Maximizing the Five
Stages of Enrollment
Marketing
BY WILLIAM BULLARD

Though enrollment has
always been one of the
three most crucial areas
for independent schools,
it has emerged as the
most significant, with
many schools buffeted
by demographic, societal,
financial, and competitive
changes.
Maximizing the Five Stages of Enrollment Marketing

2

Contents

Introduction

4

Marketing Strategy

5

Marketing Programs

8

Innovative Approaches to Increase Applications

14

Raise Yield with Targeted, Personal Communications

18

Retention

22

Conclusion

26

Citation

27

About the Author

28

About Blackbaud

28

Maximizing the Five Stages of Enrollment Marketing

August 2019

3

INTRODUCTION:
Though enrollment has always been one of the three most crucial areas for independent schools, it
has emerged as the most significant, with many schools buffeted by demographic, societal, financial,
and competitive changes. Below you will find new ways of approaching that most critical process:
enrollment marketing.
In this eBook, you will discover how you can bolster your enrollment marketing and achieve greater
ROI and yield through a five-stage model:
1.

Marketing strategy

2.

Marketing programs

3.

Innovative approaches to increase applications

4. Targeted, personal communications
5. Retention
Building on the foundational piece of a solid strategy, the second stage of enrollment marketing
focuses on utilizing tailored marketing campaigns to increase interest and inquiries. The third stage
prioritizes boosting applications via targeted, data-driven marketing and lead nurturing, followed
by innovative personalization techniques that will improve yield. Lastly, in stage five, I discuss that
most crucial and often under-appreciated goal: increasing retention through broader organizational
strategies and marketing execution with a special focus on the transitional grades.
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Marketing Strategy
defines your school
and its market and finds
the best prospects to fit
the school’s missions
and values.
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As a school, who are you, who do you serve, and what are your mission,
strengths, and weaknesses? Answer these questions by:
•

Defining your school’s brand

•

Creating an ideal prospect profile by identifying key characteristics, recreating a model of top
families, or developing formal “personas” (see “lead nurturing” in Chapter 3 for more details)

•

Discussing the optimal marketing approaches to millennials or other well-known groups of
constituents based on their use of social media, review sites, and related tools.

Competition
•

Determine how to assess your school versus other day or boarding schools

•

Benchmark the websites of top schools to understand their enrollment best practices, the data
they collect, and the resources and media they use to convey their value proposition

•

What entrants may be emerging or among competitive threats from charter, magnet, online,
micro, one-to-one, franchised schools, and homeschooling

Market Research
•

Identify demographic trends (e.g., through Experian, Claritas, NAIS DASL)

•

Define other unique factors in your school’s market (financial, competitive, societal, and possibly
global)

•

Conduct image audits: What do teachers and administrators, local community members, current
and past parents, recent and past students, and alumni think of the school?

•

Send annual parent satisfaction surveys to benchmark against previous years, and conduct parent
focus groups to generate new ideas on curriculum, activities, and programs

•

Utilize Facebook and other data-driven marketing platforms to create lookalike audiences that
match your school’s ideal parents

•

Utilize predictive analytics to integrate demographics, psychographics, lifestyle, and other key
factors to target prospects for your school’s unique situation.

The strategic planning, media, and channels listed above will help you discover your school’s core
strengths and vulnerabilities, the right audiences to target, and the optimal messages. All of which is
critical preparation for the intensive marketing in stage two.
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Marketing Programs
aim to increase inquiries
and applications from
your ideal audience
by using the highestperforming marketing
tools, programs, and
analytics.
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Once you understand your school’s brand, prospect characteristics,
and methods of identifying prospective families, it’s time to have
some fun! This stage is where your school needs marketing-savvy
communications, admissions, and advancement leaders, as well as a
head of school and senior leadership who support investing the time and
funding into marketing.
You want to increase inquiries for the lead funnel via a wide range of marketing channels, social media
and review sites, and other options. Note that traditional inquiries have declined by almost 22 percent
in the last decade versus an average reduction in applications of less than seven percent.1 This relative
growth in stealth inquiries reinforces the need to create a positive presence on the media used by
interested families as they ponder whether to apply.

