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Abstract

This paper focuses on the discursive practice of higher education in Singapore.
Specifically, it compares and contrasts how the pressures of globalisation and
increasing competition have shaped the discursive practices of two universities in
Singapore, the Nanyang Technological University and Singapore Management
University, as theye ndeavour t o o0mar ket 6 t hemsel ves
prospectuses targeted at potential students. theeretical framework and analytic
approachadopted in this study relate to whatisn o wn br oadly as O0Cr i ti
Anal ysi s o0, wteidialdctical relationshsp betweéndiscursive and social

structures, to show that discourse is not only socially constituted but socially
constitutive(Fairclough 1989; van Dijk 1993)The analysis, which focuses on the
construction of interpersonal meags through both visual and verbal means, shows

how one prospectus maintains a relatively universétigtred and authoritative voice

while the other adopts a more studeshtred stance and assumes a more egalitarian
relationship between students and thmversity. Both, however, are seen to succumb

to the pressures of O6globalisationd and 06 m
the universities to operate as i f they wer
product s t o Cc 0 ghs 1993e 144)0 Theg Hnalicationd foru higher

education are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Thefocus of this papeis on higher education and how the pressures of globalisation
and ineceasing competition have shaped the discursive practices of two universities in
Singapore. Specifically, the paper compares and contrasts how a more established
university, the Nanyang Technological University (NTU), and a relatively new player

in the fied , the Singapore Management Uni versit
through their respective prospectuses targeted at potential students. By examining the
two university prospectuses, my aim is not only to show how socioeconomic
pressures have shaped thagcdrsive structures but also how they can in turn shape
social structure through the identities and relationships the universities have
constructed in relation to their potential students and the public at large. This dialogic
relationship between disca# and society can therefore be construed in dialectical
terms, in which one supports and is supported by the other.

This paper is divided into four sections. The first provides a background of the two
universities and situates the current prospectusieg lexamined within the broader
discourse of higher education in Singapore. The second section then sketches the
theoretical framework of Critical Discourse Analysis or CDA within which this study

is situated. This provides the necessary contextual frameedomparative analysis of

the discursive structures, including both verbal and overall semiotic patterns, of the
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two university prospectuses in the third section. The fourth and final section draws on
the various analyses to discuss their broader saumiplications, focusing on the
dilemmas faced by institutions of higher learning in Singapore in the way they
construct their identities and (authority) relations and the way they are perceived and
construed by their potential students and the public megé.

2. Background

2.1 The universities

Before 2000, the small islanthtion of Singapore had only two universities, the

National University of Singapore (NUS) and Nanyang Technological University
(NTU.According to its webstbey(BBESSwehsapoDekp,|
university can be traced all the way to 1905 with the founding of the Straits
Settlements and Federated Malay States Government Medical School from which

NUS was said to have evolved. But the present National University of Siegaso

most Singaporeans know it, was formed more recently through a merger between the

for mer University of Singapore and Nanyan
reportedly date back to 1955 when Nanyang UniversitydNantal@y as it was more

affectionaely known) was set up as the ficGhinesemedium university in Southeast

Asia, although the present Nanyang Technological University only came into being in

1991 when it took over thidanyang Technological Institute, which was established to

educate praate-oriented engineers for the burgeoning Singapore econdhug, for

at least a decade, both NUS and NTU enjoyed the prestige and privilege of being the

only two universities in Singapore into which students from Singapore and the region
competed to gaindmission.

This near monopoly on university education was challenged when a third university,

the Singapore Management University (SMdpened its doors to students in August

2000. Unlike both NUS and U, SMU is a privately managed but government

funded university offering a specialized yet brdm$ed business curriculum

modelled after that of the teqanked Wharton Business School of the University of
Pennsylvania in America. Following a highly sucfat though controversial
advertising blitz, which promised a 6diffe
and a recent move to iterand new campus with statef-the-art facilities in
Singaporeds city centre, S Muntlehhassformalys u e d t h
been thrown down to NUS and NTU. As Assoc Prof Tan Thiam Soon, dean of the

Of fice of Admissions at NUS was quoted as
between NUS and NTU, we have to work now to attract every single student,

(TODAY, March 4 2005)

