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Dear Colleagues, 
What drives families to apply to—and enroll their children in—

independent schools? Which information and interactions with schools 

impact their decisions the most? How do they experience the application 

process?

Three years ago, our parent survey, published in the report The Ride to 

Independent Schools, aimed to get to the heart of these questions critical to the work of admission and 

enrollment professionals. The findings shaped much of our thinking since that time. The most pivotal 

findings related to families’ desires for a highly personalized application experience and the degree to 

which a complex application process can be a deterrent to enrollment. 

In the last three years, we have continued to witness advances in technology and in the influence of 

social media. Our economy has continued to recover, if slowly. The education market has shifted, as new 

schooling options and interest in international education have continued to explode. We have also seen 

significant changes in our nation’s political environment. 

To see how these and other changes have impacted the family experience of considering an independent 

education for their children, we conducted the follow-up survey detailed in the pages that follow. The 

survey builds on many of the same questions we asked three years ago but also includes new ones. These 

new questions dig into important areas such as international families’ motivations and concerns, and the 

role that financial aid plays in admission.

What are the overall takeaways, and how can we use these new findings to improve what we do? 

We see a slight uptick in the percentage of families who used a common application service. There 

are other signs that as an industry we are seeing moderate progress in making the admission process 

smoother and more personalized. 

Continued on page 2
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The survey also confirms what will come as no surprise: affordability is a key hurdle to application and 

enrollment. For 90% of parents who applied for financial aid, its availability plays an extremely or very 

important role in the decision to apply to a school. Even before applying, 62% of all survey respondents 

expressed a concern about affordability. So at the same time that we tackle the bigger questions of 

rising tuition and costs, there are steps we can take in our day-to-day admission efforts to help families 

understand affordability options.

The survey responses by international families shed light on the experience of a group that plays an 

increasingly important part in our schools’ enrollment picture. Not surprisingly, international families are 

not as able as others to come to campus. They also have concerns about both cultural issues and the 

application process. How can we make our schools and values come alive and our application processes 

clearer to these applicants?

Finally, what I see as an affirming trend revealed in this survey is that of family commitment to an 

independent education. Families who apply to our schools are extremely or very committed, even in 

their earliest stages—77% before doing school research and 86% after school visits. If we can get more 

families to the point of researching our schools—that is, filling the “top of our funnel”—can we not get 

closer to meeting our goals to increase and sustain enrollment? 

Parents making the choice to either start or continue their child’s private school education are by and 

large seeking an education that will challenge their children and foster a love of learning. In addition, 

they (92% of them!) want to develop a strong moral character in their children. I believe our schools are 

strongly positioned to do so. We have incredible stories to tell about the character-building and enriching 

academic environments in our schools. The more we can provide families with clear, authentic, and 

personal views into our schools, the more we can help them carry out their commitment to finding the 

right school for their children.

We look forward to being your partner in this endeavor, for as you will hear me echo throughout the year, 

we believe that when great schools enroll great students, everything is possible.

Heather Hoerle, Executive Director, The Enrollment Management Association
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Choosing to apply to independent schools is driven by a 

combination of experience and aspiration. Almost half of those 

applying to private schools are already enrolled at one. Parents 

making the choice to either start or continue their child’s 

private school education are primarily seeking an education 

that will challenge their child and foster a love of learning.

Day schools are the main type of private school considered, mostly because 
parents do not wish to be separated from their child, but also because of cost. 
School visits and school communications play key roles in the consideration 
process, with parents placing emphasis on finding a school with the right 
educational and social environment for their child. 

Parents expect timely, informative, and personalized communications 
throughout the school consideration and application process. Most schools 
appear to meet these expectations, but parents can be highly critical when 
communications fail—especially in terms of communications that create false 
hopes of acceptance or of receiving financial aid.

Virtually all parents visit most of the schools they consider, and most parents 
also attend at least one open house. Both school visits and open houses are 
useful to parents in making their choices. In contrast, far fewer attend school 
fairs, and those who do find them less useful than school visits and open 
houses.

Parents find the admission process anxiety-provoking and time consuming, 
but for most, these issues are expected. Less than half used a common 
application service, either because their desired schools did not offer this 
option, or because they did not know it exists. There appears to be a need for 
greater awareness and/or adoption of this type of service, since it is one of the 
key recommendations parents make for improving the admission process.