The School’s Website
The entire site is a massive factor in the school’s perception. Prospective families typically start
learning about the school on the website and spend much of their journey there. The good news is
that this is a well-established fact, so school leadership understands the need for a top-notch site. Key
facets include:
•

The admissions section significantly influences whether a family inquires or applies. Ensure that
it tells the story you want prospects to hear, differentiates the school, and concisely articulates
the most valuable benefits. Using video on admissions pages is a popular strategy to meet these
messaging goals.

•

Use an analytics package such as Google Analytics to assess path tracking through the admissions
funnel. What is the completion rate for started inquiries and applications? Where are people
dropping off? Are people watching your video(s) and for how long? Data and patterns can help
identify possible weaknesses in your forms (e.g., too long or complicated) or process.

•

How effective is the mobile presentation? The percentage of web-based content viewed on a cell
phone continues to climb, in some cases to 50 or 60 percent of traffic, so test your site on many
browsers and ask for external opinions as well.

Digital Ad Campaigns
There’s no shortage of digital advertising options. Common channels utilized by schools include
display ads in online magazines or on targeted websites, search engine marketing such as Google
AdWords, and social media and video advertising. More advanced retargeting campaigns deliver ads
to people who have previously visited the school’s website.
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Social Media and Video Ads
Facebook and Instagram are the clear social leaders for school marketing with exceptional targeting
capabilities and the potential to create lookalike audiences. Twitter and Pinterest also offer many
advertising options.
As video continues to become nearly omnipresent, YouTube (owned by Google) is an increasingly
significant advertising platform that can target people using Google search products. Video ad
options include TrueView ads that give viewers in-stream options, pre-roll advertisements that
precede the video, and six-second “bumper” ads. YouTube’s TrueView ads allow viewers to skip the ad
but only charge advertisers for people who watch most of the ad.

Print and Direct Mail
Sometimes overlooked by the explosion in digital ads, print ads remain popular in a variety of forms.
Glossy investments in high-end regional magazines, various newspaper formats, directory listings,
and brochures and flyers left in your admissions office still have a place. It’s important to note that
integrated multi-channel campaigns are still the most impactful, and print is the most credible form of
advertising with the highest recall. In addition to ads, the school’s print magazines and viewbook also
offer a chance to showcase the school, tell positive stories, and provide a deeper dive into topics of
interest to potential applicants.
Likewise, direct mail has tumbled in investment but remains a compelling option. Direct mail is best
suited to event awareness and lead nurturing for highly targeted audiences (oh, and millennials read
direct mail!).

Review Sites
Review sites have exploded to become a critical part of enrollment marketing strategy. They play a
crucial role in influencing applications as millennial parents are renowned for the importance they
place on third-party opinions. It is essential to know which review sites prospects are using to ensure
that the school has positive rankings and comments on those platforms.
Niche has become the darling of review sites, owing in great part to its own SEO expertise that ranks
it first when parents search for schools. Others such as Private School Review, Boarding School
Review, Great Schools, and Google are options for parents to consider.
If your school is struggling with low rankings, minimal reviews, or both, ask parents to provide reviews,
but don’t tell them what to say. Instead, let them know how a positive review will help improve the
school’s reputation. Also, don’t make the ask in a mass-communication. Approaching small groups of
parents at a time ensures there won’t be a spike in submissions. A sudden flurry in reviews can cause
the review site to flag the reviews as spam, as well as make prospective families wary of the results.
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Social Media Content
Another highly influential marketing channel is your social media presence. Virtually every school
has a Facebook page, Instagram is on the rise, Twitter is holding steady, and YouTube is continuing
its growth. On these platforms, prospective students and parents want to see the “authentic” school
and the culture they may join. What role can a school play in its social channels? The most obvious is
posting and tweeting stories and images of daily activities, community involvement, fun, student and
alumni success, as well as a few serious interludes on topics such as the curriculum and new programs.
However, social media offers a more significant opportunity—driving engagement from parents and
students. Ask some well-respected parents to make occasional posts about the school, and follow
up by thanking the submitter and answering questions. Faculty and staff can also help, but they don’t
have the same credibility with prospective families as current parents.

Blog
A blog can offer insights into the philosophy of the head of school, special programs, stories from
the classroom, unseen community work, and many other directions. It can also provide an active
marketing channel to power your weekly newsletter, social media, and print magazine content. Test
which channels get the most clicks to your posts and what topics generate the most engagement.