The entry of a third university in Singapore follows a deliberate government policy to
increase the number of graduates in |line w
a Oknolwd sedldyeeconomyd, which pldaverebythea pr e mi 1
knowledge and skills of its people not to produce and imitate but to-adiiend

innovate. Thus, there is a distinglift from a highly elitist to a more diversified

system of higher educatipnwhich also included postsecondary polytecharw

technical educatianThis expansion anddiversification of higher education in
Singaporehas resulted in adramatic growth in student enrolmentshich saw a

sevenfold increase in thivo public universities from 1960 to 199Wi§éwanathan
1994:3).Quant i ty, however, is never sacrificed
educational excellence, since admission is niedts ed and Singaporeds

96


http://www.smu.edu.sg/

Critical Approaches to Discourse Analysis Across Disciplih€s): 95111

0jeal ously guards its erosion in any form
remains fiercy competitive, the three universities are pulling out all the stops in the

race to attract the best and the brightest from Singapore and beyond. This strife
towards quality educatioseems to havpaid off when NUSwas ranked fifth on the

list of Asia's fest multidisciplinary universitiesvhile NTU was rankechinth on the

list of Asia's best science and technology universities irR@@ survey carried out

by AsiaweekOn the global rankings according to the 200&es HigherEducation

World University Rankings, NUS comes in at a respectable twenty second position

while NTU is just inside the top fifty at forty eighth position. These are by no means

meagre achievements for institutions with relatively short histories.

2.2 Globalisation
Faced with this #rce competition not only among themselves but also to climb the

world rankings | adder, the response from S
6gl obal 6. Essentially, the term 6globalisa
the peoples ofthewor | d are i1 ncorporated into a singl

(Albrow 1990: 7). However, due to its multifarious nature and wide applications,

ranging from the economic and technological to the sociocultural and political, the
term 0gl olkt@ken ana polysemaodis chasacter. For instance, while Giddens

(1987) sees globalisation in terms of the world capitalist economy, the global
information system and the nation state system and Barber (1995) characterises it in
terms of a 6 MendbosglolmhibnetWoek bdsed mmoagmarket imperative),

others like Appadurai (1990) have focused more on the dynamic sociocultural

| andscapes (6ethnoscapes o0l thedspread of pengec ap e s 6,
cultures, technology and ideologigghat globalisation has produced. Thus, it is not
surprising that the term o6globalisationd h
buzzword, used by different people in different contexts meaning different things
(Croucher 2004). To somi is a panacea, tothers a curse. For somdé is radically

new; for others, merely old wine in a new bottRobertson 1992; Scholte 2000).
Nevertheless, most people would agree that the different meanings and significances

of globalisation converge on the notion of fl@amd mobility: mobile capital, mobile

people and mobile cultures. With innovations in transport and communication
technology, especially high speed, low cost connections and the digitisation of data,

the flow and exchange of ideas and cultures will be weplented. This will in turn

impact education in significant ways: by -tgiritorialising the competencies and
sensibilities that are rewarded, it generates powerful centripetal forces on what
students the world over need to learn to emerge as producdtiyaged and critical
citizens of tomorrowe. The work of educat
cognitive skills, interpersonal sensibilities and cultural sophistication of young people

whose lives will be engaged in local contexts yet suffused witetaransnational

real i ti-©ofo0BuUar ez

Part of what this paper aims to do is to
interpreted this global phenomenon and responded to the challenge of globalisation.
Ostensibly, all three universities &gy to have moved in a similar direction of

forming alliances with global universities, and the more internationally-kmehvn

and prestigious the betté8MU, as mentioned earlier, has alreagbt on the right

footing by getting a top business schooWarton to help iget on its feet. NUBas

also been quick to forge links with top universities like Harvard, Johns Hopkins and
Peking, just to name a few. Not to be outdone, NTU has also made alliances with
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Stanford, MI T, Ber k el &nversitiesdrurtisehmoe§usai 6 s Ji
recently announced plans to offer joint and double degree programmes with
prestigious universities like University of California, Berkeley, Cambridge and Yale
Universities, in which students will be offered degrees enddrgdath NUS and one

of these partner universite8.c cor di ng t o Ms Li npdesidert,or i mer ,
Ouniversities have to prepare students fo
boundaries of t heilThe StragssTinmestgahuaryl®20@5pluant r i es 0
public lecture given at the University of Malaya in 2005, the NUS President,