More than eight-in-ten children who applied to private school were accepted 
and will be attending a private school. This proportion is especially high 
among those who are already in private school. 

For the most part, different types of parents want the same things from 
schools and the admission process, but there are some groups who need 
or expect a little more. Gen Y parents, parents without prior experience with 
private schools, and parents making less than $50,000 per year appear to need 
more help and communications to get them through the admission process. 
They also tend to have high expectations of what a private school should 
offer—perhaps because they have to be certain that the cost will be worth it. 

At the other end of the scale, parents making more than $250,000 also have 
high expectations of schools. They expect customized communications and 
attention throughout the process.

Parent Motivations  
& Expectations
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1. Academics are most important to families,  
but character is not far behind. 

Nearly all (97%) families exploring private/independent school 

education are seeking to develop in their children a love of learning 

and to provide an education that will challenge them. Additionally, 

92% rate the development of a strong moral character as equally 

important. Academic strength and success in moral character 

development must be dual pillars of the messages we deliver about 

our schools—in print, online, and in person.

2. We still have more work to do in making the 
application process clearer and smoother. 

With parents highly committed from the start to investing in an 

independent education for their children, it is key we make it easier 

for them to carry out this commitment. A relatively small—but still 

important—portion of families surveyed report concerns about the 

application complexity, and some make the decision not to apply 

because of that complexity. These numbers are higher for certain 

parent groups. Relatedly, the results of this survey suggest that, as an 

industry, we are not yet at a shared understanding about the value of 

common application services.

3. Affordability must be front and center in both 
our everyday admission work and our long-term 
strategic enrollment efforts. 

We cannot ignore the high percentages of respondents concerned 

about affordability before applying to independent schools, nor those 

who say the availability of financial aid is an extremely important 

factor in deciding to apply. In verbatim comments, families express 

a sense of being overwhelmed by the process of applying for aid, as 

well as a desire for more straightforward guidance.

Key Themes
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4. We must learn more about international families’ 
motivations and concerns and help them with their 
“unknowns.” 

As international families are now a significant part of our enrollment 

picture, it is time for us to dig in and commit to helping them through 

the application and enrollment process and to reassure them that 

their children will be welcomed and supported. Research like this 

survey can help us better understand their motivations, timelines, and 

concerns.

5. Little things matter when it comes to making 
important decisions about children. 

Overall, this survey reveals that schools are doing well with most 

aspects of in-person visits and communication before and after these 

visits. Most significantly, the level of commitment to independent 

education is shown to increase significantly following in-person visits. 

However, additional results and verbatim comments remind us that 

families have strong emotional reactions to positive and negative 

experiences they have during the application process and while on 

campus, providing us impetus to continue to strengthen our whole-

school admission efforts. 
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Know Your Riders
The Parents Who Responded 
Surveys were sent to parents whose child took the SSAT, an independent school admission test for 
children in grades 3-12, between August 1, 2016 and May 30, 2017—the assumption being that this group 
accurately reflects those families actively seeking admission into independent schools for the 2017-18 
academic year. A total of 51,074 parents received the survey. A total of 2,736 parents completed the survey, 
for a response rate of 8 percent. Forty-four percent of all respondents had a child in the 8th grade applying 
for 9th grade admission. The geographic distribution of parents who took the survey was similar to that of 
the full recipient list and therefore reflects the distribution of parents in the SSAT database.

Some facts about the 2,736 parents who completed the survey:

Relation to the Child
(Total)

Relatives of Child
Attending Private School

78%

21%

1%

Current Grade of Child 

Grades

3-5
Grades

6-8
Grades

9-11

11% 63% 26%

● Mother    ● Father    ● Female Legal Guardian      
● Stepmother    ● Stepfather    ● Other 

Parent/
Steparent

Siblings Extended 
Family

None

69%

44%

83%

26%

Predominant Parent Profile
 + Married white mother of an 8th grader  
currently enrolled in either a private/ 
independent or public school

 + Between the ages of 35 and 49

 + Living in the eastern United States

 + Household income of $250,000+

 + Holding a post-graduate or professional degree
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Marital Status

Married 

81%
Divorced, widowed  

or separated 

11%

Single 

6%
Living with partner 

2%

Household IncomeEthnicity*

 White/Caucasian

 Black/African-American

 Asian or Asian-American

 Hispanic/Latino

 Pacific Islander

 Native American

 Other

63%

16%

14%

8%

2%

1%

4%

Less than $25,000

5%

$25,000-$49,999

7%

$50,000-$74,999

9%

$75,000-$99,999

9%

$100,000-$149,999

18%

$150,000-$199,999

13%

$200,000-$249,999

10%

$250,000 or more

28%

* This question was asked only 
of parents in the U.S. Multiple 
selections were possible.

