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● Global network of 1,300+ member schools and 
organizations; year-round professional development & 
learning

● Gold-standard tools for smarter enrollment decisions: 
SAO, SSAT, Character Skills Snapshot, Student Prospect 
List

● Specialized research, analysis, and publications 
(reminder: complete your SOTI survey!)

The Enrollment
Management Association



Our vision is to 
champion 
transformational 
education journeys.

Our tools and resources 
provide insights 
beyond academics so 
schools can empower 
students to seamlessly 
navigate their unique 
paths to success.
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Rapid Focus Groups
What brought you here today?
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Enrollment Outlook



The enrollment landscape 
continues to be disrupted.
● Some schools are more full than ever as 

families move into their area or have a 
newfound interest in independent schools.

● Other schools are struggling with enrollment 
as public options reopen and families feel 
economic pressure.

● Demographic, historic, economic, and global 
trends that existed before the pandemic 
continue to impact our work.



Stagnating population growth will 
influence schools’ enrollment goals

• Fewer births, more deaths, and uneven 
immigration contributed to the lowest U.S. 
population growth since the 1930s.

• Roughly 300,000 fewer births were 
estimated in 2021 due in part to 
COVID-19.

• Children made up 22.1% of the total 
population in 2020 (vs. 35.7% in 1960).
Source: 2020 U.S. Census.



Stagnating population growth will 
influence schools’ enrollment goals

• The pandemic has had a disproportionate 
impact on small schools, especially those 
with <100 students. In contrast, schools 
with 500+ students have maintained 
enrollment or increased slightly.

• Lower schools and lower divisions 
experiencing more challenges than upper 
schools as the squeeze on enrollment 
moves through the grades. 

Only 69% of rural schools reported either 
meeting or exceeding their 2021-2022 budget net 

tuition goals compared to 83% overall. 
—EMA Member Flash Survey, October 2021. 



Location Can Make a Difference

Source: 2022-2023 NAIS Trendbook



Source: How Money Walks



Source: How Money Walks



Charter School  & 
Ind. Schl. Growth

Percent change in enrollment, 
by school type, 2009-2010 to 2019-2020*

*National Association of Independent Schools, 
The State of K-12 Enrollment 2021-2022, May 2022 National, May 2022 and NAIS 2022-23 Trendbook



Int’l Student Interest  in U.S. Higher Ed

More than 6 in 10 surveyed US colleges and universities are receiving 
more international student applications for the 2022/23 academic year. Source: IIE



82%
The vast majority of 
parents shopping for 

independent schools are 
Gen Xers in their 40’s-50s.

Source: EMA’s The Ride to Independent School Report



Rank 
(When Choosing to Apply)

Rank 
(When Choosing to Enroll)

Academics 1 1

Clubs & Activities 15 2

Sports 5 3

Diversity 7 4

College Counseling 14 5

Financial Aid 16 6

Decision Factors

Source: EMA’s The Ride to Independent School Report



Value of the 
Investment

Blackbaud 2021 K–12 Independent Schools Parent Survey.
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Rapid Focus Groups
What is your biggest enrollment success?



Rapid Focus Groups
What is your biggest enrollment challenge?



How should we respond?



Schools must shift from an 
admission mindset to an 
enrollment management 
approach.
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Enrollment 
Management is a 

school-wide 
approach.





The Enrollment Management 
Spectrum is a roadmap for admission 

and enrollment leaders and a 
framework for others to understand 

how their work contributes to 
enrollment.



The Spectrum is a framework.

A small day school in an urban context is different 
from a large rural boarding school. Yet we wrote the 
Spectrum for all kinds of schools. Each school should 
be able to see themselves in the spectrum and use it 
as a tool to inform their work. 

The Spectrum is a tool each school can apply to 
their own context.



Overarching Levers
Overarching spectrum levers are critical to 

the enrollment health of the school.
These aspects cross multiple domains and 

therefore require leadership from the head of 
school, board of trustees, teachers, and other 

school leaders.





Mission & Brand

The school stands for something larger than itself. 

All aspects of the school are deeply and 
authentically connected to the school’s mission and 
values which are well understood by internal and 
external audiences.