Professor Shih Choon Fong, envisaged that
be] a powerful driver of relentless changehe world economy will become even

more dynami c, more competitive, and more i
by fl ows of talent, i deas and inndeation a
further warned that I n t higensélyawmpetibvé t hi s
knowledgeb ased gl obal economy, uni versities ma)
(ibid).Pr esumabl vy, it is this desire to stay r
into obsolescenced that has propelled the
alliances and, in the process, shape new identities and nurture new rekssigxan

Go h, Director of the Office of Admissions

sit back like a retailer is long gone. Today, you need to take a marketing approach to
recruitmen®® TQDAY, March 4 2005)t is in this context of an intensely competitive,
6globalisingé higher education | andscape i
Singaporeds wuniversities, NTU and SMU, C ol
their publicity materials. Specifically, the focus is on their prospectuses for the 2005/6

academic year.

2.3 The university prospectus

A university prospectus is basically a doc
activities, designed primarily to inform ppe ct i ve st udents about
entry requirements and its available programmes, although it is not uncommon for
universities to package the information in such a way as to persuade prospective
students to apply for admission. In this sense, tinetsity prospectus slides along a

continuum betweetelling andselling . I n the subsequent anal ysi
prospectusewhich will focus on the construction of interpersonal meanings through

both visual and verbal meanswill show howone uniersity prospectus maintains a

relatively universitycentred and authoritative voice while the other adopts a more
studentcentred stance and assumes a more egalitarian relationship between students

and the university. Both, however, will be shown to sudzum the pressures of

6gl obalisationé and &émarketisationdé (Fairc
operate as if they were O6ordinary busines
consumersd6 (Fairclough 1993: 141).

In this light, the universityprospectuses can be seen as an instantiation of the
6commodi fication of | anguaged6 (Fairclough
which refers to language being subject to the economically driven impetuses and
processes of performativity and efficien@pompeting with other commodities in an

open market environment to attract the attention of consumers through effective
marketing and packaging. The traditional role of university prospectuses to provide
students with objective information about prograreraad courses offered and entry
requirements therefore becomes subjugated to the imperative of promoting the

uni versity and accentuating its appeal t o
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bet ween 6tellingd and 6s tolebdcamg bBlurrédFTais r c | ou g
ambivalence has implications pertaining to the identities of universities that are
constructed for public consumption, as well as the (authority) relations between
academics and students.

3. Theoretical framework

The theoreticalframework and analytic approaeldopted in this study relate to what
isknown broadly as o6Critical Di scourse Anal
relationship between discursive and social structures, to show that discourse is not

only socially costituted but socially constitutiv@-airclough 2001; van Dijk 1993)

Simply put, contemporary discourses likaiversity prospectusegre not merely a

reflection of societal norms and structures, but are instrumental in reproducing and

even reinforcing the (Fouault 1972 P’ ¢ h &.unxpartici9a8 proponents and

practitioners of Critical Discourse Analysis or CDA, for short, are interested in the

way in which social structures are discursively realized, enacted and reproduced.

Thus, by showing how the wo uni versitiesdéd identities a
discursively realised in and through their prospectuses, my aim is also to relate this
changing discursive structure to the changing social structures in terms of how one

feeds into and reinforcesdlother in a symbiotic manner.

CDA is a relatively young field of linguistic inquiry whichas its roots in critical
linguistics, which is a branch of discourse analysis that goes beyond the description of
discourse to an explanation of how and why paldicdiscourses are producéithe
term d6critical l i nguietal(layd and Kress and Hodget used
(1979), who believe that discourse does not merely reflect social processes and
structures, but affirms, consolidates and, in this waproduces existing social
structures.To critically minded discourse analysts like Fairclough (1995), public
discoursse like university prospectuses which are freely available to interested
members of the publiare not only a product or refiiian of sogal processes, but are
themselvesseen to contribute towards the (re)production of these procelses.
interest of analysts working within the CDA paradigm is not only in examining
discourse to uncover meanings but also the processes by which thesegmeasin
produced and interpreted; in short, the focus is not only on what is the meaning but
how this meaning came to be.

