
LONG  LIVE  STRATEGY
A collection of select white papers from Ian Symmonds & Associates.



Around 2002, Ian Symmonds began chronicling his observations regarding rapidly shifting edu-
cational and cultural trends.  His first writings were as a practitioner, which were quickly fol-
lowed by professional writing and speaking as a consultant for independent schools and col-
leges.  His work was featured on his company website - Ian Symmonds & Associates - as well 
as shared and promoted liberally by associations, organizations, and schools and colleges na-
tionwide.  By 2013, Ian had earned the role of one of America’s best thought leader in educa-
tional circles, defined by a culturally relevant approach and progressive delivery of thinking.

Ian is a strategist.  Long Live Strategy is his first book, a collection of select white papers fo-
cused solely on strategic thinking in education.  In this collection you will find some of the 
best thinking about best practices and future trends in education.  The book covers all facets 
of education, from marketing to enrollment management to visioning to curriculum to plan-
ning - all with a strategy lens. Most of the work featured in this book was written between 
2007 and 2013, during and after the great recession, one of the most turbulent and ambigu-
ous times in American educational history.

Enjoy Long Live Strategy.  You’ll find the ease of writing style, brevity of delivery, and innova-
tive observations an enlightening approach to strategy in education.
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Thought-leader, strategist, author, speaker, and consultant - these are just a few of the roles 
that Ian Symmonds enjoys.  Ian is the visionary president and founder of Ian Symmonds & As-
sociates Inc.  Over the past decade, Ian has served over 160 independent schools, colleges, uni-
versities, and non-profit organizations through enrollment, marketing, branding, and strategy 
counsel. 

Long before a consultant, however, Ian was a practitioner.  His professional practice as a sen-
ior officer, executive director, and dean spans nearly two decades including Pacific University, 
Culver-Stockton College, Saint Mary's Hall, and Trinity University.  He is one of the few highly 
successful enrollment and marketing professionals in the nation experienced in recruiting and 
retaining independent school students, traditional undergraduates, and graduate and adult 
students.  He led dramatic enrollment turnarounds for three different private institutions dur-
ing this career. 

Occasionally dubbed an "ed-activist", Ian holds a high opinion of the role of education in trans-
forming people and solving social issues.  He launched the the Just Cause campaign in 2011 to 
raise public awareness and strategically connect ISA with organizations that are addressing 
structural poverty through education.  He actively speaks and writes on the issue and devotes 
a large portion of time to consulting with organizations through the Just Cause campaign.

Industry experts often refer to Ian as one of America's brightest thought leaders in education. 
He is fascinated by culture and its impact on education.  He has published in numerous profes-
sional journals, such as the Journal of College Admission (NACAC) and On Target (College 
Board), and has presented at just about every national and regional educational conference.  
He holds a BS and MS degree from Illinois State University in Normal, Illinois.  He is in high de-
mand as a conference speaker at regional and national venues.  

Ian consults on several projects each quarter, speaks and writes frequently on behalf of ISA, 
and also manages the overall ISA brand and company. He lives in Portland, Oregon with his 
wife Lisa, daughters Makayla and Jules, and Rajah and Rhani, his loving and irreverent labs.  In 
his spare time, he is an avid tournament tennis player and enjoys exploring the beauty of the 
Northwest.
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Strategic planning - or essentially the art of making good plans with clear strategy - is about 
finding the intersection between mission and market. And, to understand mission and market, 
you have to first understand that mission is internal to the organization and market generally 
is external. It is the old SWOT analysis in practice, as the SW of a SWOT stands for strengths 
and weaknesses (internal) and the OT stands for opportunities and threats (external).

For most of our educational clients, understanding the mission side of the address is easy be-
cause they have a solid understanding of internal mission, culture, and the values of the 
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school or college. It is not hard for them to make plans that address concerns of internal stake-
holders because they have researched them, asked them questions, and generally have a good 
idea on how to be responsive to their issues and concerns. Our experience is that most col-
leges and schools have a real handle on how to create plans that are aligned with mission.

Here is the challenge, though. Most schools and colleges are less adept at reading the tea 
leaves of the external environment. They are not adept at understanding demographic trends, 
competitive forces, and large shifts in delivery or business models. These leaves them at a dis-
tinct disadvantage in understanding the trends and forces that are likely to shape their indus-
try. As a result, they tend not to be responsive to external trends and forces.

Our experience tells us that the biggest ideas, opportunities, and resulting strategies generally 
come from the outside. Creating plans that align with mission are important, but if most ideas 
in the strategic plan generally pander to internal needs rather than external forces, the result-
ing strategic plan is incremental at best, usually absent of a big idea. More importantly, it fails 
to find the right intersection between mission and market because external trends were less 
important in the data collection and planning process.

Finding the intersection is a tough balancing act, because at the end of the day it means man-
aging change and tension between what internal stakeholders believe is sacred to an organiza-
tion and what the market wants or needs. Our experience tells us that the best plans possess 
an equal measure of internal and external data and reality, and those research inputs must be 
carefully synthesized and applied to the unique circumstances of the school or college. And, 
perhaps most important, best practices would tell us that it is important to revisit the external 
trends side annually, because that is generally where the dynamic shifts occur.

Great strategy finds the intersection between mission and market. Mission changes little over 
time, but market opportunity is shifting constantly. The best schools and colleges are con-
stantly challenging their assumptions and reading the external environment to find the right 
address.
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As we brave our way through economic uncertainty, a rapidly shifting education industry, and 
changing consumer mindsets, I have been thinking a lot lately about the characteristics of the 
most successful private schools and and colleges. In our work with clients throughout the na-
tion, what are the attributes of the institutions that are thriving? While there are numerous ex-
planations for success, there are seven characteristics that set these schools apart.  I'm calling 
them the Seven X Factors for Market Sustainability.  Use them as a checklist for your school, 
college, or university and see how you stack up.

THE SEVEN X FACTORS OF MARKET SUSTAINABILITY
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Clear Value Proposition - Sustainable schools and colleges have a clear value proposition. They 
are client-centered, understanding their students and parents, what they want, and how they 
define success. They have identified a small number of important consumer benefits that differ-
entiate them from their competitors, focus on them in their program development, and com-
municate them relentlessly to the consumers.

Strategic Enrollment Management and Marketing - Sustainable schools have learned how to ef-
fectively integrate the best practices of recruitment, retention, financial aid, information man-
agement, research, and marketing. They have identified funding sources - from the right fit 
audiences and proper programs - and they know the strategic relationship between price, aid, 
and their consumer. They are disciplined, hire excellent staff, and have a strategic enrollment 
and marketing plan in place. They take the guesswork out of enrollment and have effectively 
leveraged this area of the institution, funding it properly and self-organizing accordingly.

Clear and Established Identity - Sustainable schools and colleges have an institutional identity 
that is both remarkable and memorable. They understand who they are - and who they are not 
- and they long ago stopped trying to be all things to all people. They have short, memorable 
mission, vision, and core values statements, a mature and effective educational philosophy, 
and they infuse them into their promotional materials. In fact, their promotion is at best 
merely revelation, not quirky tag lines that sound like other schools.

Distinctive Culture - Culture eats strategy for breakfast. Sustainable schools and colleges have 
developed a culture that attracts people. They have a "secret sauce" and have learned how to 
bottle it. They emote a palpable feeling to visitors, demonstrating that there is something dif-
ferent and authentic about them. Visitors can feel that there is something special about the 
place, and they share that feeling with others.

Excellent Product -  Sustainable schools and colleges have an excellent academic program. 
Whether it is a small collection of flagship or signature programs, a distinctive setting for learn-
ing, a best in class educational philosophy, or an unusually gifted faculty, they attract students 
from further distances and with higher capacity to afford them because they perceive the prod-
uct is superior. And, it is.

Strategically Oriented - Sustainable schools and colleges are always strategically poised, oper-
ating with a three to five year strategic plan in place, but revisiting it year to year. They are cul-
turally agile and externally oriented, reading the tea leaves of culture, and constantly challeng-
ing their assumptions about the future. They have set a strategic course of direction, but are 
nimble enough annually to make adjustments. And, they only focus on five or fewer strategic 
priorities at any given time. They are focused.
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Luck - Call it the ultimate X-Factor, but sustainable schools and colleges have some luck. 
Something external to them is working in their favor. Perhaps it is a booming city, a stunning 
setting, or deteriorating alternative choices in their market. They have identified this market 
opportunity or gap and have exploited it.

While there are many other elements of great schools and colleges, these are the characteris-
tics that we see most often. Use it as a checklist and ask yourself and your colleagues how 
your institution stacks up. And, share it with others.
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We hear a lot of critics say that strategic planning is dying given the rapidly changing eco-
nomic and industry environment in which we operate. True - times are different, which re-
quires constant environmental scanning and organizational agility in strategy. But, I don't see 
solid strategic planning going away soon.

Strategic planning will only die when we don't value generative strategic thinking, data-driven 
decision making, environmental scanning, positioning, and organizational buy-in anymore.

A CULTURE OF PLANNING
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What should die are lengthy processes which produce plans that pander to those resistant to 
change and gather digital dust in the future.  After the economic downturn, there was a lot of 
discussion about the efficacy of strategic planning and the proper time horizon for the future. 
As many schools and colleges lamented, the traditional five year strategic plan was old school, 
since change tends to occur so fast today. The thinking now for many schools and colleges is 
that the time horizon must be shorter and changes to the plan must be more nimble in order 
to navigate the changing environment. Yet, a strong, deep strategic plan with a long-term stra-
tegic direction has great benefits to schools.

Strategic planning is an exercise in finding the intersection between mission and market oppor-
tunity.  Since mission rarely changes, but market realities shift and are constantly changing, 
the strategic orientation of a school or college - just like any business - needs to be agile. The 
challenge is that most schools or colleges have not adopted this thinking and applied it to 
their planning processes.

The Ten Year Cycle of Strategy - Long Term Direction and Short Term Implementation

So, what's the best time horizon for strategic planning today? We've given this much thought 
and offer what we believe is an excellent ten year cycle of strategy, coupled with strong plan-
ning and implementation. It has three components, each playing a critical role in keeping a 
school or college on the right path.

• Transformational Planning - Every 10 years, I believe that an organization often needs to 
go through a transformational plan. This plan is often precipitated by a need for serious 
change, perhaps from leadership, direction, or mission. In this "once in ten years plan", 
an elongated process is adopted in order to be highly inclusive and extremely introspec-
tive. Heavy doses of research, both internal and external, are brought into the process. A 
serious examination of mission and core values occurs, and the adoption of a vision state-
ment is often the result. This is the plan that sets the long-term strategic direction of an 
organization.  

• Strategic Planning - Every three years (during this ten year period in effect under the new 
direction), I believe an organization should go through a shorter, more fluid strategy proc-
ess. This is the three month, high level examination of progress on the long-term direc-
tion of the organization, followed by the establishment of shorter three year, more incre-
mental goals. No serious edits or changes in leadership, mission, or values take place in 
this sort of planning process, and the process can be less inclusive and more stealth-like.  

• Implementation Planning - This is the core of what makes schools and colleges agile to 
changing circumstances.  I believe every year, as the administrative team or cabinet join 

9



the board of trustees in their summer advance (I like this word better than retreat), I be-
lieve schools and colleges need to think in terms of one-year increments. This is the time 
when they examine their annual progress on the strategic plan, making adjustments to 
their timeline, goals, or even tactics. This allows the organization to keep the plan close 
at hand, carefully monitoring it, but also fosters a sense of nimbleness and agility when it 
comes to external trends and forces.  

