 
software combined with the data entry techniques used in this survey did not permit the 
"left is low" convention to be used here. In Figure 3, ideas such as “high all-around 
expectations”, “high academic expectations” and “outstanding faculty” were identified by 
both parents and brochure creators at Collingwood as the highest priority messages.  
West Point Grey Academy had a similar list of terms both intended and received, with the 
noted inclusion of “sports and fitness”, and “prepares students for university” in the top 
left corner of the graph.  In the low priority, low perception corner of the graph, terms 
such as “prominent alumni”, “proud history” and “steeped in tradition” are identified at 
the relatively young West Point Grey Academy, whereas they shift to the centre of the 
graph for the somewhat more established Collingwood School. 
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Figure 4 WPGA school Brochure - creator intention vs. parental perception  
  (all parents) 
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 Question number three of the survey asked parents to expand upon the first two 
questions by seeking a short comment on what other messages they received from the 
brochure.  Several replied that the school they were assessing was developing “well-
rounded children”.  Some replied that the students would be, “well prepared for the 
future."  A specific response to the West Point Grey Academy brochure complained of 
“not featuring enough information about university acceptances”. 
 
 When parents discussed the messages they received from the brochures during 
interviews, the concepts they identified matched closely with those that they responded to 
on the surveys.  One parent stated, “it feels like the school will do as much as it can do” 
and felt that the brochure did an excellent job of passing on information about all of the 
different activities and events that go on at the school.  Several parents noted that the 
school stresses a well-rounded education over an exclusively academic approach, which 
is in keeping with mission of both schools to provide a “four pillars” approach, stressing 
academics, athletics, community service and the arts. 
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 Question number four of the survey asked parents to rate the value of information 
obtained from various sources while they were selecting a school for their son or 
daughter. These data are presented in Figure 5.  The blue bars show how valuable a 
parent found a particular source of information to be while the red line shows the range of 
scores in each of these categories. The sources of information that they were asked to 
give a rating value to include: “school visits”, “word of mouth”, “school open houses”, 
“school websites”, “school brochures”, “other media” (including CD-ROMs) as well as 
“advertisements in the media”.  These results clearly indicate that “word of mouth” and 
school visits were the most important factors. No respondents gave either of these 
categories less than a 3.0.  
 
 The range of results in relation to the school’s brochure as a source of information 
is interesting to note. Websites received results that covered the entire range from 1.0 - 
5.0, meaning that the feeling on brochures is not agreed upon. Also interesting was that 
“school websites” finished ahead of “school brochures” in terms of both their average 
and their range. Additionally, in an open-ended portion of this survey question, where 
parents were asked about what other sources of information they used to learn about the 
school, multiple parents responded that they used the Fraser Institute rankings. 
 
 
Figure 5 Relative value of information sources in selecting a school - all   
  parents average response and range of responses 
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The Mulgrave Approach to Marketing 
 
 Our research was originally intended to include the brochure from Mulgrave 
School in our survey; however, it quickly became apparent that a study of it would not be 
possible.  Mulgrave no longer produces a brochure.  This is a novel approach, at least as 
far as Vancouver area independent schools are concerned. 
 
 Mr. Tony Macoun, Headmaster at Mulgrave, brings a great deal of experience 
working with independent schools to this position.  He has been Headmaster at five 
different independent schools in Canada and overseas over the past twenty years.  In the 
past he has relied heavily upon brochures to promote his schools, at one point even going 
so far as to specifically hire a marketer/brochure designer away from another school 
because of the quality of brochures she was able to produce. While he still believes that 
brochures may be useful for marketing purposes, particularly for boarding schools or 
when marketing to an international audience that does not have ready access to the 
internet, he has elected to no longer produce a brochure for Mulgrave but to rely instead 
upon the school's website, combined with a "postcard" featuring a glossy colour photo of 
the school on the front, and the school's web address in large type on the back. 
 
 There were several factors that led Mr. Macoun to this decision.  One was 
financial, one philosophical, and another practical. Mr. Macoun was quite clear on the 
financial reasoning: "Part of this is budget."  On the philosophical side, Mr. Macoun 
believes that resources should be dedicated to education before marketing.  He stated,  
 

"My resources and energy should be devoted to making this the best school I can. 
Does it [pointing to brochure] make us a better school? I don't believe it does. If 
I'm going to make an effort, it is going to be one of substance. That will sell itself.  
What we do for our publicity should support what we do in the school. When 
people see this [indicating the postcard] I don't have to say that we're a technology 
driven school." 

 
 While it may be possible that Mr. Macoun and Mulgrave School are charting a 
bold path to a brochure-free world, it is does not appear that neighbouring schools are 
ready to embrace Macoun's vision in its entirety.  While Collingwood and West Point 
Grey are making strides to improve their web sites, they have both indicated a continued 
commitment to their school's brochure, and as this research shows, there are parents for 
whom the brochure is an important method of obtaining information about a school.  It 
will not be necessary, however, for other schools to follow Mulgrave's lead in order for it 
to be considered successful, so long as it works for Mulgrave. 
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Parental Perception of the "Website Only" Option 
 
 To determine parental response to the "Website Only" option as proposed by 
Tony Macoun, one question of the survey dealt specifically with their feelings towards 
the “Website Only” option.  Figure 6 shows how parents responded to this idea. While 
the generally positive response of parents was interesting, it was their reasoning that is 
perhaps most unexpected by the authors of this report.  The researchers had expected to 
see parents commenting upon the financial aspects of eliminating a brochure: either that 
it was a wise financial move, or that it gave the impression of being "cheap". Instead 
parents tended to feel that it was a positive idea as the "web site is up to date", and they 
were "checking the web site anyway".  The third most popular response, a neutral one, 
that "neither [a brochure nor web site] is crucial" to their decision matches well with the 
results of the school selection process section of our study that suggest many parents base 
their decision on a number of factors other than a school's promotional material.  The 
negative option that triggered the most responses, with slightly less than 1/3 of all parents 
responding to it, suggests that they would "prefer to access written material at their 
leisure."  This was supported in interviews by one parent who commented that she 
enjoyed being able to take the school brochures with her on vacation and review them at 
her leisure while contemplating which school would be best for her child.   
 