From Shedd Aquarium’s mission 
statement…
“Curiosity highlights how the Shedd experience 
brings people closer to animals and their 
ecosystems. We believe that everyone who 
connects with Shedd has an inner marine biologist, 
a scientist who wants to learn more, ask questions 
and simply be amazed.”



Who is your Wellington?



Mission & Brand

Act not just as HOS, but as Chief Enrollment 
Evangelist

Equip HOS with stories about our mission

Connect features to benefits to mission





The school balances continuity with agility. 

The school considers long-term trends, measures 
the effectiveness of current initiatives, and seizes 
short-term opportunities when appropriate.

Institutional Strategy



Seek input from enrollment leader on school 
decisions that affect enrollment
- 54% of enrollment leaders regularly attend board 

meetings in 2022 (up from 34% in 2013)

Provide facts and data, not just opinions

Institutional Strategy

Source: EMA’s State of the Industry Report





Culture & Belonging

The school lives out its values through its daily 
practices. 

All members of the community are known, needed, 
cared for, have a chance to shape their 
environment, and can become their authentic 
selves.



Know the difference - Saying vs. Doing

61% of families shared that diversity played an 
important role in their decision to apply to a school.

91% of families expect schools to support their child’s 
social and emotional development.

Culture & Belonging

Source: EMA’s The Ride to Independent School Report





Program & Outcomes

The school delivers on its mission. 

Effective academic, social, and co-curricular 
programs bring to life the journey and outcomes 
promised by the school’s mission.



Review alignment of programs with needs/wants of 
families

Consider prioritization of programs - breadth vs. 
depth; extracurricular programs are often where 
students feel they belong

Educate internal stakeholders

Program & Outcomes





Family Engagement & Retention
Families stay until graduation.
 
Through both reactive and proactive strategies the 
school ensures appropriate engagement and 
retention.



“The easiest student to recruit is 
the one you already have.”

- Every enrollment leader

Family Engagement & Retention



Core Levers
Core spectrum categories are critical to the 

enrollment health of the school. These aspects tend 
to make up the central functions of the enrollment 

office and their most direct partners.
The core levers require direct support from the Head 

of School, even when the enrollment leader serves 
as the primary lead. 





Tuition & Financial Strategy
The school uses price to help achieve its goals. 

The school takes a long-term view on price, financial 
aid, and fiscal sustainability to ensure it continues to 
deliver on its mission.



Tuition & Financial Strategy
58% of families indicated that affordability was their 
biggest concern when applying to independent 
school.

Enrollment leader brings in tuition but is rarely 
involved in setting tuition.

Tuition increase brings financial aid budget 
implications.

Source: EMA’s The Ride to Independent School Report





Marketing & Recruitment of New 
Families
The school has a robust pipeline of applicants. 

The school effectively identifies and recruits an 
adequate number of appropriate families and 
stewards them through the admission process.



On average, tuition accounts for 75% of a school’s 
annual operating revenue.

Only 17% of schools spend 70% or more of their 
marketing efforts on enrollment.

Org chart for communications/marketing director 
looks different at many schools.

Marketing & Recruitment of New 
Families



Get the full report in the EMA Community!



Key Findings

$7
in median tuition generated 

for each dollar spent to 
enroll a new student in their 

first year.

Source: The 2022 Independent School Cost-Per-Enrollment Study
A joint report from the Enrollment Management Association, the National Association of Independent Schools, and the National Business Officers Association.





Selection & Onboarding of New Families
Selection & Onboarding
of New Families
The school welcomes the right families to the school. 

The school has effective practices and tools to 
determine applicant fit and ensures new families 
join the community smoothly.



Selection & Onboarding of New Families

We must balance our need for information to make 
informed admission decisions with a willingness to 
simplify the process for families.

54% of families apply to at least one school using a 
common application.

It is important that we understand the role each 
application piece plays in the process.

Selection & Onboarding
of New Families

Source: EMA’s The Ride to Independent School Report



The early interactions that 
parents and their children 
have with your school are 
critical in establishing the 
quality of the experience.  