This present study draws its inspiration from a similar study done by Fairclough

(1995) on the marketisation of discursive practicesaaprocess transforming the

public discourse of British universities. According to Fairclough, British institutions

of higher learning are making major organisational changes which accord with a

market mode of operation, by making departments more fialyneautonomous and

devoting much more resources to marketing. There has also been pressure to regard
student s as 6customersd and to adopt mo r
teaching (1993: 141) . By examiniregusLancast
among other discourses of higher education like advertisements of academic
positions, Fairclough was able to highlight the destabilisation and reconstruction of
institutional and professional identities on a more entrepreneurial and promotional

bass, to illustrate the wider discursive shifts in authority relations and identities
preval ent among British universities. Whi |
diachronic changes that appear to be affecting the discursive practices of British
highereducation, my interest here is more a synchronic comparison of the discursive
responses to globalisation made by two universities in Singapore.
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4. Analysis

The subject of the analysis, abown in Appendices 1 and 2, is constituted by
excerpts taken frorthe student prospectus of NTU and SMU, respectividig. NTU
prospectustakes the form of a booklet, with the tit@he New Undergraduate
Experience: your passport to a complete educavonits cover. Whats shown in
Appendix 1 arethe first two page®f this booklet. The SMU prospectutakes the
form of apamphletwhich folds into four sections of eight pages in total. The first
page depicts a young man holding a paper kite with the wiordgine your futuré

and the university name and logo printedtbe top right hand corner. What you see
in Appendix 2A and 2B are two pages from this brochure. 2B was originally printed
against a bright pink background.

As this study adopts the view that meaning is to be seen as a composite of the various
semiotic éements that constitute a communicative act (in this case, the prospectus),
the following comparative analysis of the two university prospectuses will focus on
the visual and verbal meanings in turn.

4.1 Visual meaning

The overall structure and form ofediNTU prospectus is imitative of a passport, with

what appears to be officialiOiérami droatnido nwi & rh
the pages of a passport perceptibly printed on both pages. The numbers, of course,

refer to the academic year 20d% for which the prospectus is produced. This
passport theme 1is further accentuated in
educationd printed on the <cover of the p
metaphor is calculated to draw a parallel between theatidnal experience at NTU

and a journey to foreign lands which opens up new vistas of experiences and affords

the undergraduate exposure to a global experience beyond the confines of the NTU
classroom walls in tiny Singapore. This ideology of connectiegNTU experience

with what the world can offer is signalled visually through the use of colour to
connect the words ONTUO® and oO6worl dé with a
the first page. The value of acgmuomy®d,g adi
we will see, is amply highlighted within the verbal structure of the prospectus.

The SMU prospectus, on the other hand, adopts the form of a brochure, replete with
colourful visuals, catchy slogans and even what appears to be a persanahtebty

a student in his/her own handwriting. The visuals in the SMU prospectus, compared to
the NTU one, take centre stage not only because of the bold use of colour and their
(top central) position but also the proportion of space they occupy in tlee pagn

the second page which has no colourful pictures stands out in bright pink. As such, at
a glance, the SMU material is much more-eg&ching compared to the NTU one.

This heavy reliance on visual appeal is redolent of slick, commercial brochures tha
seek to advertise and sell a product/service rather than a university prospectus that
provides objective information for student
passport theme by NTU certainly represents a creative departure from more
conventiondly structured university prospectuses, the SMU prospectus certainly goes
further in breaking conventional boundaries of what a university prospectus can or
should look like. This ideology of breaking boundaries or defying conventions, as we
shall see lateiis reinforced in the verbal part of the SMU material.

While both prospectuses use photographs in a prominent way, it is the SMU
photographs that demand much greater attention than the one used in the NTU
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material. There are several observations thatbeamade here. First, the photograph

used by NTU, depicting four smiling youths, was clearly chosen to depict the main

ethnic groups in Singapore Chinese, Malay and Indiah as indicated by their

name$. Apart from the three names which are clearly assed with the three main

ethnic groups in Singapore, the name O6Al ic
the western culture that is very much part of the sociocultural fabric of modern
Singapore (although the female youth pictured above the nameagnisably of

Asian, perhaps Chinese, origin). This carefully managed ethnic representation in the

NTU photograph is indicative of the wuniver
opportunity university that does not discriminate against any lobalicegroup in

Singapore. It can also be interpreted as a politically correct move to reproduce the

image of racial harmony (note the smiling faces and arms over shoulders pose) that is
very much at the heart of Si napmaptothee 6 s s oc
SMU photographs show a more cosmopolitan image of SMU, with two Caucasian

men prominently depicted on the visually salient top left corner of the first page. The

closeup, neaifrontal shot also draws them into sharper relief compared totliee o
photographs, which seem to depict various scenes and activities within the university,

cul minating in the graduation shot. I n Kr
photograph of the two Caucasian men <can b
timeless essence or quality whereas the other
or event . This can be interpreted as SMUO
heritage, being |linked to Americabs Wharto

of university life depicted in this montage of photographs. Perhaps, it is this, more
than the other aspects of what SMU has to offer, that constitutes its greatest appeal, or
at least that is the perception SMU wishes to create.