When schools or colleges adopt a culture of planning, I believe they are essentially conducting 
strategic planning every year as an ongoing process. But, as they organize it - or make it an 
intentional part of the culture - they break it up into ten year increments, each with distinct lev-
els of strategic planning and thinking. In other words, there is a meaningful planning activity 
for every season in that decade.

Planning is not old school.  What's old school is the thinking that an organization should pub-
lish a great plan and then everything will be fine for five years or more.  From my perspective, 
strategy thinking that sets a long term direction coupled with agile implementation on short 
term increments is the best of all worlds.  I think schools and colleges would be well-served to 
see themselves through this ten year model. It makes sense, saves energy, and creates a sys-
tematic cycle of both stability on long-term direction and short-term agility.
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"We'll assign a task force to this issue and get back to the board and administration in three 
months."   If you are smiling as you read this, chances are you have heard this statement in 
practice.  The truth is, in non-profits, schools, and colleges, we like to use committees to ac-
complish really important work.  It is the democratic, highly inclusive nature of schools to use 
a small group of people to study a problem and recommend a solution.  The challenge, how-
ever, is to use such a group effectively.  We have all likely had the experience of being in too 
many time-wasting meetings.

THE POWER OF STRATEGY WORK GROUPS
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I studied small group communication in graduate school as part of an organizational theory 
program.  I specially engaged in a lot of research on the attributes of effective work groups.  It 
turns out, according to the best research, that the best work groups number between six and 
seven people total.  That number is ideal because there are specific leadership roles that mem-
bers of a really effective strategy group must possess.  You might think that all leadership 
roles look the same.  Turns out, though, they are very different and include each of the follow-
ing.  Try to see if you can recognize them in your own groups.

1. Designated Leader - This is the group leader, appointed by title and with the legitimate 
stated authority of leading the group.  

2. Situational Leader - Usually a person with specific knowledge about an area of strategic 
focus, this person often steps up as leader given the dialogue and content of the 
discussion.  

3. Social Emotional Leader - Always concerned with everyone's feelings, this person is con-
stantly monitoring the emotional temperature of the group to make sure that everyone is 
feeling OK.  

4. Central Negative - A key role to avoid the pitfall of "groupthink", this person asks the 
tough questions and makes sure that all angles of an issue have been examined.  

5. Task Leader - Often less concerned with the solution and more concerned with just get-
ting to the finish line, this person is the task master of the group, making sure that meet-
ings start and stop on time and the agenda gets completed.  

6. Tension Releaser - Ever wonder why every work group has a comedian?  The tension re-
leaser makes sure to insert a bit of humor into the discussion, just to make sure that the 
tension does not get too high and the group takes it task too seriously.  

The research would tell us that each of these six key leadership roles must be present for a 
group to be effective and productive in their work.  The stronger and more evident each of 
these roles become over time, the group not only becomes more productive, but also more effi-
cient.  A true sign of a mature, effective strategy group is the presence of each of these six 
leadership roles.

Try in on for size.  Pay careful attention and monitor the interactions of your next work group 
assignment.  You might find that each of these roles becomes more evident the longer that the 
group is in existence.  And, you might even notice a little bit of posturing over time as the 
group members compete for these seemingly invisible but critical roles.  And, if you notice a 
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group that stagnates in their effectiveness, you might watch closely to see if these key leader-
ship roles are missing.
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I have been a big fan of "cause marketing" for many years.  I became a fan only after I realized 
how the approach of cause marketing is a pronounced shift in orientation than other market-
ing endeavors.  And, once I learned about the effectiveness of cause marketing, I was hooked. 

The Cause Marketing approach is a simple but powerful shift in discussing the product or or-
ganization.  It is different because it starts with identifying the problem rather than promoting 
the organization.  Cause Marketing follows a simple four step process that is repeated from 
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non-profit cause to non-profit cause in virtually every industry on the earth, and it looks like 
this: 

1. Here's the problem (there are people dying in Africa)
2. Here are some solutions (most of them don't work) 
3. Here is our unique solution (our solution works best) 
4. Here's how you can get involved (our call to action)  

This simple four step process is used by nearly every major cause campaign.  It works well, 
though is clearly dependent upon the execution of the campaign.  And, I think it works well for 
three reasons.  

Cause Marketing works because:

1. The problem is identified at the outset, allowing the organization to "back into" the prob-
lem, making their solution relevant.   

2. The failures of other solutions (competitors) are described within the context of solving 
the problem.  

3. It takes the promotional tone out of the equation, allowing promotion to be replaced by 
"solution to a problem".  

The simple reality is that Cause Marketing relies on making products and services relevant, be-
cause their problem is real.  So, before you consider how to integrate this approach into your 
strategic marketing, make sure you have a worthy solution to relevant problem.
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Let's face the facts. If you want to be not only successful but serve your students the best, your 
enrollment success lies with meeting the needs of your core audiences. Student recruitment 
and retention, as a marketing endeavor, must be an audience-centered experience to be suc-
cessful. In the enrollment profession, our clients are prospective students, seeking out the ba-
sic questions associated with attending our college or university. Prospective students have the 
questions-but do you have the answers? And, even if you do, can you grow the relationship?

IT’S ALL IN WHO YOU KNOW
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The world of higher education-especially the admission and financial aid process - must seem 
a bit unusual to our prospective students. I often like to compare the process of selecting a col-
lege, which is actually a consumer research project, to other kinds of consumer processes in 
which prospective students might participate. Selecting a new music album, for example, is 
simply a process of identifying a taste of music, determining if the consumer has enough cash 
(or credit) to afford it, and downloading it on iTunes. Buying a new pair of jeans could lead con-
sumers to compare prices, try a few on for size at their favorite store, and purchase the pair 
they like the best. These are nominal purchases, for certain, but nevertheless they are intuitive, 
straightforward, and simple processes in which the consumer is really in charge of the ex-
change.

Enter the world of selecting a college. First, the student begins by focusing on colleges that 
might fit their interests and needs. As they begin narrowing their choices and considering their 
options, they run into a process that, I perceive, is pretty confusing and downright anxiety pro-
voking. To "purchase" the product, the students find that they first have to "qualify" for the pur-
chase. In other words, they must submit some pretty personal information - primarily their per-
manent academic record - to a committee for review. This "qualification" process is, of course, 
our admission process and it may also include, depending upon the institution, a personal es-
say, personal interview, and a review of extracurricular activities or community service projects 
in which the candidate participated.

After learning, let's hope, a positive outcome of the admission process, which of course could 
take several weeks to a couple of months, our consumer runs into another interesting process. 
Since the advertised price of our product is rarely the price most students pay, they must go 
through another qualifying process-called financial aid-to learn what the real price of the col-
lege will be for them. This "differential price" is determined after the students and their fami-
lies share personal financial data with the government and the school. Finally, they learn their 
price only after becoming pretty adept at interpreting a complex variety of financial aid fund-
ing options.

I share these examples to emphasize a point, not to degrade the importance of the college 
search process. While I believe that choosing the right college is one of the most critical deci-
sions in an individual's life, I also believe selecting a college is not a very simple or straightfor-
ward process and the audience is not particularly in the driver's seat of the exchange. While it 
is a really important decision and a significant financial investment, it is not particularly 
audience-centered in its approach. In fact, it is an institution-centered process, with rules and 
procedures developed by the government and institutions, leaving the audience, who likely has 
no experience in this process, to navigate some pretty challenging waters.
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So, from a sheer marketing orientation, the enrollment process doesn't win the gold medal. 
How does this help or hinder us in meeting our enrollment challenges? Do we, or can we, 
change our thinking and view our processes from an external point of view, just as our pro-
spective students see us? Can we adapt our processes and communications to the needs and 
expectations of our clients?

I think one of the keys to solid, integrated marketing, including recruitment and retention ef-
forts, is to truly understand the needs, expectations, and orientation of your institutions' core 
audiences. A few critical questions are important at this point.

1. First, has your institution carefully identified its core audiences? Do you know what seg-
mented socioeconomic, academic, and geographic groups they represent? 

2. Second, do you know their collective orientation, their value systems, what factors they 
consider when making decisions, or even how they perceive higher education? 

3. And, finally, can you draw insight from the answers to these questions that lead you to 
take action? In other words, can the insight from what you have learned about your core 
audiences lead you to organize your recruitment and retention strategies and tactics 
around the needs of your audiences? 

Answering these questions requires systematic study of your institutions' enrollment. It re-
quires that someone or some group on your campus do the necessary research to identify the 
core subgroups of students who call your institution home. If that work has yet to be accom-
plished, there is plenty of help within the institutional research community to assist your insti-
tution in answering those key questions. 

This process also requires that your core audiences be systematically studied to learn their col-
lective orientation. There are many research instruments designed to measure student satisfac-
tion once students have enrolled and have some collective experience as a student at your in-
stitution. Again, this is valuable information and can truly assist you in developing sound reten-
tion strategies taking into account your clients point of view. Solid integrated marketing ef-
forts, such as recruitment and retention, always have well-developed key messages. These key 
messages are born out of the insight gained by systematically learning the orientation of your 
audience and how they make choices. With insight comes the opportunity to effectively ar-
range resources around your clients and, especially important, the opportunity to influence 
their behavior.

So, how might this kind of thinking be put into operation in effective recruiting practices? How 
can an audience-based philosophy improve your institutions' recruitment effectiveness? One 
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way is to think of the recruitment process as "courting" a student. In fact, recruiting has a lot 
of similarities with the ritual of dating or similar close interpersonal relationships. Both activi-
ties rely on three key components.

First, there must be reciprocity of information. A relationship with a prospective student will 
not grow if only one party shares information about themselves. There must be two-way com-
munication that allows for a greater understanding of the other to grow. When a student fills 
out an inquiry card at a college fair, it is not only an act of interest but it also serves to verify 
that they are growing the relationship by providing more information about themselves. Are 
you listening?

Second, there must be increasing intimacy of the information that is reciprocated. In any inter-
personal relationship, two parties grow to a deeper understanding of each other only through 
sharing more in-depth information about each other. At any time, if one party does not like 
what he or she hears, the relationship can be ended. For instance, when a prospective student 
shares that they are really interested in studying biology and playing lacrosse, simply respond-
ing that the sciences program is strong and athletics are popular is not enough to grow the stu-
dents' interest. A strong approach might be to make personal connections between faculty in 
the biology program and coaches and current players on the lacrosse team with the prospec-
tive student.

Finally, take the relationship to the next level. In recruitment, the next obvious step might be 
for the student to visit your campus, talk to a professor, or apply for admission.

It sounds obvious, right? Somehow, though, we often lose our focus. Admission officers and 
their staffs spend a lot of time in busy work: making the phone calls, sending e-mails, posting 
social media updates, texting students, visiting high schools, and sending out massive 
amounts of snail mail. We spend a lot of time with the outreach side of recruiting students. 
When we finally get the date, we often lose sight of the most important element, the informa-
tion needs of our clients. We become so focused on our efforts that we fail to listen to what 
prospective students are really telling us. And, what they tell us is the key to taking the rela-
tionship to the next level.

It really is all in whom you know-and how well you know them. The more you know about your 
prospects, the better you can meet their information needs. Sometimes you just have to stop 
talking and listen. 
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Many private college presidents, independent school heads, and enrollment managers find 
themselves navigating their institutions in a very challenging environment. The enrollment 
pressures that many independent schools and colleges face can be daunting, especially if you 
are relatively new to managing enrollment or a veteran looking to improve your institution's en-
rollment situation. Competition for students is fiercer than ever, with a complex array of pro-
motional media and more sophisticated marketing plans being developed by colleges and inde-
pendent schools. And, if your school is relatively tuition-driven, rather than endowment-
driven, the enrollment pressure can be even greater. From the new college president, school 
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head, or enrollment manager looking for some fundamental basics to setting up a good enroll-
ment effort to the enrollment veteran evaluating the efficacy of their current enrollment opera-
tion, is there a cogent set of fundamentals which can used as a framework to develop enroll-
ment?