Generation
Gen Y

(25-34)

   3%  

Gen X
(35-49)

   67%  
Boomer

(50+)

   30%   

Highest Level of Education
Grade school or less 1%

Some high school 0%

Completed high school 2%
Vocational/technical degree 1%
Some college 6%
Completed 2-year degree 4%
Completed 4-year degree 33%
Post graduate/professional degree 53%
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   The Inside Track: School Comparison

School Student 
Currently Attends

Main Reason They 
Are Applying to 

Independent School

Affordability 
as Greatest 

Concern Before 
Applying 

School Diversity 
as Extremely or 
Very Important 

Factor

Completed 
Applications 

Total % 
Accepted to 

and Will Attend 
Independent 

School

Average 
Household 

Income

Day School In current school’s  
final grade 53% 57% 3.1 87% $185,030

Boarding School Want to explore other 
educational options 49% 62% 4.9 88% $147,280

Traditional Public School Want to explore other 
educational options 68% 53% 2.7 78% $152,990

Magnet or Charter School Want to explore other 
educational options 81% 66% 3.1 70% $114,070

Parochial School In current school’s  
final grade 72% 46% 2.8 85% $168,120

International School Want to explore other 
educational options 39% 59% 4.4 94% $187,230
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Rider Profiles 
Getting to Know the Parents and Students
Compared to the survey conducted three years ago, the demographic breakdown of the 2,700+ 
individuals who completed this survey is similar in most categories except as noted below. Most notably, 
parents of older students (those in grades 9-11) make up a larger percentage of the respondents. 

Of all the respondents completing the survey, 81% are married. More than three-quarters (78%) are 
the mothers of children applying to private/independent schools. This suggests that mothers primarily 
continue to lead and direct the 
educational selection process for 
their children. (Note, however, 
that international families are 
more likely than other groups to 
be represented in this survey by 
fathers—35% compared to 21% 
of all families.) While concerns 
and motivations of mothers and 
fathers generally were similar, 
mothers show a slightly greater 
level of initial concern about 
affordability (64% vs. 58%) and 
about a perceived lack of racial/
ethnic diversity in independent 
schools (23% vs. 16%).

The application process appears 
to be slightly more nerve-
wracking for mothers: 48% 
(compared to 42% of fathers) 
say it was more work than 
they expected, and on average 
show a higher level of anxiety. 
Mothers are more likely to wish 
they had more communication 
following an in-person visit (24% 
compared to 19% of fathers) and 
to say that their children played 
a significant role in the decision 
to apply and enroll. 

The survey was most often 
completed by Generation 
Xers; 67% of respondents are 
between the ages of 35 and 
49. Within that generation, the 
largest single age group (37% 
of respondents) is 45-49. About 
one third (30%) of respondents 
are Baby Boomers. Responses 
from individuals of these two 
generations varied within and 
across generations with few clear 
trend lines. One exception is that 

Current Schooling
Which of the following best describes

the school this child is attending for the
CURRENT academic year?

Traditional public school 40%

Private/independent school (day) 34%

Parochial school 9%

Public charter or magnet school 8%

International school 4%

Private/ independent school (boarding) 3%

Home schooled 1%
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the importance of financial aid 
and the instance of applying for 
aid decreases as respondents 
get older, suggesting a greater 
financial stability among 
older respondents. Gen Y 
(Millennial) parents are not 
highly represented in this 
survey (3%), which is not 
surprising given the older ages 
of the student applicants. 
However, many admission 
offices are wisely focused 
on strategies for connecting 
with millennial parents and on 
understanding their preferences 
and expectations; this, the 
largest of all the generations, is 
entering parenthood in droves 
and what they value in brands 
(uniqueness and innovation) 
tends be different than in older 
generations. 