Another observation that can hmade about the photographic images in the

prospectuses is the way they have been 06j
prospectus, it i's a singular phot ograph s
format ; i n SMUOGs case, thcallinesvtleatrconstitvue them ot i c e

borders between the four different images, which depict various diverse situations in

different physical settings (in a lecture theatre, at a computer lab, on a stage during
graduation, etc.). Thus, quite apart from thetents or what Kress and van Leeuwen

refer to as the Orepresented participantsé
diversity albeit in different ways and to different degrees, the way the photographic

images of the two universities have been orgahiand presented also expresses a

different message about the varying degrees of unconventionality and diversity that

the two universities are prepared to embrace and embody.

4.2 Verbal meaning

The analysis of the verbal meaning embodied by the prospscfasuses on two

main aspect$ the construction of identity and relationsn line with the aim of this

study to examine how the two universities have responded to the pressures of
globalisation by (rg constituting their identities and ¢jepositionng themselves in

rel ati on t o their student (clients), i n
economyao.
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In terms of identity construction, we observe that the NTU prospectus constructs the
institution (i.e. NTU) as the subject in a number of sentences:

At NTU, we are a hub of international <con
NTU embraces a complete educationé
NTU provides diversity of campus |ifeé

NTU offers a Complete Education.

The focus therefore is quite clearly on what the institution is or does. The SMU
prospectus, orthe other hand, seems to highlight a wider diversity of subjects,
including the studentsl (just love the way we leaynthe modes of instruction
(traditional lectures and tutorials are deliberately avoidledhe university (Ve
involve, nurture and evolveur studentsand the programmegpr@actical internships

give SMU personal realorld perspectives The focus therefore is not on the
institution per sebut the various facets of the SMU experience, which apart from
highlighting the institution and its pgoammes, also foregrounds the students and
their experiences. In fact, there seems to be an almost deliberate and calculated
attempt to downplay the role and hence presence of the institution by choosing
passive structures that obscure the agency (SMU)hagtdight the affected (the
students). Examples of this include:

traditional |l ectures and tutorials are de
seminar style teaching is adopted.
Classes are kept small to maxi mise intera

students are exposed to different cultures.
Undergraduates are encouraged ¢é

This is made eminently clear on the first page of the SMU material in the piece of

faux testimony by a presumed student gushing about how he/she loves the learning
experience and is O6already idtngvhe pegsonalhe new
testimony genre, the page gives voice and hence identity to the students studying at

SMU, which stands in stark contrast to the NTU material which foregrounds the
institution at the expense of its students. In fact, apart from the graptn the

students at NTU appear to be totally voiceless and faceless in a text that is ostensibly
targeted at them. The overall impression created is therefore a rather university

centred image for NTU, compared to the more stuffeandly and student
empowering image constructed bEmpSvwdEd, epit ol
you speak up .

Another noteworthy observation about identity construction relates to the way both
universities overtly signal their subscription to the global economy by empttasisi

how their programmes are relevant to the
theme, as mentioned earlier, represents an overt attempt to underscore the relevance

and value of its programmes within a global economy. Furthermore, by emphasising
NTUO6Bt érinati onal connectivityd and &écosmo,|
vibrant, multicultural, open minded and inclusive community that sees and seizes
opportunities beyond the parochial é, the o0
beginning of thefirst page. This emphasis is sustained in the second page which

hi ghlights the types of skills needed for
even does so by invoking the authority of the Singapore government, a reference

perhaps indicative of NT6 s st atus as a government subsi
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In the new global economy, the acquisition of skills for ¢ag jobs or entirely new
jobs [sic] is the key to maintaining employabil
Revi ew Co mnoomnitieesnid BnhaScintp Human Capital notes.