Influencers
Who are your school’s influencers, ambassadors, or guides, and how do you deploy them? Influencers
have become an increasingly powerful marketing option, especially with millennials who are
disproportionally affected by third-party opinions. While influencers play a significant role in how your
school is perceived, you want to optimize how to best leverage their support.
One method is to create an ambassador group based on key enrollment segments such as parents
who come from top feeder schools or those close to popular programs like dance or soccer. It’s
important to make sure that group members are conveying the school’s story to prospects with the
highest potential. To make influencers feel important and “in the know,” offer those with whom you
have a close relationship access to information that is not confidential but isn’t widely known.
There are several ways to deploy the generous support tendered by influencers. Depending on
their interests and comfort level, these ambassadors can make a video, host a meet-and-greet for
prospective parents, write a blog post or social media posts, offer to speak or meet with prospective
families, or create testimonials for your website or other marketing channels. After they have done
their part, express your gratitude, and ensure that senior leaders make it a point to thank them.
A closing note on the massive importance of marketing testing:
In all the marketing programs and channels mentioned above, you will benefit enormously from
marketing testing. Multi-channel campaigns offer especially fertile ground, as you can test the results
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and return on investment within a medium and across other media. Test tag lines, calls-to-action,
subject lines, images, themes, digital versus print, sources of ads, display ads versus social media ads,
and many other variables. In sum, make testing a fundamental part of your marketing communications
strategy and execution.
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Innovative Approaches
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Drive applications through
advanced strategies such
as personalized marketing,
data, and lead nurturing.
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There are a variety of enrollment marketing strategies available to drive
applications. Balancing the school’s efforts throughout these approaches
will enable you to connect with potential families at different stages of
their research and consideration.
Weekly Communications
Email communication isn’t innovative or ground-breaking, but it’s sound strategic thinking to stay in
touch with prospects every week before the application deadline. Most of this communication should
focus on known hot buttons related to prospects’ interest and action, such as the school’s strengths in
academics, arts, and athletics, as well as fun student stories and alumni successes.

Multi-channel Touches
In addition to emails, send at least one print piece the family may not have received yet like a brochure,
another mailer such as a postcard with two to three questions, or a targeted slim piece such as a pocket
version of an athletic schedule.

Messaging
Are you working with tour guides, faculty, and other key team members on the school’s primary brand
talking points, key differentiators versus the competition, and how to respond to possible concerns or
objections? It’s critical to train those working with prospective families to ensure that the school’s story
is told consistently. They should be well versed at emphasizing the school’s strengths while addressing
(or circumventing) its weaker points.

Social Media
The school’s Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube channels offer insights to prospective families.
Use these mediums to drive prospects to the application page, stories related to applications, or
testimonials connected to enrollment—“I’m so glad I applied to [School Name], it was my best
decision ever!”

Blog
The school’s blog is a natural content source for distribution across many marketing channels. Work
with your head of school and enrollment director to ensure that posts in the late fall cover elements
relating to admissions (without a hard sell). Stories about a fun campus event, an impactful community
service project, athletic or arts successes, or the reminisces of a happy alum can help move a prospect
to apply.

Search Engine Optimization (SEO)
SEO will help the school reach qualified admission candidates. Make sure to optimize the home page,
key landing pages, and program pages with the school’s core keywords. These keywords include the
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school’s location (city and state), type of school (private school, Montessori school, Catholic school, etc.),
school levels (elementary school, middle school, high school), day or boarding, and gender (boys’ school,
girls’ school) if applicable.
SEO optimization may require the school to re-evaluate its messaging. For example, many schools
identify as “independent schools,” but prospective families are searching for “private schools.” This
discrepancy is also common with “elementary school” and “high school.” Conduct keyword research
for your region to have an informed conversation with the head of school and others about the
potential of various terminology. Keyword research can also help identify blog topics of interest to
candidate families.