Most of the survey respondents 
are highly educated, with a 
slight majority (53%) holding a 
post-graduate degree and an 
additional 33% having completed 
a four-year college degree. About 
a quarter of the respondents 
(26%) indicate that no members 
of their extended families 
have attended independent 
schools. In this report, we pull 
out observations related to this 
group, whom we refer to as “first-
generation families.”

This survey includes more 
families of high school students 
than did the previous survey, 
with 26% having students 
currently in grades 9-11 
(compared to 13%). There are 
fewer families of middle school 
students, with 63% having 
students currently in grades 
6-8 (compared to 74%). The 
largest single grade represented 
is 8th grade, a common school 

transition year. The greater 
number of older students may 
connect to the survey finding 
that 20% of respondents say 
they are unsatisfied with their 
children’s current educational 
environment and so perhaps are 
looking to make a change before 
their current school’s final grade. 

In looking at responses by 
gender of student, we see close 
similarities in families’ reasons for 
applying, with the exception of 
high-quality athletic programs, 
which was more often noted 
as a reason to apply by parents 
of male students—55% vs 43%. 
Parents of female students 
responded slightly more 
favorably to receiving personal 
outreach from a student after an 
in-person visit (53% compared to 
47% of boys). 

With the caveat that only U.S. 
respondents were asked to 
indicate their ethnicity, the 
majority (63%) of the individuals 
who answered this question are 
White/Caucasian. Compared 
to the survey conducted three 
years ago, the percentage 
of Black/African-Americans 
is higher (16% compared to 
11%) and the percent of Asian 
or Asian-Americans slightly 
lower (14% compared to 17%). 
Enrollment statistics from 
the National Association of 

Independent Schools (NAIS) 
show that in 2015-16, African-
American students made up 
6.5% of the student population 
at reporting schools (6.4% at day 
schools and 21.9% at boarding 
schools) and Asian-Americans 
8.2% (8.3% at day schools and 
4.2% at boarding schools). 

The only notable change in 
income levels represented, 
compared to the previous 
survey, was a lower percentage 
of respondents falling into 
the highest income bracket 
of $250,000+ (28% compared 
to 33%). Thirty percent of 
respondents report household 
incomes of less than $100,000. 
Just over half (51%) of the 
parents surveyed report 
household incomes of more 
than $150,000. While this would 
generally be considered an 
upper middle class income in 
most parts of the country, this 
report explores the significant 
concern many respondents—
including these in the higher 
income brackets—express about 
affordability and the availability 
of financial aid.
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Student Origin Stations 
The largest percentage of respondents (40%) have students currently enrolled in traditional public 
schools. Public school students in charter/magnet schools make up another 8%. This 48% is larger than 
the percentage of those already enrolled in private/independent schools (34% as day students and 3% as 
boarding students). These numbers are a positive sign that families are taking the step to explore private/
independent schools as an educational option. But these families also apply to the least amount of 
schools on average, which indicates some room for improvement. Independent schools often nurture 
feeder school relationships with other independent schools—but can we do more to develop pipelines 
from public schools?

Families with children currently enrolled in private/independent day schools make up a smaller portion 
of the respondents than in the survey conducted three years ago—34% compared to 42%. These families 
were the most likely to be in the highest income bracket (38% compared to 28% total). Only about half 
(47%) are applying because their child’s current school is in its final year, suggesting some fluidity and a 
desire to switch schools. Indeed, 65% of them say their student will be attending a private/independent 
day school new to them, and 25% will be attending a private/independent boarding school new to them. 

Among all the groups, current boarding school families are the most committed to independent schools. 
At the start of their research process, 89% were extremely or very committed compared to 77% of the 
total. They also cast a wider net in the application process, researching more schools than any other group 
and applying to more schools (4.98 on average compared to 2.99). They also used a common application 
much more frequently—70% vs. 48% of the total. Not surprisingly, boarding students play a greater role in the 
decision-making process; 94% of boarding school parents said their children played a role in the decision 
to apply to a great or very great extent, compared to 83% of the total.

Families with kids currently in traditional public schools are the most likely group to say they are 
dissatisfied with the current education environment (30% vs. the total 20%). That dissatisfaction relates 
most often to academic program, peer group, and individualized attention.