 
Tuition-Driven or Endowment-Driven? 
 
I like to make the important distinction between private schools that are tuition-driven or de-
pendent versus private schools that are endowment-driven or dependent. In my view, tuition-
driven schools are highly dependent upon tuition revenues and considerably less dependent 
upon earnings from their endowment. These schools -- which represent the vast majority of 
small colleges and independent schools -- are in constant need of sustainable enrollment, 
both from recruitment and retention, to remain viable programs. Without sustainable enroll-
ment these schools operate in fiscally challenging environments. 

Endowment-driven schools - while certainly dependent upon tuition revenues - are often char-
acterized by larger endowments and greater annual earnings from these endowments, there-
fore providing a greater subsidy for the annual operating budget. These institutions represent 
a much smaller number of small colleges and independent schools and, in many cases, can 
weather a poor recruiting year or a disappointing retention semester without significant conse-
quences to their operating budget. Understanding which environment your school operates in 
is the first step in providing a framework for sustainable enrollment. The distinction between 
the two kinds of schools shapes the direction you take in enrollment planning.  
 
The Eight Key Areas of Developing Enrollment  
 
So, perhaps you find yourself in a new leadership role as a president, school head, or enroll-
ment manager and are looking for a framework to build sustainable enrollment. Or maybe you 
have been in your role for a period of time and are looking for a simple model to test the effi-
cacy of your current enrollment efforts. What are the most critical enrollment issues that you 
must face in the immediate, short-term, and long-term time frames? Which areas can you ad-
dress that are tactical in nature, perhaps affording you the immediate or short-term opportu-
nity to better arrange your resources around a problem or opportunity? And which areas are 
much more strategic in nature, therefore requiring more long-term vision about positioning 
your institution? 
 
After working in enrollment development as both a practitioner and consultant for over two 
decades, I have found there are eight key areas that are typically necessary at any institution to 
develop enrollment. Each of these eight areas falls into one of three time frames: immediate 
(six months), short-term (six months to two years), and long-term (two years and beyond). 
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Some areas are simply common sense while others are less obvious. Whatever the situation in 
which you find yourself, perhaps these eight key areas will help you build or enhance sustain-
able enrollment at your school.

Immediate Key Areas 
 
1. Enrollment Analysis and Tracking - Of all the fundamental elements in setting up a good en-
rollment shop, I suspect this one has the most immediate utility. In almost any enrollment 
situation I have been thrust into, I found myself trying to make sense of the historical nature of 
the enrollment at the institution I was serving. To get a clear picture of the current state of af-
fairs in your school's enrollment, you first need to know where your school's enrollment has 
been over the past five years. And, once you have that material in hand, you need to develop 
well-timed, insightful enrollment tracking systems, measured at consistent intervals through-
out the enrollment cycle. These tracking reports will provide your future baseline for compar-
ing activity and you will find them critical in evaluating your enrollment efforts as you develop 
them.  
 
To get at the analysis side of this, search for past enrollment reports and other enrollment-
related data which has been generated at your school over the past five years. (Beyond five 
years is not particularly helpful to your current situation.) Perhaps you are fortunate and al-
ready have excellent data from which to draw insight. Many are less fortunate and must spend 
some time digging into past enrollment documents to piece together the data they need. Once 
retrieved, spend some time aggregating the data and putting together some enrollment track-
ing reports based upon the data you have found. This data should give you some insight to the 
cycle of enrollment activity that has historically been witnessed at the institution. Keeping in 
mind that no two schools are the same, your enrollment activity is unique to your institution. 
The data you find should provide clues to critical points in your enrollment cycle, such as appli-
cation activity, admit-to-enroll yield and retention rates from term to term.  
 
Once the analysis is complete, build weekly recruitment and retention tracking reports through-
out the cycles of high enrollment activity. For instance, many schools run weekly enrollment 
tracking reports from December through August. At most schools, nearly all measurable new 
enrollment activity occurs during those months - little to no new activity occurs in September, 
October, and November. Also, get as specific with your tracking as will be helpful. Develop a 
weekly enrollment report that tracks inquiries, applications, admits, deposits, and enrolls by 
any factor you deem appropriate.  And, use your knowledge of past behavior in all of your key 
recruiting areas to set goals for applications, admits, deposits, and enrolls for each factor you 
deem appropriate and list those goals on the report. This lets you track our efforts by audi-
ence and determine - by percentage - how much of each goal you have met in developing 
your enrollment. Whether you break down your report by gender, region, or other factors, the 
important element is that you segment down to the audience that is important to track.  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A couple of final notes on enrollment analysis and tracking. First, having excellent analysis and 
tracking reports are foundational elements for building enrollment goals. In other words, you 
cannot develop reasonable goals without a strong understanding of your enrollment past. Sec-
ond, strong enrollment tracking software is critical to pulling this off. Whether you are running 
an institutional software package or a smaller enrollment tracking software program, it is im-
portant that it is well-managed and utilized. It is key to managing the data that you wish to 
track.  
 
2. The Right Team and Leader - One of the most important elements in developing a strong 
enrollment effort is to start with the right team in your recruitment and retention areas. Hiring 
and retaining high quality recruitment personnel can be a challenge, but ask yourself what you 
are truly looking for in an enrollment manager and staff. If you are operating in a highly com-
petitive recruitment environment and are a tuition-driven small school, chances are that you 
need a highly competitive, marketing-oriented enrollment manager and staff. Likewise, if you 
are in a highly selective environment with high numbers of applicants and limited numbers of 
spaces available, you likely need an veteran with selective admission experience.  
 
Another distinction might be helpful at this time. Most admission activity at what we earlier dis-
cussed as "tuition-driven" schools is really recruitment-centered. That is to say that admis-
sions is more of an outreach, promotional, and marketing-oriented activity at schools that are 
likely moderately selective in their entrance standards. On the other hand, much of the admis-
sion activity at schools we earlier considered "endowment-driven" is often more selection-
centered. In other words, many of these types of schools have very high entrance standards 
and are often in the enviable position of "selecting" - rather than recruiting - their students. 
Every enrollment manager brings a different set of skills and orientation with him/her to a 
post. The enrollment manager and his or her staff must have an orientation and experience 
that matches up with the kind of enrollment activity that is likely in your institution.  
 
3. Understanding the External View - A final area for immediate consideration is a simple one. 
Whenever I have gone into a new enrollment situation at a college or independent school, I 
have tried to survey the admission office (and other offices, if appropriate) from an external 
point of view. In other words, I try to put myself in the shoes of prospective students or par-
ents and glean some insight into how they might experience the institution and its service lev-
els. I find when I divorce myself from my own biases and see the enrollment area as it truly op-
erates from an external point of view I gain valuable insight into how to improve the service 
level of the area.  
 
Some of the most obvious areas that I consider from an external point of view include:
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• Telephone - Is the school using an automated voice mail system? If so, is it easy to navi-
gate, get in touch with a live person, and get messages returned? If the school is using a 
receptionist, how friendly is he or she? How many times did the phone ring prior to being 
answered? Was I put on hold during the call or was the call distracted in any way? 

• Visits - Is it easy to schedule a visit during one phone call attempt? Is the person who is 
scheduling the visits knowledgeable and effective in preparing a well-conceived visit for 
me? Once scheduled, did a reminder with a map and schedule of appointments get sent 
out to me? On the day of the visit, was the office and staff prepared for me and did they 
appear to have planned with my visit in mind? 

• Web - Does the website have an online inquiry or application form? If so, will an online 
inquiry or application be automatically acknowledged upon submission? If I email a staff 
member, how long was the response time? Can I find the information I need on the web 
quickly and easily? 

• Correspondence - When receiving mail from the institution, is it personally addressed or 
does it at least have the appearance of personalization? Was it timely in meeting my 
needs? Did it arrive in good repair? 

While these points all seem very obvious, they are simple yet effective ways to conduct a small 
communication audit of your institution from the most important vantage point, the external 
view. It is always interesting to watch a college or university spend unusual amounts of time 
on the outreach side of recruiting but fail to note that the students who are most likely to en-
roll at their school are the ones who are seeking the school out. These students seek out a col-
lege by calling, emailing, and visiting. We live in the information age, where state of the art in-
formation is at our fingertips and immediate response is the norm. Today, it is often the 
school that is the most responsive to their audiences that enrolls the students.  
 
Short-Term Key Areas 
 
4. Core Audience Assessment - More often than not, most colleges and independent schools 
would like to have more of the same types of students. In many cases, some of these same 
schools would like the opportunity to shape their enrollment within the student body they al-
ready are enrolling. However, all too often these same schools look elsewhere for new stu-
dents, searching for their next new market or opportunity. The truth is that most schools 
would do exceptionally well if they became masters of knowing the core audiences who al-
ready call their institution home. It is often within those audiences where schools can create 
more enrollments or shape the nature of their enrollment and have the greatest likelihood of 
being successful.  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Given this assumption, it is critical that any institution identify the core audiences who enroll 
at their college or school.  Once these groups are identified and carefully segmented, the key 
is to truly understand the needs, expectations, and orientation of your institution's core audi-
ences. Once these areas are understood, you can plan marketing activities around your audi-
ences needs. To do this one must ask a few basic questions:

• Has your school carefully identified its core audiences? Do you know what segmented so-
cioeconomic, academic, and geographic groups they represent? 

• Do you know the collective orientation of your core audiences, including their value sys-
tems, what factors they consider when making decisions, or even how they perceive pri-
vate education? 

• Finally, can you draw insight from the answers to these questions that lead you to take 
action? In other words, can the insight you gained from your systematic study lead you to 
organize your recruitment and retention strategies and tactics around the needs of your 
audiences?  

Understanding fully your institution's core audiences is another foundational element to build-
ing sustainable enrollment. It is a necessary precursor to building enrollment plans, develop-
ing enrollment materials, or setting enrollment goals. Gather the data, spend some time analyz-
ing, and hire assistance if necessary to do the research on your core audiences. Virtually every-
thing that takes place in your enrollment effort should center on them.  
 
5. Key Message Development - Determining what is distinctive about an institution and turn-
ing it into a promotional set of messages and themes is often one of the most exciting aspects 
of marketing. However, understanding the difference between what is distinctive and what is 
marketable is important. Keep in mind that value lies within the eyes of the beholder and - in 
the case of private education - the consumer or client is the prospective student and parent.  
 
Key message development is another critical area of creating sustainable enrollment. It takes 
research, creative professionals, discipline, and a dose of reality to make it outstanding. As we 
discussed in the previous section, all messages must relate back to the audience and their ori-
entation, value systems, and the segmented groups they represent. When creating materials, 
enlist some professional help and let them drive the process.  Creating integrated marketing 
materials that appeal to the president, headmaster, board of trustees, or the enrollment man-
ager is a mistake. Unless they fall into your key audiences, they really don't represent the na-
ture of whom you are trying to reach. Follow the advice of the firm you hire and let them use 
their expertise to create the most effective media - it is what they do best.  
 