— Chuck English
Source: Tailoring the Parent Experience

https://k12hub.blackbaud.com/ebooks-whitepapers/tailoring-the-parent-experience-a-journey-to-enrollment-success-by-chuck-english




Rapid Focus Groups
Is there a particular lever on EMA’s Enrollment 
Spectrum that you would like your school to 
focus on? Why?



RETENTION



73%
Retention of current 
students

38% 
Continued COVID-19 
restrictions 

35%
Increased requests for 
financial assistance

34% 
Decline in applicant 
numbers 
or yield

ACIS Concerns for the 2021-22 
Enrollment Cycle



10.70%
ACIS median 

attrition 2018-2019

+5.05%
Increase in 

attrition rate over 
past 3 years

15.75%
ACIS median attrition 

2020-2021

Is Your Attrition Healthy?



65%
of families applying to an 

independent school did so before the 
last year at their current school.

Source: EMA’s “The Ride to Independent Schools” (2020)



25%
of schools have a 
formal retention 

committee

Source: EMA’s State of the Admission Industry Report 2019



Retention Committee
A team intentionally assembled
with representation across the school 
to identify potential enrollment challenges
and develop a plan to address them
by delivering a first-class experience.
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Retention Committee
A team intentionally assembled
with representation across the school 
to identify potential enrollment challenges
and develop a plan to address them
by delivering a first-class experience.



Retention Committee 
Composition

Academics Business OfficeDiversity, Equity 
& Inclusion

Extracurricular 
Offerings

Key Grade
Levels

Student Life

Division Heads



My child is exceptional.
Help me find a school that will ensure 
my child’s continued growth so he or 
she will fulfill his or her potential, 
mature, and be prepared for college.

Too many exams.
Help me find a school that will focus 
on my child’s social and emotional 
development

Source: National Association of Independent Schools - Jobs to be Done

School is failing my child.
Help me find a school that will 
address those obstacles so I can 
ensure that my child will not fall 
further behind and will eventually 
thrive in school.

College, college, college.
Help me find a school with an 
excellent academic program and 
outstanding reputation so I can 
ensure that my child gets into one 
of the select set of schools.

Begin with why families choose us



Retention: Tracking
● Track the reasons students voluntarily depart 

the school
○ Identify what and why common threads exist. 

Examples may include:
■ Grade Level
■ Extracurricular Involvement
■ Transfer Schools

● While focus is on voluntarily attrition, consider 
any common threads among involuntary 
attrition.



Retention: Measuring
Measure attrition, including by grade and division 
level
● Compare to national and regional benchmarks, 

as well as school’s historical attrition
○ The national and regional benchmark does 

not have to be our benchmark - aim high!

● Share data and discuss with retention 
committee members - seeing is believing!

● Short-term trends vs. consistent patterns



Retention: Auditing
Audit the effectiveness of the retention program 
on a yearly basis
● Ensure there is sufficient representation among 

student groups for whom retention has been a 
challenge (ex: grade level, extracurricular)

● Work with school leaders to revise and adjust 
retention strategies

● Don’t be too hard on ourselves!



When retention is high, the job 
of the enrollment leader 
becomes easier, with fewer 
seats to fill and a more 
positive market perception. 



Rapid Focus Groups
What retention efforts does your school currently 
implement? What new ideas would you like to see 
implemented?



Rapid Focus Groups
How have you educated and empowered your 
faculty and staff to own their role in your school’s 
retention strategy? 



Additional Resources



Survey Open Now!



http://enrollment.org/LearningPass

Gain Access to 30+ Courses Today

http://enrollment.org/learningpass


EMA’s Learning Pass

www.enrollment.org/pd/learning-pass

https://www.enrollment.org/pd/learning-pass


EMA Enrollment Toolkit

Character Skills Snapshot
Better understand your applicants and ensure a holistic admission process.

Secondary School Admission Test (SSAT)
Reliable, objective, accessible, and secure assessments. 

Student Prospect List (SPL)
Reach your target audience with access to the right-fit new students. 





See you in 
Las Vegas!
September 11-15, 2023



Questions? 