The percentage of respondents coming from charter/magnet schools did not increase significantly from 
the survey conducted three years ago (from 7% to 8%). However, in the U.S., the number of students in 
charter schools has continued to increase dramatically: according to the National Alliance for Public 
Charter Schools’ report Estimated Charter Public School Enrollment, 2016-17, “Over the past 10 years, 
enrollment in charter schools has nearly tripled—from 1.2 million students in 2006-07 to an estimated 3.1 
million in 2016-17. Between 2015-16 and 2016-17, estimated charter school enrollment increased by over 
200,000 students [7 percent growth].” This growth makes charter schools a competitive threat worthy 

Current School Makes a Difference
Perhaps not surprisingly, the type of school a child attends now is linked to the types of schools 

they considered for the upcoming school year. For example, 96% of families with a child currently 
attending a boarding school would seriously consider boarding school—and only 9% would consider 
a traditional public school. There appears to be more flexibility in private/independent day students, 
35% of whom would seriously consider boarding school, 20% traditional public school, 11% charter/
magnet school, and 11% parochial school. Parochial students are the least likely (besides the small 
homeschool sample) to consider boarding schools—although they are even less likely to consider 

public school options, suggesting a firm commitment to private education. Families at the higher end 
of the income scale are about as likely as the total to consider boarding school.

Given the many types of schools applicants are currently attending, it is important for schools to track 
their yield by school type and consider the different motivations and informational needs of each group.
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Types of Schools Seriously Considered

Private/independent day 
schools

70%

Private/independent 
boarding schools

40%

Public schools (not 
charter/magnet)

29%

Parochial  
schools

16%

of attention. This responding group found affordability to be a particularly important initial concern, as 
compared to the total group (81% vs. 62%)—and they tended to have lower average annual incomes. 
Families with children attending charter/magnet schools were more likely than public school counterparts 
to decide not to enroll in independent schools after being accepted (12% vs. 9%), and the reason most 
often cited was cost (68%). 

Families from parochial schools are even more interested than other families in developing strong moral 
character in their children—96% compared to 92%. This is not surprising given their previous decision 
to educate their students in a religious environment. This group was the least likely—besides the small 
homeschool sample—to say they were dissatisfied with their current educational environment. (That 
dissatisfaction is largely related to academics.) Affordability is a particular concern for this group (72% 
compared to the total 62%), as is the notion of value; that is, that the education will not be worth the cost 
(32% compared to the total 25%). This concern makes sense given that parochial schools tend to be lower 
in price than independent schools.

Only 1% of parents say that their student is currently homeschooled. According to the National Center for 
Education Statistics, the number of children educated at home grew from 1.7% in 1999 to 3.4% in 2012. 
While all signs were pointing towards continued growth, The Washington Post reported that the latest 2015-
16 data released by NCES shows 3.3% of students ages 5 to 17 were homeschooled—meaning the number 
has decreased slightly. It is possible that charter school growth has cut into the homeschool market.

There appears to be an overlap in what homeschooling parents seek and in what independent schools 
provide; for example, some of the reasons cited most often by homeschooling parents, beyond 
religious instruction, are a desire to provide moral instruction, concern about the environments in other 
schools, dissatisfaction with academic instruction at other schools, and a desire to provide a non-
traditional approach to instruction. This suggests an opportunity for independent schools to partner with 
homeschooling groups to provide curricula, enrichment activities, and/or a possible next step for their 
children’s education.

Given the many types of schools applicants are currently attending, it is important for schools to track 
their yield by school type and consider the different motivations and informational needs of each group.

Charter or magnet  
schools

13%

Private/independent 
school specializing in 
learning differences

2%

Homeschool
2%

Virtual/online 
schools

2%

International school
2%
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Why Take the Trip?
Independent schools have taken a recent interest in the customer service concept of “ jobs to be done” 
(Christenson, Duncan, Dillon & Hall, 2016) and in the corollary design thinking concept of “beginning with 
empathy.” Similarly, it is important for admission offices to understand the fundamental reason why a 
family is applying. According to the survey, there are three main drivers for interest in private/independent 
schools—a desire to explore other educational options (39%), having children who are in their school’s 
final year (30%), and dissatisfaction with their child’s current educational environment (20%). Seeking other 
options is most prevalent among parents of children in traditional public schools, magnet/charter schools, 
and international schools. Those in their final grade are most often in private day schools or parochial schools, 
while dissatisfaction is highest among those at private boarding schools and traditional public schools. 