The goal of developing your key messages is to create themes that pass two basic tests. First, 
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they must represent true distinctiveness. This means that they must be claims that are unique 
to your institution and are generally not shared by your close competitors. For instance, for a 
college to develop a key message of being a small, private, liberal arts college focused on per-
sonal attention is not unique - it puts that college in the same ball park with hundreds, if not 
thousands, of other schools. Focus on uniqueness and statements that truly reflect your dis-
tinctive position. Second, your created messages should be stated and represented in line with 
the orientation and value system of your core audiences. Speak in their language and depict 
your institution in methods that are natural to those you are hoping to appeal.  
 
Finally, a word of basic marketing advice: test. After all of the research you have put into your 
efforts, test your materials with your core audiences. And, not only take the time to listen, but 
to reflect the wisdom of their advice in your materials. Again, virtually everything that you wish 
to communicate to them should center on their needs and expectations.  
 
6. Written Recruitment Plan - As I mentioned at the outset, a few of the eight key areas are 
truly obvious and this might be one of them. However, I am often surprised by how few admis-
sion or enrollment management offices have a true recruitment plan, and rarely is it written 
and shared by all who need to know it. A written recruitment plan is your institution's road 
map toward meeting your new student enrollment goals. Most schools spend anywhere be-
tween 12 to 24 months recruiting an entering class of students and have a goal of where they 
would like to be at the end of that time frame. Imagine taking an automobile trip across the 
country for that period of time and never having the trip planned, a map on how to get to the 
destination, or even an idea of the end destination!  
 
A recruitment plan must have three components. First, it must be written. It has to communi-
cate -- in simple terms to all who will share it -- the course and plan that will take place to re-
cruit the class. Second, it must contain goals and the more specific goals the better. And, since 
you have spent a great deal of time learning about your core audiences, a good idea would be 
to arrange your goals around your segmented audience groups. Finally, it must be chronologi-
cal in sequence. Good recruitment plans are step-by-step in nature and have a date-specific 
sequence to nearly every outreach effort, whether it is phone calling, emailing, snail mail, 
alumni contacts, or travel recruitment.  
 
The key is simple -- devise a written plan that details a sequence of activities in relation to 
your segmented goals. Use the insight you learned when reviewing the enrollment analysis ear-
lier in this discussion. It will give you clues as to when the right time is to mail, email, or call 
students based upon the unique needs of your set of audiences. Finally, follow it closely and 
don't be afraid to alter it if the road gets bumpy. A plan is a plan - sometimes the route must 
change when the environment changes on you.  
 
7. Retention Analysis and Strategy -- Getting in touch with your audiences and learning how 
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they really value your institution is important, as we have discussed. One of the most impor-
tant ways to do this and to learn how to improve your schools' enrollment is to systematically 
study your retention and develop strategies in which to improve it. It has been said by many 
enrollment mangers at one time or another: it is easier, and less expensive, to keep a student 
rather than to recruit a new to replace him or her.  
 
There has been so much research devoted to retention -- as well as strategies developed to 
improve retention - that we cannot discuss them in detail here. However, there are two simple 
methods which come to mind that will enable your institution to get a glimpse of why students 
stay or leave your school and what you might be able to do to improve that situation.  
 
First, put into place a way to measure student and parent satisfaction on a regular basis. Start 
by learning how students value your institution before they think about leaving. Best practices 
dictate that most colleges and independent schools should systematically survey their students 
on a regular basis, giving more predictive information to make wise choices about retention 
strategies.  
 
Second, systematically ask students why they are leaving. Conduct exit interviews to learn why 
students leave your institution. At one independent school I served, my office was asked to 
connect with every family who chose not to re-enroll from the previous year. Since there had 
been no exit interview upon leaving, I made the connections with the family after the depar-
ture, which was less than ideal, but it still gave us meaningful information. In that particular 
instance, we chose to do a more qualitative analysis through telephone interview with each 
family, rather than a quantitative analysis such as a questionnaire. We found that the personal 
contact with the family made an important impression. We also gleaned some insight into how 
to improve student satisfaction based upon those phone calls.  
 
Treat retention like recruitment. Don't go into retention without a plan but instead put into 
place systematic ways to measure your student satisfaction. And, take what you learn and de-
velop strategies and tactics to improve your service levels.  
 
Long-term Key Areas 
 
8. Strategic Marketing Planning - So far, we have only discussed the immediate and short-term 
key areas to develop sustainable enrollment. Most of these areas reflect tactic more than strat-
egy and are areas in which one could - with some research and diligence - implement a new 
plan during a short time at an institution. The final piece of this discussion is much longer 
term and encompasses true institutional positioning. Most everyone in this profession has 
learned about the "four P's of marketing" -- product, price, position, and promotion. These 
same marketing principles apply to enrollment management and can offer insight into how to 
build an enrollment management program.  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Taking a strategic view of your institution will give you insight into how your college or school 
really stacks up in the marketplace. For instance, consider the following questions:

• What is your school's main product? With which schools does it primarily compete? How 
do its programs and services compare to these institutions? Are these programs and serv-
ices advantages or disadvantages? 

• What is your school's price? After taking into consideration financial aid or discounts to 
cost, how does your school's price compare with your competitor list? Is your price a mar-
ketable advantage or disadvantage? 

• Among your competitor list, what position does your institution fill? Does your institution 
have programs or services that clearly are superior or inferior to your competitors? Are 
there programs that are unproductive or needed programs that are not currently present 
in your school's offerings that could enhance your position with your competitors? 

• Are your institutional promotional efforts (recruitment materials, etc.) in line with your 
product, price, and position? Do they clearly articulate the value in your institution as de-
fined by your core audiences and as your programs warrant? 

Considering these questions - and more - will enable your institution to think strategically, 
rather than tactically, about its array of programs, future pricing strategies, and overall posi-
tion in the marketplace.  
 
The word marketing is often confused with the word promotion. Marketing is not promotion, 
though promotion is a part of marketing. There are four "P's" in marketing and promotion is 
only one of them. In private education, marketing means much more than promotion. It means 
developing programs, services, and pricing strategies - and then promoting them - that are in 
line with market opportunity and yet related to the mission of the institution.  
 
What Have We Learned?  
 
For new officers and veterans alike, I think there are eight key areas that typically need to be 
addressed to develop sustainable enrollment at most private schools and I have outlined them 
here. Yes, some are clearly obvious and perhaps easier than others to implement, but still nec-
essary. Others are mid-range types of activities that require some research and insight prior to 
taking action. And, of course, strategic planning is a long-term activity focused on the overall 
position of the institution in the marketplace. Each area is necessary - all are capable of being 
completed. And developing a timeframe in which to encounter each activity might be the best 
place to start. While I perceive it is ideal to tackle each one of these key areas in due time, it is 

28



important to know, however, that accomplishing a few is better than none. The order is less im-
portant than the activity itself, though I think there are clearly immediate and short term areas 
which are likely easier - and more quickly productive - than others. At the end of the day, per-
haps you will have gained insight to your institution and had the opportunity to move the en-
rollment effort forward!
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Famous positioning guru Jack Trout always writes about what he calls the proliferation of 
choice that defines American consumerism.  Whether it be 30 different SUV's on the market, 
50 different toothpastes in the grocery store isle, or 15 different ways in which pizza crust can 
be baked, Trout argues that competitive industries in American give the consumer a vast array 
of choices, each with different brand benefits and price points.  And, he would argue that this 
proliferation of choice requires greater positioning, such as product singularity (being the only 
one of a category) or differentiation (doing things differently than others). 

A PROLIFERATION OF CHOICE
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I have been continuing my thinking on the impact of the changing delivery platforms on our 
education industry. Consider the choices that students are increasingly having in their posses-
sion in every category, from elementary school through graduate programs. The current stu-
dent may attend classes online, or hybrid, or low residence, or old school (in class or in resi-
dence) - or all of the above.  What will this proliferation of choice have on the future of the edu-
cation industry?

If we take a moment to learn from other industries, my guess is that there are a few key things 
that will occur as a result. Here is my guess for where the proliferation of choice in education 
will take us in the future.

Increased Access - More students than ever will have access to private education due to the in-
creased flexibility that it provides and the various cost structures and price points provided to 
the market. This might be a very good thing for the overall education industry.

Increased Stratification - As it education were not already very segmented, I would expect to 
see an increasingly stratified set of offerings. I don't see the vaunted, highly credentialed resi-
dential liberal arts college or highly selective and resourced independent school going by the 
wayside to the changing marketplace. Instead, I believe that those offerings will remain elite, 
expensive, and the perceived gold standard of education. But the real growth will come and is 
already coming in the diversified new offerings in hybrid and online education.

A Shifting Marketing Model - I really think we are seeing an inflection point at work here. While 
education has historically been a product-centric model of marketing (we build what we want 
and charge what we think we should for it), the greatest shift will be to a market-centric model 
of education. Entrepreneurial schools and colleges will continue to gain a competitive advan-
tage by being disciplined by following the market demand on education.  This means what the 
consumer wants may drive the future delivery system, if it isn't already.  

What does this proliferation of choice really mean to education?  More access? More stratifica-
tion?  A changing marketing model? And, what will these changes mean to the question of qual-
ity?  Can quality increase while choice and the pluralism of delivery increases simultaneously?   
Regardless of the answers, the train has already left the station.
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Much has been written about the current generation of young people. Most people agree that 
they are optimistic, hopeful, and really believe they can change the world for the common 
good. As I shared in our Ten Trends white paper "The Face of Change", the young people I 
meet on college and school campuses across the nation are greener, more politically and so-
cially active, and more global in their views than recent generations. Call them the active gen-
eration. They are on the move, seeking positive change, and leveraging technology and social 
networks to do it.

THE MISSING GENERATION
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Interestingly enough, though, as they progress into their next stage in life, these young profes-
sionals might also be dubbed the missing generation by non-profits. Church leaders will tell 
you that young leaders are missing in their pews and in key leadership roles. Non-profit lead-
ers will suggest that they are missing in key leadership roles. Fundraisers report that it is in-
creasingly harder to gain their trust and financial support. And, college presidents and heads 
of school are often faced with aging boards and few rising stars. Is there something larger at 
work here?

When I step back and look at the current orientation and skill set of young professionals today, 
it becomes painfully clear where they are spending their time and energy - and where they are 
not. Young professionals today are looking for places where they can make a clear, distinct dif-
ference with their limited time and energy. This path often looks much more obvious in arenas 
such as social entrepreneurship, where there exists few limitations or structural barriers to 
their difference making.  Just look at the rise of innovative fundraising and social activist pro-
grams through technology. Who is often leading the charge? Young professionals.

If my thesis is accurate, why are young professionals missing from the board room? I can think 
of three really good potential reasons why there is a lagging interest in serving in traditional 
non-profit leadership roles from this generation.

1) Structural - Young professionals see the built-in, slow to change psyche of education and 
other non-profits and don't have the patience for it.

2) Social - Young professionals are less interested in social ladder climbing and status attain-
ment than they once were just a decade ago.

3) Systemic - Perhaps most concerning, some young people have lost their confidence in long-
standing social institutions, whether it be government, finance, education, or religion, and 
don't have the trust anymore or passion anymore to build them up.

Whether this is merely an educated observation, or a larger trend, I see an increasing challenge 
on the horizon. How will educational institutions grow and harvest the very talent and passion 
of those in their classrooms to continue to serve in their own industry? How can they capture 
the innovation and collective social network savvy of these people in order to advance the in-
dustry? Seems like a daunting task. I will be curious how we solve it. Or, if we can solve it.
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Most of us know the story all too well.  In the famed holiday movie, It's a Wonderful Life, we 
witness a classic battle of good and evil.  George Bailey has grown up in Bedford Falls and 
wants desperately to leave, to start a new life, and get on with living, just like his older 
brother.  But, we learn quickly in the movie that George Bailey is perhaps the only person in 
Bedford Falls uniquely qualified to save the city from the dreaded Mr. Potter.  Foregoing a hon-
eymoon and a fresh start in a new city, George saves the bank - and the community - from col-
lapse on that dreaded day when there was a rush on the bank.