Not to be outdone but invoking a different, perhaps more powerful, authority, SMU
speaks through the voice of the (presumed)
h e / gshakeadg living in the new econofhy  avdr shat means. On the second

page, t he ceeatipitapssiiag beyond Boundarizs abilityeto think

outside the bax a n dttitudenborde of the timés ar e al | consonant w
of skills and competencies associated with theodisa s e o f the new 0Kk

economyd6 that the Singapore government has
the o6global economydé is only implicit, the
that SMU offers its students makes this explicit and beyondbtdd he reference to
practical i nt eneakwoHd pprspectivisa ta nplr ewichean@e prog
t hat pinvalvabled iasights and experiences, especially when students are

exposed to different cultu@s under | i ne SMUO suerfeacgmmpini t i on

education in a global economy. Thus, in no uncertain terms and often appropriating
the voice and authority of others, both NTU and SMU are seen to subscribe to the
expectations and demands of this new, global economy that Singapore has openl
embraced, as part of their identity construction.

Let us now move on to the interpersonal dimension to explore how the two
universities have constructed their subject positions in relation to their prospective
students.

As mentioned earlier, the NTU tesial seems to have adopted a relatively university

centric position in relation to its target readers, compared to SMU which seems to
downplay the institutional presence in favour of a more multifarious representation of
university life, which, among o#r things, gives voice to its students. In
foregrounding its identity and role, NTU appears to have ironically distanced itself

from its target students whom it is trying to reach out and appeal to through its
prospectus. In fact, throughout the prospecsisdents are only mentioned once
indirectly through the reference to 6égradu
are conceived as Oresultsdéd or products of |

In short, NTU offers a Complete Education. The result is graduates that are
marketrealy and relevant.

Thus, throughout the NTU prospectus, the spotlight is really on the university and the
power it can wield over its students, who are constructed as passive products rather
than active agents in control of their educational experience. stamls in stark

contrast to the way SMU claims to empower its students through its programmes,
while al most deliberately downplaying its
experience:

Empowered, you speak up. Unafraid, you step out.

By giving wice and power to the students, SMU thus seeks to raise the status and

esteem of its prospective students, putting them almost on level terms with the
university, which is contrary to the traditional authority position that universities set

up for themselgs as gate keepers to students who compete to gain admission. This
studendfriendly position that SMU appears to establish through its prospectus is
unl i ke NTUb6s which, while trying to I mpres:s
offer them, ends up distaing them and cutting them off from the university life it so
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badly wishes to draw them into. The authority relations with its target students
constructed by the two universities are therefore quite different: NTU creates a top
down, authoritative subjegisition whereas SMU adopts a more egalitarian stance in
relation its students.

This difference in subject position and hence interpersonal distance expressed by the

two university prospectuses is accentuated by the more liberal use of personal
pronounsin the SMU material compared to the NTU one. Quite apart from the
Otestimonyd where we would expect a preva
notice the use of personal (both first and second person) pronouns also on the second

page, which creates a skr, more intimate relationship between the university and

the target students. Sentences like:

Weinvolve, nurture and evolveur students.
Empoweredyouspeak up. Unafraidjoustep out[my emphasis]

give the impression that the writer is speakingdiy to the readers and exemplifies

what Fairclough (2001: 52) calls O0synthet
per sonal intimacy is certainly not to be m
sentences do succeed in drawing readers clostetarriter. This contrasts sharply

with sentences like:

In short, NTU offers a Complete Education. The result is graduates that are market
ready and relevant.

which create a more distant and impersonal tenor. Consider an alternative
reformulation which pduces a much more personal and friendly tone:

In short, we offer a Complete Education, which makgsu marketready and
relevant.

To be fair, the NTU prospectus does make use of first person pronouns at the start of
the prospectus in:

Welcome to NTU, whre the world isour classroom.
AtNTU,wear e a hub of i nt ¢gmyempghasslnal connecti v

just as the SMU material also makes use of impersonal formulations such as:

Undergraduates are encouraged to fulfil a term or a year of their degree syversea
with one of the many distinguished and reputable universities who partner SMU in
this exchange plan.

Taken as a wholdowever| think it is fair to say that the NTU prospectus uses fewer

personal pronouns compared to the SMU one, thereby contriiotagnore formal

and distant tenor compared to the more intimate and friendly relationship that SMU

has created with its prospective students. It is again ironic that NTU, which seems to
recogni se and valorise O6intteeg pedsoatail osd&, |
to demonstrate this finesse in its own discourse.