Among parents dissatisfied with their child’s current educational environment, seven in 10 find that the 
academic program is not challenging enough (71%), especially for children in public or parochial schools (78% 
and 88%, respectively). Almost six in 10 (58%) want a better peer group for their child, and about half (46%) are 

seeking higher quality extracurricular activities. One-
half of those in public school are looking for more 
individualized attention, while there is some desire for 
a better athletic program for children who are now 
in a private/independent boarding school (48%), 
day school, or parochial school (both 38%).

Encouragingly, families express a high degree of 
commitment to private/independent schools—even 
before they start their research. One-half (48%) are 
extremely committed and 29% are very committed. 
This “extremely committed” number is even higher 
for families currently enrolled in private schools 
(60% for both boarding school and day school 
families). Besides the small homeschool group, 
that percentage of “extremely committed” is lowest 
among traditional public schools (38%). Families of 
children currently in 8th grade show the highest 
levels of commitment. 

While the data show a family’s level of commitment 
grows with each step of the application process, 
parents felt they started the process with 
knowledge gaps in many areas, such as the role 
of admission tests, costs and financial aid, the 
timing and steps of the process (including the 
revisit), the time it would take to complete the 
application process, the criteria schools use to 
choose students, etc. Still others gave the sense 
that their students were at a disadvantage for not 
having the insider knowledge on “extras” like tutors 
and consultants. As previously reported, about a 
quarter of the respondents (26%) indicate that no 
members of their extended families have attended 
independent schools. In some ways, schools suffer 
from “the curse of knowledge,” and it is incumbent 
upon admission offices not only to remove 
roadblocks in the application and enrollment 
process, but to ensure that a simple lack of 
knowledge does not result in families dropping out 
of the funnel.

Motivation is critical 
to your marketing. 

39% indicated they were  
just exploring other  
educational options. 

20% are unsatisfied in 
their current educational 

environment. 

30% are looking because  
their child is in the current 

school’s final grade.
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Commitment 
gets stronger  

in the 
process.

How committed 
were you to 

enrolling your 
student in  
a private/ 

independent 
school? 

Before you 
researched:  

77%

After visiting:  

86%

When you applied: 

88%

Important Factors 
Overall, academics is the most important factor for families in 
deciding to apply to independent schools. Of survey respondents, 
97% rank both developing a love of learning in their children and 
providing an education that will challenge them as extremely or 
very important factors. Individual attention is considered extremely 
or very important among academic factors for a significant 82% of 
respondents. Not surprisingly, for the small sample of families whose 
children currently attend a private school specializing in learning 
differences, this factor is even more important. College placement 
holds a significant importance for respondents as well: 77% note it 
as extremely or very important. This percentage is higher for first-
generation families (85%) and boarding school families (83%). Access 
to academic support for learning needs, faculty credentials, and a 
school’s reputation also are rated extremely or very important for well 
over half of the families.

Primary Academic Reasons for 
Considering Private School

How important are each of the following academic factors in deciding 
to apply to private school for this child?

Provide an education that will challenge your child 97%

Develop and/or maintain a love of learning in your child 97%

For the individual attention 82%

To get superior college/university placement 77%

Faculty credentials 71%

Access to academic support of learning needs 61%

Because of a particular school’s reputation/legacy 60%

Percentages indicate the total respondents that selected the factor as “Extremely Important” or 
“Very Important.”

Clearly academics count, and demonstrating to prospective families 
the strengths of a school’s academic program—and how it cultivates 
lifelong learning—is critical. But this must be balanced with messaging 
around moral character development. Beyond academics, for a 
significant majority of all respondents (92%), developing a strong 
moral character in their children is extremely or very important. Six-
in-10 parents also rate the availability of financial aid highly and seven 
in 10 are looking for high quality extracurricular activities, while 55% 
want to expose their children to a more diverse student group. 