THE GEORGE BAILEY TEST
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But, what would have happened if George would have left?  What if he had not used his honey-
moon money to save the bank, keeping it open, and creating true competition in the market-
place against Mr. Potter?  Later in the movie we had a chance to see what that would look like, 
when George had a dream - or a nightmare - of what would have happened if his life had not 
been lived.  And, as the dream unfolded, Bedford Falls had turned into Pottersville - a commu-
nity of low-life villains.  It turns out that George Bailey was perhaps the most uniquely quali-
fied person in a community to bring about transformational change and forward movement. 
And, without him, there was no catalyst to face Mr. Potter.  

If George Bailey did not exist, Bedford Falls would likely not exist.

I think we can learn a lot from It's a Wonderful Life.  What would happen if you drove up to 
your school, college, or non-profit and it was gone tomorrow?  It was a life never lived.  It 
never existed.  Who would be the bigger losers - the current faculty and students - or the 
larger community?  

Independent schools and colleges do not have a divine right for existence.  They must con-
tinue to inspire and be relevant to changing times, making valuable contributions to the out-
side world through their work.  And, an extraordinary and inspiring vision is necessary to do 
this.  

An inspiring vision must be relevant.  It cannot be about the organization, but rather about 
contributing to the greater community a valuable solution to a unsolved problem.  Most of the 
world's greatest organizations are effective because they have extraordinary visions.  Consider 
these examples: 

• Google - To organize all the worlds information and do no harm in the process.
• Apple - To constantly challenge the status quo.
• Southwest Airlines - To open the skies.  

I think there is a lot we can learn about our organizations by applying The George Bailey Test. 
It gets right down to heart of relevance.  And relevance is ingredient number one in creating a 
great vision.
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The art of positioning requires thoughtful consideration of both the internal strengths of an or-
ganization, as well as the competitive landscape in which it operates.  Selecting a desired mar-
ket position for a school or college and building a platform for messaging is more than just an 
exercise in good ideas; it has to actually meet some basic criteria.  Over the years, we have 
found three such criteria that we think are critical in positioning any school or college - or any 
product, for that matter - in the marketplace.  We call them the 3 D's and believe that they can 
lead to market nirvana if followed closely.

THE THREE D’S AND MARKET NIRVANA

11

36

Consumer want products and services from organizations 

whose claims are defendable, desirable, and different.



Defendable - Is the position you are seeking defendable by your school or college?  In other 
words, if you are claiming to be student-centered, is that among your core competencies?  Do 
you have sufficient ammunition to prove that this is part of your school DNA?  If not, you 
might be stretching your reality to meet your desires.  Defendability is the internal view and all 
about making sure you are really an expert at what you claim.

Desirable - Regardless of whether you are good at something, will people actually pay (or pay 
a lot or pay more) for it?  The market position you seek must be based upon claims and mes-
sages that are actually desirable by people.  Volvo has made a living over a long-time position-
ing platform of safety.  And, it just turns out that folks really want safety; it is a highly desir-
able element of the automobile consumer decision set.  Desirability is all about the client and 
understanding what they want.  Crazy idea, huh?

Different - Finally, we have to look at the competitive landscape to determine if the platform 
you are building is different than others.  Does it create clear space in the marketplace and al-
low your organization to stand alone in that space?  Differentiation is all about the competitive 
landscape and making sure your organization fits into a unique, tidy space that is big enough 
to feed it for the future.

Take a look at the pop star Taylor Swift.  She is a great pop culture example of the 3 D's in ac-
tion. I would love to know her strategist and how their conversations arrived at her current mar-
ket positioning.  But, you have to admit, she has positioned herself well as the "wholesome girl 
making good choices and getting her heart broken".  Think there is a market for that?  Let's 
pull it apart.  

1. Defendable - She has the actual street credibility of being a good, wholesome girl, a mod-
est dresser, and is not in the news for bad choices.   

2. Desirable - What is likely the largest market opportunity for music downloads?  How 
about teen girls who have had their heart broken by boys?  And, it goes without saying 
that mom and dad probably feel a bit better about their girls listening to Taylor Swift 
than other potential choices.  

3. Different - There is no one really operating in that space of "wholesome girl making good 
choices and getting heart broken."  Conversely, there is a stiff competitive in the urban, 
tough, teen-girl rap artist space.  

So, Taylor Swift has produced a steady diet of songs that sound exactly the same, smacking of 
teenage heartache sang from the point of view of a good, wholesome girl.  Brilliant use of the 
3 D's, regardless of whether you like Taylor Swift or not.
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Try the 3 D's out on your organization.  It can provide great clarity on your position platform 
and serve as an instructive way to ensure you don't head down the wrong path.  I believe you 
have to have all three of the components in play to really result in market nirvana.  Just ask 
Taylor.
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Among some of the most interesting generational trends in America is the role of parenting. 
Are parents dedicated to the work of preparing their children for what are likely to encounter 
in life, equipping them to make the best choices? Or, have parents become so controlling of 
life circumstances for their children that they are preparing the path, not the child?

PREPARE THE CHILD FOR THE PATH
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In our work with schools and colleges where generational trends really matter as to how 
schools position, market, and program themselves, this is more than a mere observation. It 
has serious implications. At one time, the parenting pendulum was near the "old school" 
model, where parents welcomed adverse situations for their children so that they would be pre-
pared to make tough choices. This "love and logic" model of parenting was largely popular in 
the 1980's and early 1990's and appeared to be a prevailing model of parenting.

In the recent decade or so, has the pendulum shifted? And, if so, how much? I think it has. In 
our work with schools and colleges, we are seeing the end result of widespread over parent-
ing. Parents seem to working really hard to protect children from adversity, hardship, and con-
sequences. Sometimes, they go as far as battling with other authority figures - such as faculty 
or staff - over grades and other performance related issues with their children. They have high 
expectations that the colleges that their children attend will have strong relationships with 
them, as parents, as well as their children. It was in the early part of the new millennium that 
we started seeing colleges launch "offices of parent relations." 

Who is going to college or school today? The parent or student?

The broader issue moves this from a mere cultural or research observation to an important 
strategic issue facing America. It would appear somewhat ironic that America has declined in 
our prominence as a world education and economic power recently while simultaneously pro-
ducing students with fewer skills to navigate adversity. If parents just want their kids to be 
happy, I am not sure that their happy, highly reliant, codependent children are the greatest 
hope of our future.

I think the pendulum has indeed shifted here, though. We are starting to see some writing and 
research on this topic. Some of us saw the graduation speech go viral on YouTube this year, 
citing that the graduates in the bleachers are not so special. Perhaps we as a society are learn-
ing if everyone wins a trophy or medal, then maybe that trophy is not so special.

I have a thesis. No, call it a hope. I am hopeful that the pendulum is starting to swing back. 
Will we focus more in the future of preparing the child for the path, regardless of how challeng-
ing it is? I sure hope so.
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Our firm has spent countless hours conducting interviews and focus groups with prep school 
and college bound parents over the past several years. We have poured over the responses in 
an effort to decode the decision process for parents as they embark on such a significant finan-
cial and personal commitment. We have learned a lot about this process and what matters 
most to parents from a generalist perspective, as we have outlined in our white paper and webi-
nar "Why Parents Choose In- dependent Schools". And, for clients with which we have specific 
research relationships, we have learned so much institutional specific, market specific, or re-
gion specific data.

I JUST WANT HER TO BE HAPPY
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Is the holy grail of success for some parents simply 

the happiness of their children?



But, one finding lately seems to trump all the others in my mind. While it puzzles me on one 
hand, it perhaps seems very logical on the other. No matter how you slice it, parents just want 
their kids to be happy.

Countless parent interview and focus group participants offer, when really pushed on the ques-
tion of why they made the school or college choice they did, they respond with a desire to 
please their children and make them happy. Sure, they want a rigorous program, personal at-
tention, and excellent placement - but not at the expense of their child's happiness, which 
trumps all other outcomes.

And, yet there is one more finding that I see as equally as interesting. While parents just want 
their kids to be happy, they really seem increasingly involved in their children's lives. This gen-
eration of parents, often called the "helicopter parents", have caused colleges across the nation 
to give birth to new services and programs for parents, such as "Parent Orientation" programs 
or "Office of Parent Relations". There is no question that the independent school or college par-
ent today is highly involved in their children's lives.

Put these two qualitative research themes together and you have an interesting sociological 
stew bubbling. On the one hand, parents just want their kids to be happy, but on the other 
hand, they just want to be involved in their lives. This is either a bewildering or obvious find-
ing depending upon how you examine it, but nonetheless, it still puzzles me.

Remember the old Peace Corp campaign from the 1970's? They were selling "The Toughest Job 
You'll Ever Love". Try selling challenge or hardship today to these students and their parents. 
I'm not sure that will work. So, the question is, do parents really just want their kids to be 
happy, and just want to stay involved? I am sure there are two sides of this coin.

On the one hand, I personally understand the need to raise happy children. As a parent, I want 
my kid's life to better than mine - isn't that the American Dream? I want them to find happi-
ness, peace, and purpose in their life choices. I want them to find joy in learning and discov-
ery. I want them to view the future with hope and optimism. And, somehow I have equated all 
of those intangible outcomes of an education as a direct result of happiness.

Here's where I am puzzled. Some of the aspects of a rigorous education do not necessarily pro-
mote happiness. Isn't pain, hardship, discipline, and toil some of the key ingredients to the de-
velopmental sequence of one's life? I have to admit, I am growing suspicious that parents 
might be erring on the side of ease of parenting and playing a bit of role reversal.

There are many people that I have chatted with regarding this issue. Some say it is a genera-
tional issue. They point to the fact that students at independent schools seem to be making 
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the choice of schools at earlier ages every decade as evidence. And, others take the contrarian 
view, suggesting that this issue is simple as parents wanting their kids to know life's blessings 
without too much hardship.

I believe the natural tension in this issue really boils up at the faculty level. Have you ever seen 
a parent who was completely hands off on the admission or school selection process, but then 
becomes overly involved in a perceived battle of unfair treatment by a faculty member or 
school representative? In many instances, the parent becomes actively engaged in making sure 
that their child has not been the recipient of too much challenge or unbalanced treatment from 
a school. I have seen this issue countless times and am never sure exactly what to make of it.

Times have changed.  Parents have defined success from a different vantage point.  The issue 
at hand is whether this era will last, or will we move back to a different parental orientation in 
just a generation or two?  You guess is as good as mine.
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Economic trends and forces have always had an important impact on consumer choice. Histori-
cally, though, the education industry has been viewed as somewhat recession-proof, specifi-
cally at the higher education level. When the economy goes South, more people go back to 
school to gain important skills, retooling for a new career or the next big move. When com-
pared to other industries, this has made the education sector seemingly more stable, and of-
ten even robust, during difficult economic times.

DELAYING THE DECISION
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When consumer confidence and market forces go South, 
something very predictable happens in educational choices.



Over the course of the past several years, particularly since the economic downturn in 2008, 
we are witnessing an interesting trend. It would appear that many private school or college con-
sumers are opting to delay the decision to enroll. Call it a new trend, or an increase in an exist-
ing trend, but consumer behavior in some areas and regions appear to be delaying the early 
stages of enrollment. What does this look like?