Lead Nurturing
What is lead nurturing? In broad terms, it’s a process in which an organization builds a closer
relationship with a prospect by using consistent and increasingly personal communication based on
data from their interactions.
A more complete view of lead nurturing encompasses its use of technology to accomplish the datagathering, which is the root of its personalization. Systematic nurturing uses a marketing automation
system such as Salesforce.com (business), Hobsons (higher ed), or HubSpot® (starting in schools) to
connect an intelligent database with email marketing. These systems use a wide range of demographic
data such as web browsing history, survey responses, and other activities to create personas for email
communications. This personalization helps build a relationship with the prospect.
Systematic lead nurturing is a major initiative requiring a significant strategic and financial commitment.
If your school isn’t ready to go all-in with a complete marketing automation system, there are two
transitional alternatives:
•

Manual lead nurturing occurs when student and family data from an inquiry or visit is compiled
by hand into a spreadsheet. You can then act as the automation system by crafting personalized
emails using a few templates. This method is best for schools with only a few hundred applications.
Use it as a proving ground for a long-term investment in marketing automation by split testing the
applicants with the manual nurturing against the school’s traditional post-inquiry communications.

•

The menu approach to lead nurturing is a simple concept. Send five or six popular links in the
school’s post-inquiry email to all the recipients, which can include the admissions video or a story
about the latest school play, big game, community service project, or academic innovation. From
this, you’ll be able to see which links were most popular, as well as what each individual clicked
on. Then combine the individual clicks into a spreadsheet with information gleaned from each
prospect’s inquiry, application, and personal interaction to form a basic persona. Then use this data
for a reasonably personalized post-acceptance decision marketing push.
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Communications
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Elevate the school’s
crucial percentage
of matriculants to
applications by combining
personalized marketing
with phone call follow-ups.
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Communicating with accepted students is a balancing act. With many
students getting accepted to several schools, applicant families are
bombarded with a variety of communication touches. Your school must
stand out in its relevance and fit.
The best approach is to reinforce the bond you’ve built with each family through highly targeted email
and telephone communications. At the same time, continue to emphasize your school’s unique assets
on its website and in social media.
•

Maintain or accelerate the communications process once application decisions are released. Some
schools reduce their marketing during this time, but for many families, it’s the most critical time in
the application process! The trick is understanding how to be graceful yet persuasive.

•

Use what you know about your school’s perceived strengths and weaknesses. Ideally, you have
surveyed past families who were accepted but didn’t attend your school. If not, this is a valuable
way to understand where your school is missing opportunities. Are there patterns in these
responses? How do they match up with any image audits or research you’ve done with other
audiences? Be prepared to capitalize on your reputational assets in communication while also
developing powerful counterweights to perceived drawbacks.

•

Continue the lead nurturing emails or prospect communications. Your chances of winning their
admission increases when you reinforce your connection with news, updates, and tips relative to the
student’s passions. You can use the manual lead nurturing or multi-topic emails noted previously,
but instead of looking at the hurdles to these paths, consider the high stakes and your smaller
audience. Be creative in your thinking and resource allocation!

•

Have a coach, theater director, current student, or teacher in a candidate’s favorite subject,
make phone calls to check-in with him or her. This effort shows that you are very interested in each
student, and the call can address any outstanding questions or concerns. It can also make sense for
your parent advocates to make a similar call to prospective parents. Another approach is to have
a young alum, trustee, or a notable achiever in the student’s area of interest make a call or drop a
personal email. This level of communication requires a strategic decision-making process to plan
who will contact each “target.”

•

Texting is catching on in higher ed admissions, but it isn’t a broadly-used tool for K–12 school
enrollment teams yet. It can be a powerful, highly personal medium for admissions groups, coaches,
or theater directors to stay in touch with important prospects. If they welcome text communication,
stay connected with occasional news, tips, temperature-taking, or to send a friendly hello.

•

Leverage the school’s position in review sites. Families looking to make a tough choice between
schools often turn to social media or review sites for additional guidance on each school’s culture,
possible fit for their student, and similar topics. Review sites are effective for all types of schools,
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but day schools with a more defined competitive field likely have the most potential. Leverage
these sites by touting the school’s Niche ranking (if better than competitors) or by promoting recent
comments and reviews.
•

Determine the best marketing and personnel support for revisit days—who should meet the family
and student, what are the day’s activities, and what to emphasize? Wherever possible, personalize
the experience for the student and family, addressing known questions or concerns and reinforcing
how your strengths fit their interests.
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Keeping the students
who are already enrolled
is essential to the school’s
sustainability.
Maximizing the Five Stages of Enrollment Marketing