16   #WhyTheyApply

Independent school classrooms have 
long focused on—and demonstrated 
strength in—developing character skills 
in students. This focus is aligned with 
the character movement currently 
underway in higher education 
admission (e.g., the Making Caring 
Common Project), which emphasizes 
the relation of character skills, not 
just academic preparation, to success 
in college, careers, and life. Yet, in 
EMA’s 2016 State of the Independent 
School Admission Industry report, 
33% of admission professionals 
would say “development of the 
whole child” is the focal point of their 
school’s marketing efforts (when 
pressed to pick just one), while 9% 
would choose academic rigor and 
6% character development. Our 
marketing appears to be out of 
step with parent motivations in the 
process—particularly as a focus on 
character continues to overtake the 
national stage and as our schools 
adopt the use of EMA’s Character 
Skills Snapshot in their process.

Concerns
Affordability is, by far, the primary 
concern families have about private/
independent schools before they 
begin researching and applying, as 
identified by 62% of respondents. 
Relatedly, 25% are concerned about 
whether the education will be worth 
the cost. 

Other concerns about independent 
schools, expressed by about one-
in-four parents, include their child’s 
social and emotional development 
(27%), level of academic challenge 
(26%), transportation (24%), and lack of 
ethnic/racial diversity (22%). Concern 
about diversity is most common for 
parents of students currently enrolled 
in charter/magnet schools. Lastly, 
understanding the application process 
is considered an initial concern by 16% 
of all respondents and nearly a quarter 
of first-generation families (24%).

Concerns about  
Private/Independent School

Before you began researching and applying to  
private/independent schools, what issues were you most 

concerned about? Check all that apply.

Affordability 62%

Concerns about your child’s social and emotional 
development 27%

Academic program will not be challenging enough 26%

The education will not be worth the associated cost 25%

Transportation to/from the school 24%

Lack of ethnic/racial diversity in the school 
community 22%

Academic program will be too challenging 17%

Not understanding the admission and application 
process 16%

Lack of support for students entering a private/
independent school for the first time 11%

Develop a 
strong moral 

character

Support 
social and 
emotional 

development

Access to 
high-quality 

extra-
curricular 
activities 

(excluding 
sports)

Availability 
of financial 

aid

Improve 
the quality 

of your 
child’s peer 

group

Expose your 
child to a 

more 
diverse 
student 
group

Safety 
reasons 

specific to 
a child’s 

emotional 
well-being

92%

89%

70%

59% 59%

55%
54%
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Primary Non-Academic Reasons  
for Considering Private School

How important are each of the following non-academic  
factors in deciding to apply to private school for this child? 
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Separation Anxiety
Admission and enrollment offices at 

boarding schools have long had a unique 

communication hurdle to overcome. 

The number one reason by far that 

respondents say they do not consider 

boarding schools is that they do not want 

to send their child away from home (77%). 

Thirty-five percent also say that their child 

did not want to go to boarding school. 

International Families 
International families’ motivations, approach, and concerns are worthy of distinct consideration, given 
the increasing percentage of schools that enroll them. According to EMA’s 2017 International Enrollment 
Trends survey report, 84% of responding schools enroll F-1 visa holders, including 76% of day schools. 

Almost one-half (46%) of all international parents responding to our survey want to send their child to a 
U.S. or Canadian school in order to prepare them for college or university in the U.S. or Canada, while 
three in 10 believe that there is greater value in a U.S. or Canadian education.

Many of the international families surveyed take a broad and long-term approach to their school 
research. International families are more likely to have researched a greater number of schools before 
applying—36% say they researched seven or more schools (compared to 15% of U.S. families). More than 
40% of international families say they spend more than two years considering independent schools. 
(Anecdotal feedback from schools suggest that for Chinese families in particular that time frame is often 
even longer.) International families indicate that their children play an important role in the process: 92% 
(compared to 83% of all respondents) say their children were decision makers to a great or very great 
extent in the decision to enroll.

Several of the concerns expressed by these families are particularly relevant given the recent action and 
discussion around U.S. immigration policy. A third (32%) of international families surveyed are concerned 
about adjusting to the culture, 16% about not being welcomed into the school community, and 10% about 
visa issues. 

Apart from the political environment, 44% of international families surveyed cite concerns about the cost 
of an independent school education, 43% about the distance from home, and 39% about safety concerns. 
Eleven percent of international families expressed concerns about not understanding the admission and 
application processes—and 34% (as compared to 8% of all respondents) are relying on the use of paid 
educational consultants to navigate the process. As with any families new to independent schools—but 
even more so, given cultural and language differences—how can we make these processes crystal clear? 
Presumably because of distance and cost, international families are less likely to visit schools during the 
application process (57% compared to 86% of U.S. families and 81% of Canadian families). Making our 
schools’ strengths and values come alive, then, must be done through other forms of outreach, including 
international travel. 