Another linguistic feature that contributes to the general tenor of formality in the NTU

materi al I's the prevalence of nomi nal i sat.
ski lblemp)] oyabilityd and obébentrepreneurshipo.
f or mal |l exis (6parochial é6) and fairly | ong

text, making it less accessible and reader friendly, compared to the SMU text which
uses lesformal, but more impactful language and structures like:
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What is this ability to think outside the box? Or to realise there is no box to begin
wi t h. ltds an attitude borne of the ti mes

The use of the question, minor clause andtreations harmonise to create a rather
casual, even trendy voice that resonates with teenaged youths at the threshold of a
university education. This is further reinforced through the use of colloquialisms like:

|l 6m already living in the new economy!
Isn6t this just so cool ?

In summary, while NTU does attempt to reach out to its target students through the

fairly unconventional use of the metaphor of university education as a journey into the

world where the NTU education is the passport in a bid to @ohne wi t h t he &én
gl obal economy o0, it conti nuescentraml stantej ng t o
where power and authority are still very much the privilege and prerogative of the
university. SMU, on the other hand, perhaps influenced by its Aaregalture and

its Obusiness savvydod, being after al | a ¢k
slogan:SMU i where education is our busingsadopts a much less authoritative

stance, downplaying its role and diminishing its power as a gate keepiiigténef

higher learning, and giving greater voice, status and power to its students in order to

make them feel empowered to take charge of their own learning. In this sense, SMU
appears not only to acknowledge buetabodythe sort of interpersonal selidities

and entrepreneurial creativity that are supposedly critical qualities of the new
economy (Suare®rozco2005.

5. Discussion

What | have shown in the above analysis of
the discursive practices of the twmiversities surveyed have been shaped by the

external pressuret o gl obalise to make their progr a
economyo. There is also a distinct shi ft

extents, between the universities and theieptal clientele, in terms of how the

universities have constructed their identities and subject positicidsvissheir target

students. This shift can also be construed as a response to global shifts towards
marketisation, a process which subjects puliliscourses to the same market

imperative that drives private enterprises to package their services in such a way as to
maximise sales and hence profits (what Fairclough (1995) refers to as
6commodi fication of | anguagehdsentophdkage way S M
its prospectus as a colourful brochure to attract the attention of its stliéets and

to promote itself via visual and verbal moves calculated to make them feel important

and empowered is quite clearly a marketing strategy to help &wypete against the

more established universities like NTU and NUS. This is also very much in line with
SMUGs attempt to posit i otraditional deetlirds armls o6 di f f
tutorials are deliberately avoidéd) |, unconvent itonade tharenisl cr eat |
no box to begin with ) .

This emphasis on SMUb6s O6di fferenced builds
used existing SMU students and faculty mem
assertions likePeng Fong i san®&MU studentePRerg.Fondlappraaches
problems from all angles Thi s o0di fferenced that SMU su
programmes and mode of delivery and allegedly reproduces in its graduates in terms

of their cr eat i Wnaftaig, yau rstedpoud » n fi isd ean ctehi(ndl y di
attack on the other two (more established) universities in Singapore, which have been
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criticised for producing book smart graduates who lack confidence when operating in

the real world and creativity when having to solve realldvgroblems. It is

unsurprising, therefore, that such marketing ploys have incurred the wrath of NUS

and NTU and have stirred up some controversy in the media in recent times, with

NUS and NTU dismissing SMUOGOsSs brandcgng sl og
t hat s-sthl & URet Mhe GsaitsWioneskaduary 29 2003). If recent

enrolment figures are anything to go by, then it would seem that SMU is right: while
enrol ment for NUS and NTU has remained | a
jumped fron 306 students in its pioneer batch in 2000 to 600 in 2002 and 1,213 in

2005 (SMU Press releases, 7 August 2000, 19 August, 2002 and 20 August 2005,
respectively). While these figures may reflect the interaction of several factors, not

least of whichisSM6és move to its brand new, city ce
be acknowledged that at least some of it point to the success of its marketing strategy.