23

The most significant factor in the evolution of admissions to enrollment
management is a greater appreciation for the value of retention in a
school’s overall business model.
Many business studies have found it costs three to five times more to attract a new customer than to
retain one. What’s more, in today’s world of social activism, departing families can harm your school’s
brand and reputation on the way out with negative reviews. In this chapter, we’re going to examine the
major factors that affect retention and some potential solutions for your school.
Retention is not the sole responsibility of the school’s admissions director, communications director,
or head of school—it’s everyone’s job. Retention is a long-term, multi-faceted goal that starts with each
family’s first interaction with your school and encompasses a combination of their expectations and
the actual experience. Retention is influenced by a student’s friends, teachers, advisors and coaches,
course offerings, athletics and arts programs, facilities, food, fun, and many other factors. With all these
variables, how do you increase your odds of retaining a very high percentage of families?
•

Start by accurately representing the school’s value, culture, and expectations, and selecting
students who are a match for your school. This factor is one area in which the admissions director
is accountable. As noted by respected consultant Rheua Stakely, the head of school should work
with the admissions director on attrition prevention “to make sure there are no admission errors—
that is, admitting students the school can’t serve well.”2

•

Provide a world-class experience for parents, starting from the initial inquiry through the application
process and family acceptance to the first day, and then throughout the student’s career at your
school. Noted consultant and content marketer Chuck English explains that the parent experience is
closely connected to schools treating their families as customers. He describes a model of planning
the parent experience closely—defining and designing, training, aligning your organization, engaging
stakeholders, communicating, setting expectations, and using metrics. See more in Chuck’s eBook,
Tailoring the Parent Experience: A Journey to Enrollment Success.

•

Targeted and personal communications are essential for retention. We live in an increasingly
personal world in which nearly all interactions—from shopping to entertainment and health care—
are built on the knowledge service providers have about our actions, attitudes, and demographics.
Parents now expect a high level of relevance and personalization in their email and direct mail, and
they anticipate your school offering the same service. Few schools can customize the full range of
communications, but you must personalize salutations, reference relevant data such as the amount
of their last gift, and cover topics related to their child’s goals and experience.

•

Your communication strategy is especially crucial in the transition years of fifth and eighth grades
in a K–12 school. At these junctures, parents scrutinize their child’s experience, fit with the school’s
culture, academic progress, athletic and arts programs, and return-on-investment. They talk to other
parents and are possibly researching alternatives through a variety of channels. You must anticipate
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this probing and start your process early.
In fourth and seventh grade, survey parents and follow up on individual dissatisfaction. If some
of the concerns have merit, address them. Create web pages and documents reinforcing the
benefits of your middle or upper school programs. Invite parents who have stayed to speak with the
transitional grades and describe why they are happy they returned. Consider how to tell stories from
satisfied students in a video, blog post, or article. This focus should be a full-school effort where
faculty and coaches pass on relevant information they have heard from transitional students and
parents to a designated retention administrator.
•

Develop a group of parents that you can count on for candid insights on the attitudes of the class,
concerns students are expressing, and potential momentum toward alternative schools. A collective
case for departing after eighth grade occurred at a leading K–12 day school that lost a large group
that developed a shared fascination with boarding schools. That experience was a wake-up call
to this school, which put in place several strategies to create more awareness of student or family
concerns, including feedback from in-the-know parents.

•

Deploy a leading administrator or the head of school to contact parents who are perceived to be
at risk. Explore the parents’ attitudes about the school and their child’s experience, understand their
concerns, and reinforce that their child is a valuable part of the community.

•

Spotlight students, their efforts, and their concerns, both in how you represent them in marketing
channels and how you communicate with them. Are they getting an e-newsletter like their parents?
Do you highlight students in your marketing or daily activities, in website ads, social media, videos,
or speaking at assemblies? Do you have a forum for students to express their opinions such as a
“Voice of the Students” editorial in a student newsletter?
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CONCLUSION
Success in the five stages of enrollment marketing requires a wide range of skills, creative thinking, and
focus on the needs of current and prospective families. The marketing strategies and programs outlined
here provide a framework to target, reach, attract, and retain students and families who fit your school’s
mission and values.

Your school’s place in the competitive landscape will impact how you prioritize your marketing
strategy throughout the five stages. For example, high-ranking, top-tier schools have earned coveted
awareness, reputation, and interest, so they typically focus on applications and matriculations in the
lower stages of the enrollment funnel. For lower-tier schools, it is crucial to allocate more marketing
and personnel resources at the top of the funnel to create enough interest to drive applications and
enrollment decisions.
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