At the higher education level, a prospective freshman might decide to enroll in the first two 
years of higher education at a community college, saving residence fees and boarding costs, 
then transfer to small private college for the junior year when the major classes kick in. Simul-
taneously, they are able to work part or full time, pay relatively low tuition, and get the most 
value for their hard-earned or saved dollar. And, they still receive the degree and the tran-
script from the respected, small private college.

At the independent school level, families ultimately oriented to sending their child to a re-
spected day school in their local community may continue to enroll them in the local elemen-
tary school or even home schooling options. This saves tens of thousands of dollars in tuition 
in the lower or even middle school grades, where the curriculum is not transcripted for college 
and the benefits are less tangible. This allows the family to save money, prepare for the transi-
tion, and make certain that their careers and socioeconomic outlook are more optimistic. They 
ultimately enroll in the upper school program at the local day school, gaining all the college 
placement and scholarship benefits from this transcripted prep experience, minus the tens of 
thousands of dollars of lower or middle school.

As educators, we know the value of the residential college experience for a first year student. 
We believe in the power of early childhood development. But, we may have a tough bargain to 
strike with families whose economic certainty is clouded and when funds are tight. I'm not 
sure it is a new trend, or an escalation of an ongoing consumer behavior. My guess is that is 
the latter. Regardless, as educational delivery becomes more diverse and ubiquitous, this is 
not a trend that I believe is going away all too soon. 

45



History tells us that when there is a market contraction - a lessening of demand for a product 
– providers respond in a variety of ways. Companies may alter their pricing strategies (lower 
the price), create new products as revenue streams (line extensions), or they may consolidate 
their offerings. This especially holds true in some of the more highly competitive for-profit in-
dustries. For example, every time there is a decline in market demand for the airlines, they of-
ten respond by dropping their price (and revenue), charging us for more services (baggage or 
ticketing fees), or, when all else fails, they consolidate by merging with another airline.

CONTRACTION PROMOTES CONSOLIDATION
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History tell us that market contraction leads to product and 

service consolidation.  What is the impact on education?



This same market behavior applies to education, of course. When we have historically seen a 
softening of demand in core student populations, educational institutions have responded. For 
example, as the number of high school graduates declined in the 1990’s and early 2000’s, col-
leges and universities heavily increased their focus on adult and graduate learning programs. 
These low-cost, high revenue programs allowed them to subsidize their offerings at the high 
cost, low-revenue side of the house: residential, undergraduate programs. Fortunately, their 
increased focused coincided with a nice demographic shift: Baby-Boomers going to back to 
school for job training were the largest market opportunity in American higher education for 
20 years. Fortunately, the higher education system had an answer – for a while.

I am increasingly concerned about independent schools in our moderate and large US cities. 
Nearly all demographic findings from our research with independent schools and colleges sug-
gest that student-age populations are flat, and in many cases, slightly on the decline. The 
economy is stagnant, and the consumer is cautious. Most importantly, I wonder if the educa-
tionally optimistic and idealistic decade of the 1960’s and 1970’s resulted in an overbuilding 
of capacity through the number of independent schools. Most American cities have more inde-
pendent school seats than they have willing (not capable) customers. If one takes an honest 
look at the total capacity of independent school seats and the actual number of seats filled in 
most American cities, I am guessing that you would find a 70% to 80% occupancy rate. Interest-
ing, unlike higher education, I don’t see similar nimble solution to growing alternative revenue 
for independent schools, such as adult learning. Online learning is an option, but there are al-
ready some free or collaborative players out there, making it harder to make money in this in-
dustry.

I am guessing that contraction will lead to some consolidation in the independent school indus-
try in the future. We might find that the city with five or six unique independent schools has 
only three in the future, the result of wise and strategic mission and marketing decisions. And, 
I think this could be a good thing. Imagine removing redundant services and creating central-
ized admission, business, and human resource offices, yet each school keeping their own dis-
tinct identity and pooling their collective educational offerings. It might result in a really strong 
collection of boutique schools each with robust offerings and sustainable enrollment.

I believe we will see contraction leading to consolidation. Strategic alliances and collaborative 
financial models are the future of private education. In these models, I think everyone wins. 
Higher education already has a case study in this area, well ahead of the curve. The Claremont 
Colleges in Southern California may have anticipated this challenge long ago. Or, perhaps their 
founders knew the value of finding a proper balance between individual identity and market 
sustainability. Either way, they are ahead of the curve and might well be a great model for inde-
pendent schools to consider in the future. 
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It's been eight years since the landmark book "High Noon" by Jean Francois Rischard was pub-
lished. In the book, he outlined 20 global problems that we face and urged the reader to find 
collaborative ways in which to solve them. The problems were severe then, and still are today, 
and getting worse by the minute. They included:

Problems of Planet: Global warming, Ecosystem losses, Fisheries depletion, Deforestation, Wa-
ter deficits, and Maritime safety and pollution.

REVISITING “HIGH NOON” AND EDUCATIONAL RELEVANCE
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How do we move our curriculum to a 

new level of global relevance?



Problems of Humanity:  Poverty, Peacekeeping and prevention of terrorism, Education for 
all, Global infectious diseases, Digital divide, Natural disaster prevention

Problems Needing Global Regulation:  Reinventing taxation for the 21st century, Biotechnology 
rules, Financial architecture, Illegal drugs, Trade, investment, and competition, Intellectual 
property rules, E-commerce rules, International labor and immigration rules

If these are the problems of our times, how are we truly preparing students to address them? It 
seems that me that we are still mired in the past in our thinking. We are preoccupied with such 
inadequate measures of success, such as narrow outcomes (college placement, job acquisition, 
or earning potential) or, better yet, how we get a leg up on China or India as a nation in our 
education system.

I often think about the purpose of education. Is it merely to get a good job and live a comfort-
able life? Is it to find the intersection of passion and purpose in one's life? Or, is it to enable us 
to leverage our collective skills and knowledge to advance humanity. Worthy purposes, for 
sure, but still I think we need to reframe our thinking about education beyond simply college 
and career preparation.

Now, how do we sell this to prospective students? Actually, I am not worried about them. It's 
their parents that have me baffled.
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At one time in my life, I was the original church rat. My mom was a church secretary and I can 
remember spending my youngest of years hanging out the church gym because my mom was 
at the church all day. I would play hoops, hang out, or help set up for the evening potluck. I 
think I put up more folding chairs and ate more deviled eggs before I was 10 than most people 
do in a lifetime. That was 1976 ‐ and I was 10 years old. In small town Illinois, the church was 
my hub of social and family life.

A FUNNY THING HAPPENED ON THE WAY TO CHURCH
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A funny thing happened on the way to church. 

Really.



Fast forward to today. It’s 2013, I am 47, and I live in Portland, Oregon. Some researchers sug-
gest that my area - Multnomah County, Portland, Oregon - is the least churched county in the 
least churched city in the least churched state in America. Large Christian churches are declin-
ing in numbers, Christian denominations are declining in both loyalty and numbers, and 
“church” is starting to look a lot different today than it did just 37 years ago. However, these 
trends are not unique to Portland. There is a growing body of research that would indicate the 
church is in decline. And, my travel experiences serving clients nationwide would anecdotally 
confirm that we are in a brave new world when it comes to the North American Christian 
church.

A funny thing happened on the way to church between the 1970’s and 2013. What is it? 

Does This Even Matter? 
You might ask if studying the church is even a relevant endeavor. I think it is. Why? The 
church, school, and government are the three oldest and most mature industries in America. 
They share a lot of both of the same trends, issues, and even make some of the same mis-
takes. Moreover, many of our clients work within colleges or schools that possess some sort of 
church connection. Trends that are impacting the church are not unique to the church ‐ they 
are incredibly relevant to the independent school and college sector. In other words, we can 
learn much from the church and its current challenges ‐ schools and colleges are not immune 
from these challenges, as well.

What Happened? 
Good question ‐ and it needs good answers. The good news is that there is a growing body of 
literature and research that has been produced during the past five years that is pointing to a 
major trend of church change. And, I don’t mean that churches are changing (that might be a 
nice idea) but that the whole environment has changed around them.

The list is long, but here are a few of the essential reads on this topic: Blue Like Jazz by Donald 
Miller, They Like Jesus But Not the Church by Dan Kimball, Revolution by George Barna, and 
Velvet Elvis by Rob Bell. Each of these books take the effort to document how the world around 
the church has shifted dramatically and how others see them.

Perhaps the best example ‐ and best summary of all of the above resources ‐ is a movie called, 
somewhat appropriately, “Lord, Save Us from Your Followers”. Produced in 2008, take a look at 
this trailer and you’ll get the picture.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UKwYH1mLNvE
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So, what are the major themes ‐ the big takeaways ‐ from all of these books, videos, and mov-
ies? I will take my best shot at outlining the five most important issues facing the North Ameri-
can Christian church today. Now, if you are a church lover, please have a thick skin. This is not 
a criticism of Jesus ‐ this is a criticism of this crazy Christian bubble that we have created in 
North America. And, it is not so much just my criticism ‐ but the perceptions of the average 
American on the street.

Perception: Churches Are Not Culturally Relevant  
One the biggest criticisms that most people share with me ‐ and that they have shared in the 
works outlined above ‐ is that churches today simply are not particularly relevant to the chang-
ing culture around them. They have not kept pace with changing trends in America and have 
certainly not organized around them. At one time in American history, churches had the reputa-
tion of being heavily connected and in step with the issues and social fabric of mainstream 
America. Today, what we are hearing, is that churches really struggle with maintaining rele-
vance to the changing demographics, population, and social issues that are important to 
Americans. In a world that is moving at an exponential speed, change happens fast ‐ the 
church has to keep up.

Perception: Churches Divide People Rather Than Love Them 
I saw a fascinating bumper sticker sitting in carpool the other day waiting for my daughter to 
come out of school. It read:

“I am for the separation of church and hate.”

Now, that is hard‐hitting. Is it quite possible that the church itself has fallen into a behavior 
that divides people through judgment and lack of social discourse? There is certainly that senti-
ment among many people interviewed in the books cited above. And, as evidenced by the title 
and the entire thesis of Dan Kimball’s book, the average American is intrigued ‐ if nothing else 
‐ by the work of Jesus. They just can’t reconcile the division and judgment that is coming out 
of churches as the work of Jesus.

Perception: Churches Are Not Involved in Major Social Issues 
Now, this perception is not completely true, but there does exist a growing concern that the 
North American church has recently found itself quite behind and often less involved in major 
social issues, whether it be poverty, disease, or homelessness. The worldwide AIDS pandemic 
is an example. It has had a following for 25 years ‐ the North American church has just re-
cently started to mobilize resources to assist. For years, some churches had a tough time ad-
dressing it, assuming that it was the wholesale result of homosexuality or promiscuous living. 
The reality is that the church has done great things for many years in the name of social is-
sues. The challenge here is that there the perception is often reality.
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Perception: Churches Are Only Focused on Themselves ‐ Not the Rest of the World  
Which type of organization would you rather serve? One that is interested in preserving its very 
important mission, or one that is merely focused on preserving the organization itself? The dif-
ference is very important. There seems to be a growing perception ‐ which has some truth be-
hind it ‐ that churches are more interested in preserving their organization rather than the mis-
sion for which they were set into existence. This perception serves to reinforce another com-
mon attitude of a lack of disconnect and cultural relevance on the part of the church. Again, 
perception is reality. 

Perception: Church Happens Outside of the Traditional Church 
Finally, the major trend others and I am noticing is the general sentiment all over the nation 
that one does not need to go to a church in order to find God. The big trend is that “church” is 
happening all over the nation in very non‐traditional settings:  Starbucks, living rooms, bars, 
and city parks. And, what we are also hearing and noticing among the church is that many peo-
ple often feel closer to and better connected to God when in more relational and authentic set-
tings, rather than in contrived and forced cultural settings such as a church sanctuary.