It is likely that this success that SMU has enjoyed in attracting students has forced

NTU to conceiveof and package its 208% prospectus in a less conventional way.

this move proves rewarding in terms of a larger enrolment, it would almost certainly

catalyse NTU and perhaps NUS too to step up their own marketing efforts to produce
publicity materialst h a t match or even surpassa SMUbds i
trend which has already begun with al/l t hr
colourful advertisements in local newspapdrsg Straits TimedMarch 19 2004)As

a result, universityprospectuses may becoinereasinglymore promotional and less

informative, as the emphasis shifts from telling to sellizg.the traditional role of

university prospectuses to provide students with objective information about
programmes and courses offdr and entry requirements becomes gradually
subjugated to the imperative of promoting the university and accentuating its appeal

to target o6consumer s o, the |Iines between t
blurred, producing an intertextuality thlaints at the cracks and slippages in purpose

and intent. This is already evident in the NTU prospectus, which treads the fine line

between giving students information about the various schools and their programmes

and cour ses ( undeonthe fire pagel and theenmote promosoaat t i 0

di scourse on NTU being a &éhub of internat
6compl et e educationo. Thi s ambi val ence st
unequivocality in its promotional posturing, andpeaps poi nts t o NTUOGSs
relinquishing its control and position as an authoritative body that has the power to act

on its students and adopting the more subordinate, nurturing role that SMU appears to

be playing.

More significantly, this processf discursive change may in turn first destabilise and
subsequently transform studentsdé and indee:
of what university education is about and restructure not only the identity and function

of universities but alsohe relations between academic staff and students. As

uni versities continue to -(hwebHedmaddsi undéwt
system in a move towards globalisation, students and the public in general would

come to expect these universities tadrmee more accepting and accommodating,

even with those who do not meet the conventional entry requirements. In the interest

of Oempoweringdé the students, potenti al S |
weaknesses, promise of success above past failarée old paradigm, a blemish in

oneods academic record mi ght have resul tec
paradigm, the promise of ability, whether or not demonstrated or demonstrable, will

tip the scales in favour of the same student. Such exmeatborne out of the
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discursive structures of university publicity materials, may eventually compel
universities to relinquish their traditional role as gate keepers and reposition
themselves as a servipeovider in an increasingly competitive market ieul No

longer would they be able to rest on the laurels of their long history and past
achievements; instead, they would need to continually rejuvenate and reinvent
themselves to remain relevant andNocompetit
longercan they cling on to an authoritative, universigntric position that they might

have enjoyed for decades due to a lack of competition; instead, they would need to
welcome and embrace students in a more egalitarian way, both discursively as well as
materally. Similarly, academics cannot afford to pontificate from the lofty heights of
their ivory towers but must be more dowmearth not only in the content of what

they teach but also the method of their delivery. In order to more effectively reach out

tot heir student s, they would need to refres
by customising their services to the needs and interests of their stwdémmers.
Student s, as consumers of higher education

aroundé and the power to choose the O6servi
appeals most to their interests. In this new world order, it is students who choose the
universities and not the other way round.

As we can see, therefore, it is no d¢an social pressures that shape discursive
practices in a unilateral way but, equally, it is the discursive practices that can also
contribute in a substantive way to fundamental transformations in social structures
and relations in a mutually reinforcirand supportive way. The relationship between
discourse and society then becomes a dialectical one, in which discourse is not only
socially constituted but socially constitutive.

6. Conclusion

The traditional position of universities as gaeepers endovek with the intrinsic

power to grant or deny admission to potential students &itd it, the power to

bestow social status and economic privilege hmwei dent ly been eroded
forcesd in an increasingly c¢omladcape.i ve anc
From being an exclusive and exclusionary bastion of academic and scholarly
knowledge, universities in Singapore appear to have become, in form, as well as
function, a business enterprise more keen on wooing potentipbi@éeg customers
thanmaintaining its lofty scholastic standards and exclusivity. As university identities

and relations undergo substantive restructuring away from authoritarianism towards
egalitarianism, the ramifications will extend beyond the possible dilemmas and
tensionst hat wuniversity staff and students may
students distract universities from the business of education itself? Will the
destabilisation of traditional authority relations lead academic staff to teach less in the

belief or hope that students would learn more or at least love learning more?
Fundamentally, will it bring about more or less education? These are questions with

no easy answers and, perhaps, only time will determine the eventual winners and

losers in this seahange that is taking place in the Singapore higher education
landscape. What is more certain, as | hope to have demonstrated through my analysis

of the two university prospectuses, is the power of discourse to both reflect and
reinforce social change. A®&cault once observed, it seems that in this modern age
discourse is indeed the power to be seized (Foucault 1970).
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