 
Figure 6  Parental responses to replacing brochure with a web site - all   
  parents 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
 Through data analysis and by synthesizing information in a literature review, the 
researchers were able to draw conclusions and make recommendations that may have 
important implications for independent and public schools using a brochure for marketing 
purposes.  The recommendations may be used for stakeholders to modify or maintain the 
creation of brochures and to consider the importance of brochures in their school’s 
overall marketing plan when compared to school visits, the school’s website and word of 
mouth.   
 
Conclusions 
 
One:  Survey respondents viewed the brochure with very similar messages when 
compared with the brochure creators, leading the researchers to conclude that the 
brochures intended messages are, for the most part, being received.   
 
 As evidenced from the data collected, parents received the intended messages 
from the brochure. Such as, parents received messages that had not been intended from 
the brochure creators; such as, these additional messages were mostly positive toward 
each school.  The few negative responses that the parents reported came from specific 
criticisms of particular aspects of the brochure including posed photos as well as lack of 
information on the school’s results in Provincial exams, university entrances and 
Advanced Placement scores.  In one brochure the lack of school fee information was also 
a negative message that was reported. 
 
 Although the sample of 24 surveys collected was too small to prove our results 
statistically, there was a strong relationship between those aspects that the creators of the 
brochures ranked as high priority and the parents perceived as important to the school.  
Conversely, those messages that the creators deemed low priority related strongly to 
parents perceiving that they were not important to the school.  As can be seen in Figures 
3 and 4, the messages that the brochure creators intended to be a high priority in their 
conveyance are indeed the same ones that parents perceived as integral to the school’s 
message.  Obviously, a perfect fit in such a figure would be a diagonal line reaching from 
the top-left area to the bottom-right.  In reality, both figures show a very real correlation 
between these two factors of high-intended messages of the brochure creators and high 
parental perception of the school’s message. 
 
Two:  The independent school brochure no longer carries the marketing weight that it 
once did.   
 
 The data collected from this study, both through surveys and interviews, revealed 
a large proportion of parents that are prepared to switch to a website instead of a 
brochure.  A small portion of the parents that were surveyed felt that the brochure was 
still extremely important and felt it was not something that could or should be replaced.  
These parents suggested that the brochure may never be completely replaced, but it is 
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clear that websites are becoming a preferred medium in which to access an independent 
school.  
 
 It should be noted, however, that this second conclusion is stated with some 
limitations.  The two schools used in the study were both quite established and almost full 
to capacity with regards to enrolment.  A school just starting, or one that is not full, 
would obviously see the brochure as an instrumental tool for marketing their school.  It 
should also be noted that the researchers realize that the brochure is used for additional 
purposes within a school community, not just marketing to prospective students and 
parents: celebrating excellence and results of the graduating class are also of importance, 
among other things.  The importance of the brochure in this manner would still be 
important. 
 
Recommendations 
 
 The data synthesized led the researchers to make three recommendations for 
future action at independent schools, as well as at public schools that might be involved 
in creating brochures.  Additionally, the conclusions from this study could be transferred 
tentatively to post-secondary institutions that also use syllabuses to attract prospective 
students. 
 
¥ One: As the data suggested, the methods, although diverse in their design, are 

conveying the intended message very well.  It is recommended that brochure creators 
continue to use the existing techniques in producing their brochures. 

 
¥ Two: The brochure and website still pale in importance to school visits and ‘word of 

mouth’ marketing.  Administrators should still focus on these two aspects of school 
marketing in a major way. 

 
¥  Three: due to the strong willingness of parents to use the school’s website, school 

marketers should consider the relative importance of websites to brochures.  The 
brochure creators surveyed admitted to the decline of the brochure as a marketing tool 
and the rise of the website.   

 
Recommendations for Future Research 
 
 Throughout the course of their investigation, the researchers discovered a breadth 
of topics regarding independent school marketing that could be investigated.  They felt 
that due to the lack of research in this area, further studies could be conducted in the 
following areas: 
 
¥ The independent schools that were chosen for this study were both day-type, K-12 

large population schools that were within the Greater Vancouver area.  Research could 
be done that would compare and contrast similar schools in other Canadian cities and 
provinces. It is thought that this research would contribute to the amount of Canadian 
information on the topic of brochures and that if similar studies were done in other 
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Canadian contexts that they might corroborate our findings.   
 
¥ Boarding schools in Canada represent a unique combination of international and local 

students.  Given the wide range of marketing that takes place in these types of schools, 
similar studies to our research could be conducted to see if the same results are found. 

 
¥ Some public school districts that emphasize school choice within their district may 

find that schools might feel the need to market their school through a brochure.  In this 
case, the researchers recommend conducting similar studies to see if similar results 
would be found amongst public schools when compared to independent schools. 

 
¥ As our research exposed that many parents are willing to use a website in place of a 

brochure, the researchers recommend analyzing the effectiveness of a school using 
only a website and no brochure in reaching parents with their chosen message. 
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