My personal favorite example of this is the amazing work of U2 and Bono. Collectively, this 
band and superstar have been using scripture in their lyrics for over 25 years and their current 
concerts push the limits of praise. Here’s the catch ‐ they are not just culturally relevant and 
sharing a big message, but they are pushing people to action on issues of social justice.

Something funny happened on the way to church during the past 30 years. The world and cul-
ture changed. The question is: will the church respond? 
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Everyone is talking about building a brand, but how do you do it?  Is this simply a creative exer-
cise?  Or, is it more about finding a niche that no school occupies? Could it be about develop-
ing a set of program offerings that demonstrate potential demand in the future?  Maybe it is 
about adjusting pricing strategies to claim a unique position in a competitive landscape. 

Or, just maybe, creating a brand is an art that is really misunderstood.           

BUILDING A BRAND FROM THE INSIDE OUT

18

54

Perhaps the best brands are built around core values.



Branding is not just about creating clever tag lines or slogans, though they sure are necessary 
to live out a great brand.  Creating an effective brand is not just about finding a specific niche 
in the marketplace, though all schools would be well served to identify and exploit the intersec-
tion between their natural strengths and market opportunity.  And, for certain, creating a great 
brand is not about chasing the latest, greatest opportunities in the marketplace which an insti-
tution really is not equipped to pull off.

No, creating a great brand means setting a vision for the future derived from the real truth – 
the essence – of an institution.  Call it a novel idea, but we think that brand-building starts 
with a sizable understanding of the real attributes and lifeblood of an institution.  So, when we 
talk about building a brand that matters, we really mean creating an identity out of core values 
and building an institutional vision around them.

We have worked with literally scores of schools in developing a brand out of a core values 
process.  Two schools – The College of Idaho and Carolina Day School – are among these 
schools exciting brand-building projects we have completed using this process.  With each of 
these learning communities, we promoted a highly transparent core values process, ensuring 
that the voices of internal and external constituencies not only got heard, but contributed 
mightily.  And, we asked the tough questions and forced the clients to really reckon with their 
deepest truths.  Finally, we distilled what we heard, finding the cross-constituency themes that 
were the truest essence of their respective institutions.  

Among the greatest benefits to clients of core values work is the opportunity to learn and clar-
ify that which is the real essence of a school.  For both The College of Idaho and Carolina Day 
School, these values did not represent just the foundation for a brand, but a foundation for an 
operating culture of an institution into the future.  Both institutions now had become well-
versed on who they were and where they were going.  A combination of values and vision 
shared from all constituencies is a powerful start to building a brand.

But, that’s just the foundation to brand development.  We then needed to see if these values 
were on the right path with core audiences.  So, we tested them and good news emerged – in 
both cases, the audiences loved them.  We also had to see how these values might position the 
institution into the future, given the projected demands in the marketplace.  Our research com-
ponent allowed us to test these values against future trends and competitors.  In both cases, 
we found we were on the right track. 

Finally, the time had come to add the creative juice to the mix.  Our design team Robert Rytter 
& Associates went to work, creating a communication program for each school that not only 
grabbed the spotlight, but spoke to the essence of culture of the institution.  We blended into 
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the discovered and distilled values and themes effective positioning statements, creative key 
messages, and a powerful graphics program that spoke directly to the values of an institution. 

Creating a brand is so much more than creating institutional propaganda to disseminate to 
audiences – it has to be true and add value not just to the marketing efforts of an institution, 
but to the operating culture of the school and the vision for the future.  And, in our minds, it 
relies on core values to set the tone.  Leading our clients through a core values process helped 
unearth both the essence and vision of these institutions, which created a platform for creative 
communications and message development.  And, equally important, it helped link the values 
and vision of the institution to internal audiences so that everyone is on the same page. 

That’s building a brand from the inside out.  
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As I traverse the country working with independent schools, colleges, universities, and the oc-
casional non‐profit outside of the education industry, I get an unusual chance to be in contact 
with young people in all regions of the nation.  We don’t just have every time zone covered, 
but we also have nearly every region of the country covered in our work with these institutions. 
And, as I talk to students all over the country, I am convinced of a growing trend that is impor-
tant to acknowledge:

THE FACE OF CHANGE
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There is something very different 
about this generation of young people.



Young people today might be the first generation since the Vietnam era that really believe they 
can change the world.

For a variety of reasons, I am convinced that tweens, teens, and young adults are not just more 
politically active than their previous generations, but also more socially and culturally aware of 
the challenges that theirs and future generations will encounter. Some of these reasons in-
clude the following.

A Lack of Apathy  
As I talk to young people in schools across the nation, there is a lack of cynicism and apathy 
about power structures and social challenges that dominated the thinking of previous genera-
tions during the last two decades.

A Cultural Awareness 
Young people today are more “dialed in” to the issues that face America. They have grown up 
with high speed internet, 500 channels on TV, and their own cell phone. They saw the 911 ter-
rorist attacks and understand that not only are our lives, but our lifestyles and values, under 
attack by terrorist organizations. They tend to favor socially conscious products, like the Bo-
no‐led Product Red, that offer individuality and yet make a difference in the greater world.

A Renewed Optimism 
For whatever reason, I sense a sea change with young people that is connected to a renewed 
sense of optimism, energy, and urgency. They are not motivated by merely money, power, or 
prestige, but by seeing that they world of tomorrow is markedly different than the world of to-
day. And, they each seem to believe that they are instrumental in that task, no matter how 
small or large it may be.

The face of change is young people today ‐ a sea change in the attitudes and orientation of the 
students we are educating. 

The Big Idea

There are three main points we want to make about these difference makers in our world to-
day. They are going green, going global, and just simply going.

Going Green 
Young people today are very concerned about the environment. Whether it is climate change, 
global warming, sustainable building, recycling, or smaller, hybrid cars, students today are not 
just making choices, but educating their faculty and parents on what it means to be green. To 
me, they seem less wasteful and more intentional about their purchasing and lifestyle choices.

Now, before you accuse me of giving youth too much credit and consider me being out of 
touch with reality, I confess that I have a 18 year old and a 14 year old at home. Sure, they are 
wasteful times, but when I look at them as a cohort, together with their friends, they are more 
aware of the issue of sustainability than I would have ever considered myself at their age.
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Young people today know what it means to be green, to reduce their carbon footprint, to make 
sustainable choices. This is one aspect of the face of change.

Going Global 
Young people today are not just in touch with their community or school, but with the larger 
world. Previous generations saw the world through the prism of nationalism ‐ this generation 
sees the world through the lens of globalism. Technology, international travel, and the grow-
ing diversity of American culture have been conduits for young people today to see the world 
as one space and one place.

When I first read Freidman’s “The World is Flat”, I believed that we were on the emerging edge 
of a new trend. Today, that trend is alive and well ‐ it is not new, it is the here and now ‐ the 
norm. My oldest daughter took Mandarin Chinese as a 6th grader. She will have international 
travel as part of her educational experience every year between 6th grade and her senior year. 
And, she is not atypical, especially among independent school students. At the college level, 
students are increasingly seeing international and global experiences as an integral and ex-
pected part of their learning experience. And, colleges and universities are expanding their cur-
riculum into the far reaches of the world, via technology, and reorienting the curriculum as a 
result.

The truth is, we live in a global world. Students know it ‐ and they practice it. They don’t have 
the same national boundaries that I grew up with. And, this new globalism expands their poten-
tial universe as change agents.

Just Get Going 
Finally, students in this new era seem to have a remarkable sense of practicality to their en-
deavors. They seem more mobilized, more willing, and more urgent that their previous two or 
three generations.

As I talk to students across the nation, I see more students desiring to go on service trips or 
join in humanitarian efforts. I have met many students in the past two years that have put col-
lege on hold for a year to go on a humanitarian mission overseas. (My generation graduating 
high school in the early 1980’s would have put college on hold for a year to travel abroad and 
do some sight‐seeing as part of the “me” generation.)  Students today seem less encumbered 
by systems, structures, and societal expectations for their living and success in life. They are 
striving for purpose in life and seek experiences that allow them to find it. And, they just seem 
to be mobilized. It is more than talk ‐ it is action.

So What?

So what do you do with this information?  First, consider this information anecdotal ‐ it is the 
collection of my experiences as I travel and serve our clients. It is not statistical or empirical 
data, though my guess is that there will be many studies in the coming decade that will track 
the attitudes and impacts of our young people and affirm my observations.
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This information could play an important role in understanding the mindset of young people 
today. As educational institutions, we need to understand our students if we are to educate 
them. It is important that we know what attitudes and beliefs our students bring to campus 
with them.  Perhaps more importantly, we might want to think about how we can mobilize and 
encourage young people today. 

These difference makers will be our leaders of tomorrow. 
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Over the past several years, we have chronicled some of the most striking changes taking 
place in our culture that make significant impact on the non‐profit world, particularly the inde-
pendent education sectors. During this time, our Ten Trends series has chronicled major shifts 
and trends in the education sector. In Trend One, we discussed strategic role of pricing and 
the various economic forces that are proving to be true financial disrupters of independent 
education. In Trend Two, we outlined the issue of relevance and discussed how so many inde-
pendent schools and colleges fail to connect their mission and vision to the real and practical 
needs of the world. In Trend Three, we highlighted a significant shift in American youth cul-
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ture: a selfless desire to make a difference and the impact of this shift on independent schools 
and colleges. And, in Trend Four, we outlined the changing face of the North American church 
and how this shift may be impacting schools and colleges, as well as their students and par-
ents, across the nation. Major shifts and forces have been the focus to this point in our series.

As we find ourselves at the midway point of this series, reflecting on our topics and consider-
ing where we stand, I think we have to be honest with ourselves. We are sitting at an inflection 
point, a pivot point in culture. As a student of history, I have always believed that there are key 
points in our culture where change happens at light speed and it impacts the very nature of 
our world. Consider the Renaissance or the Reformation or the Industrial Age – all had a pro-
found impact on the future and one could make a case that, after their pivot point, things were 
never the same. This is the fifth in our series of Ten Trends and serves to summarize how 
things may never be the same again for independent schools and colleges.

What is the Nature of This Pivot Point?

Is this really a pivot point? And, if so, what evidence do we have that times are different now 
than perhaps 10 or 20 years ago? Is it possible that the times in which we live is merely an ac-
celeration of a variety of trends and forces that have been exacerbated by technology? Good 
questions – and they deserve good answers. For now, let’s look at the evidence that we are liv-
ing and working – and attempting to thrive – in a pivot point in history. The following are our 
five critical reasons we believe we are sitting at this intersection in independent education.

The Redefined Financial Model  
For decades, I have witnessed two very different sides of the same price and financial model 
battle in American education. On one side stood the American press and pundits, focusing on 
the escalating cost of private education and its lack of affordability. On the other side of the 
battle was the academy, continuing to believe that only higher cost would equate to higher 
quality.

Over time, these two opponents have battled it out. The American press has reported on two 
or three general themes regarding pricing in education. They include (1) the increase in tuition 
cost, (2) the decrease in government subsidy, and (3) the net result of the prior mentioned in 
squeezing out of the modern middle class from access to high quality education. These three 
themes generally resulted in a sweeping statement suggesting that few Americans would, in 
the future, be willing or able to afford a high quality education and would, if no changes in the 
system were made, forego private education in its current pricing model or form.

The academic side of the house saw it differently. The argued that increasing cost was the only 
way to increase quality under the current system. Quality was defined often in terms of tradi-
tional measures, such as small classes, access to refined and distinguished faculty, and high 
amounts of research and scholarship. As long as this system prevailed, cost would have to in-
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crease and someone would have to pay for the increases. For endowment‐driven institutions, 
perhaps the system or the client could pay for the increase in cost. For tuition‐driven institu-
tions, the operating budget would have pay through an increase in the discount rate.

Then, came the innovative disrupter. Online learning, for‐profit institutions, and degree com-
pletion programs – all inventions over 20 years ago and all at the chagrin of the academy – 
gained mainstream acceptance. The American public caught a glimpse that it was possible to 
gain a good education at a reasonable price with some pretty good service. Like a forest fire in 
my state of Oregon, these programs spread and gained traction in various markets.

Here’s the current reality. The existing model – where cost is exchanged for quality measured 
in terms of traditional learning delivery – is nearing the end of its dominance in private educa-
tion. We have much evidence that the next 20 years will likely see vast innovations in blended 
learning models which will require different financial models. Cost increases simply for the 
sake of quality in traditional terms will be less common. We already know that convenience 
and affordability has trumped quality for many academic audiences in higher education.

The Pivot Point? The financial model will continue to change in the future, and rather than be-
ing built around high cost programs, will be built around revenue‐centered programs.

The New Classroom  
Until recently, most educational systems tied curriculum planning and development to seat 
time in a classroom. Typically, seat time in a classroom was defined by consuming a set 
amount of core content, delivered in large group setting by an expert teacher. The resources 
utilized in this context were books, texts, and other research resources, and increasingly over 
the past ten years, was complimented by computer‐aided content. The classroom was, most 
often, the four walls of a room on a school or college campus.

Fast forward to today. We are beginning to learn that “seat time” in a traditional classroom may 
not be the most effective methodology to promote true learning outcomes. Brain research now 
reveals that students learn differently from each other and that adaptable teaching and stu-
dent‐centered learning techniques are the best way to promote true learning outcomes. Add 
the expansiveness of technology and its leveraged impact on the classroom, such as cross‐cul-
tural learning or project‐based collaboration, and we have a new normal emerging in the teach-
ing and learning paradigm.

I think we will continue to see the classroom redefined in the future. We will continue to see 
the limitations of four walls and a lectured content teaching style and embrace the emerging 
learning platforms. The most innovative schools may not be the most successful, however. It is 
often said the quality of any given school or college rests solely in the quality of the faculty. If 
this is true – and I think it is – my guess is that the most successful schools and colleges in the 
new classroom will grow professional development programs around cultivating a new age of 
faculty that are adaptable, flexible, and student‐centered.
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The Pivot Point? The new classroom will not be defined not by structure, geography, or teach-
ing style, but only by the innovation, flexibility, and effectiveness of future faculty who recog-
nize that people learn differently.

The Retooled Skill Set 
Remember the three R’s? Reading, Writing, and Arithmetic. The traditional foundation of an 
education has historically relied on the concept that effective citizens can read and write well, 
and use mathematics to solve basic problems. Our education system has been founded on this 
effort for 200 years.

The liberal arts perspective introduced the notion that students who could learn deeply and 
broadly – and build bridges between knowledge and connect concepts – would likely result in 
more creative, critical thinkers. Add the Three R’s onto the liberal arts perspective, and most 
schools over the past fifty years had enough of a platform on which to build curriculum. And, 
so they did, and most schools and colleges in this realm did their marketing battles of same-
ness over each other. Who did liberal arts better? Who was more true to the call?

Then, came the voice for professional learning – and the top majors in most regional liberal 
arts colleges were no longer in traditional liberal arts disciplines. They were, instead, in profes-
sional programs, such as education, psychology, sociology, and business. And, it just so turns 
out that this is where the jobs were, and students lined up their academic programs with ca-
reer opportunities. The academic winners in this new realm were those who could successfully 
master the blended learning paradigm – liberal arts and professional experiences – to give stu-
dents the best of both worlds, and the skills and knowledge to thrive.

Where do we stand now? Is the ability to think critically, communicate cogently and persua-
sively, and link theory to practice the recipe for success in the future? Based upon what we are 
seeing in our clients across the nation, there is a next generation of skills and competencies 
needed for the future. Skill sets that were unneeded just a decade ago have seemed to rise al-
most meteorically in importance. Let me provide an example of what I mean.

When I was in graduate school, I was a traditional age graduate student at a state university in 
the Midwest. At 23 years old in 1988, I found myself in seminar style classes for the first time 
in my academic career. I was no longer just taking in knowledge and regurgitating what I 
heard, but I was expected to make sense of large bodies of information and synthesize it into 
a cogent framework. I read countless articles, books, and journals. My universe of knowledge 
was my university library – the fourth floor, to be exact – where all of my discipline‐specific con-
tent was located. If I was ambitious – and I wasn’t really – then I might do interlibrary loan for 
a unique, extra credit text.

Graduate school in the late 1980’s for me was an exercise in analysis and synthesis. My uni-
verse of knowledge was one floor of a university library with fixed assets that rarely changed. 
Today, I could argue that this skill is needed for a third grader performing a Google search. 
The skill of research and analysis has exponentially moved out of graduate school and into 
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grammar school, and the universe of knowledge – and everything else posing as knowledge – 
changes every minute.

The Pivot Point? There appears to be a recalibration of the skills and competencies needed for 

the future. Rather than jump on the “21st Century Skill Set” bandwagon that everyone seems to 
be referencing, I think it might be better for us to think a bit more broadly of what the right 
mix and nexus of skills will be blended for the future.

The Modern Role of Education 
What has the role of education, and specifically college preparation, been traditionally in our 
culture? What is the current role, and how might that change in the future? I think these are 
pressing questions for education – not as an industry – but as a chapter of preparation for fu-
ture endeavors in our culture. Let’s explore the shifting role of education during the past 50 
years.

Historically, education has traditionally been instrumental as an essential chapter of a young 
adult life. Specifically, college preparation, either at the secondary or higher education level, 
has traditionally been reserved to the high school and young adult years. These all‐important 
years have been seen as a time of personal transformation and preparation for a lifetime in a 
career. In fact, American culture may have been historically unique in this way. Our culture has 
traditionally allowed young people to take the first several years of adulthood for themselves 
as a chapter of self‐ improvement. While some other cultures move young people directly into 
apprenticeships or formalized job training, North American culture has generally allowed per-
sonal choice in terms of career preparation, and that chapter has lasted anywhere from two 
years to ten or more years. The role of formalized college and career preparation was histori-
cally relegated to this short chapter in the developmental sequence of a person, and once com-
plete, it was likely that a person might never enter a classroom again in their lifetime.

Beginning in the mid 1980’s, the number of high school graduates began to decline in the 
United States. Colleges that had historically served traditional four‐year residential students 
found themselves in increased competition with each other for a smaller student pool. At the 
same time, there was an increase in the number of Baby Boomers and a subsequent increase in 
demand for back‐to‐school programs. The advent of the degree completion program and 
evening/weekend studies programs came into maturity during this time. Shortly thereafter, the 
development and growth of online learning programs began to proliferate in the industry, and 
served for the first time a non‐ geographically bound audience. The growth and expansion of 
non‐traditional student learning is now the norm, rather than the exception, in the industry, 
and nearly all as a result of this shift in demographics.

There is now much evidence that the role of education is changing significantly in our culture. 
In the independent school world, our research with client schools indicates that consumers are 
increasingly seeking value‐added experiences, such as an education for a lifetime, rather than 
mere college preparation. Higher education is changing similarly. The Chronicle of Higher Edu-
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cation recently released a groundbreaking research article – The College 2020 – in which it de-
tailed the changing expectations of consumers in higher education. According to their re-
search, students will increasingly consume education on mobile devices, seek the low cost/
high quality leaders, and blend traditional and hybrid learning models in the future. Education 
will likely not be reserved for a distinct chapter in life, but instead be a key, ongoing compo-
nent of a lifetime. How will independent schools and colleges keep pace with this changing 
role of education? How will their curriculum maintain relevancy with an expanded role?

The Pivot Point? The role of independent education, both at the school and college level, is 
changing in our society. How schools and colleges adapt in the future may be largely a result 
of how well each organization understands and interprets the future.

The Reengineered Financial Operating Model  
How will independent schools and colleges operate in the future? What will be the prevailing 
financial model that they follow? Will they continue to invest in more bricks and mortar, pro-
grams, services, or people? We believe the core financial operating model and its assumptions 
will likely change in the future.

As mentioned earlier, the past two decades has seen an arms race in consumer cost for attend-
ing private educational institutions. The traditional financial model implied that cost must in-
crease in order for quality to increase. The largest cost increases have been due to physical 
plant enhancements and investments in new programs. These large financial outlays have con-
tinued to escalate tuition, driving the issue of affordability to the highest strategic issue facing 
private institutions. And, for a nation facing a potential secondary role in educational leader-
ship in the global context, lack of affordability and access to high quality education to our 
population appears an even more critical issue.

The future of North American culture appears to be sustainability. Everywhere we look in every 
economic sector we see sustainability gaining traction and understanding. This is not a pass-
ing fad, but a new operating model. And, by sustainability, we mean the broader definition of 
the term, including and not limited to financial, demographic, geographic, programmatic, and 
environmental. It is clear to me that the current operating financial model of private education 
in our culture is not a sustainable enterprise given the current market realities. The delivery 
structures are not efficient enough, the cost structures are too high, and the revenue too low 
for this model to be a viable foundation for the future.

The Pivot Point? A new financial operating model with sustainability will emerge in the near fu-
ture. Private schools and colleges will not be free to be all things to all people, but instead 
seek to refocus their limited resources on more effective measures of quality, more efficient 
measures of delivery, and more profitable sources of revenue.
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What Does This All Mean?

The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting to get dif-
ferent results. We have all heard this sentiment before, but perhaps it was never as relevant as 
it is today as we consider the future of our industry. Independent education is in the midst of a 
pivot point. The industry is going to need to respond in meaningful ways in order to survive 
and thrive in the future. Our guess is that those that thrive in the future will respond by creat-
ing true transformation in their organizations, seizing strategic opportunity in the face of chal-
lenge. Some of the greatest innovations in our world have been the direct result of scarcity of 
resources and challenging environments. So, one thing is for sure – there will be no absence of 
excitement in our future.
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Increasingly, I am coming to believe that we are in the midst of a generation gap between two 
distinct consumer groups:  parents and students.  While they may live under the same roof, I 
am beginning to believe that they may as well be living on different planets when it comes to 
what they seek from school choices.  It is true that parents and students have always been very 
different in their decision drivers.  But, it would appear that there is more than meets the eye 
on this generation and the potential gap between them. Our research on college and private 
school campuses leads me at least to some generational observations that are worth noting.

MIND THE GAP
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Parents and students might be currently experiencing the 

largest generational gap in American educational history.



The purpose of education seems to be shifting for young consumers away from the traditional 
decision drivers for their parents.  Parents continue to want quality and excellence, placement 
in top colleges and graduate schools, and the ability to get a high earning job right out of the 
graduation gate.  Students are interested more in deep learning, value for the cost, flexibility 
in delivery, quality relationships, and using their skills as much, if not more, for the common 
good than for gaining economic advantages.  

The gap is visible and appears to be widening.  If you have recently interviewed a prospective 
student and parent together in an enrollment office, bets are that you have witnessed some of 
these observations coming through as natural tensions between the two parties.  How does an 
organization successfully communicate to two very different groups of clients?  It all starts 
with acknowledging their differences and building a platform for communicating differently to 
each group.  
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