Did not want to send child 
away from home

Child did not want to go to 
boarding school

Nervous about child’s 
emotional/social development

77%

35%

10%
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Admission Alert: 
Affording the Fare
Affordability is most certainly on the minds of prospective families. It is the most commonly cited 
concern for families when starting the process of considering private/independent schools, identified by 
62% of all respondents—while only 25% of respondents say that they are concerned about cost vis-à-vis 
the value of the education. 

Affordability is most commonly cited by families earning between $50,000 and $100,000 (81%). 
However, it is also a concern for nearly all of the income groups, dropping off only with families earning 
$250,000 or more. Three-quarters of families earning between $100,000 and $200,000 indicate 
affordability is a concern. Further, more than half (56%) of the families earning at the next income level 
($200,000—$250,000) cite it as a concern.

Indeed, independent schools are objectively less affordable now than they were 20 years ago. According 
to the 2017-18 NAIS Trendbook, although tuition growth has been slowing since the Great Recession, 
it is still outpacing both income growth and inflation. Further, tuition represents a larger percentage of 
household income than in the past. 

According to this survey, more than half of respondents (57%) applied for financial aid. For most families, 
their children’s private/independent school education will be paid for from personal annual income and 
savings (77%). Not surprisingly, those who have applied for financial aid expect that this aid will help 
finance their child’s education (74%). These parents are also more likely to rely on help from scholarships 
(28%), grandparents and other family members (15%), and personal loans (11%).

According to NAIS Data and Analysis for School Leadership (DASL), in 2015-16, NAIS schools provided 
financial assistance (in its many forms) to a median 24% of students. And like colleges and universities, 
independent schools as a whole are relying on some form of tuition discounting to yield and enroll 
students—15.1% discount for all NAIS schools reporting in 2015-16. This is also evidenced by the growing 
numbers of higher income families in the aid pool. In the 2017-2018 NAIS Trendbook, authors Mark 
Mitchell and Melvin Rhoden caution against what they view as a growing gap between the purpose and 
outcome of aid in schools, i.e., filling seats and generating more net tuition revenue. 

A September 19, 2017 commentary published in Education Week shines a particularly harsh spotlight 
on opportunity inequality in the U.S. Authors Richard Murnane and Sean Reardon note: “High-income 
families increasingly live either in suburbs with expensive housing or enroll their children in private 
schools. The private schools their children attend are more likely to be expensive nonsectarian schools 
than was the case four decades ago. Meanwhile, low-income students remain disproportionately 
concentrated in high-poverty public schools, and even those low-income students in private schools 
are generally not in expensive, nonsectarian private institutions. These patterns reduce the ability of the 
nation’s schools to fulfill the crucial goals of educating all children well and imparting shared values on 
which the health of our democracy depends.”

Clearly, independent schools have a longer track record of promoting equity and access than these 
national data reflect. Yet, one cannot argue with the math indicating where independent schools are 
potentially headed. When costs are coupled with extreme wealth inequality, independent schools will 
become increasingly out of reach for more and more families. We know that millennials will be the 
first generation to be less well-off financially than their parents, and we also know that millennials will 
be the most diverse generation ever. If a diverse middle class is squeezed out of independent schools, 
how attractive will they be to this future generation of parents? Independent schools must be strategic 
in their discounting and allocation of aid to ensure that all socioeconomic groups are proportionately 
represented in their school communities. 
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On Time  
and Informed
Primary Research Method
How do families gather information? What does this information 
suggest about changing behaviors and about where to prioritize 
marketing and communication efforts?

On average, parents research or engage with approximately four 
schools before deciding where to apply. International parents tend to 
research more schools on average (4.7), whereas Canadian parents 
engage with slightly fewer schools (3.1).

The most popular method for researching independent schools is 
talking with parents who have experience with the school (31%). This 
speaks to the perennial importance of word of mouth and parenting 
networks. Many schools find success from proactively mobilizing 
energetic parent volunteers as ambassadors. Interestingly, among 
the small sample of homeschool families, who often work within 
strong parent networks, this percentage goes up to 48%. Note that 
almost no respondents said that searching on discussion boards from 
current parents/students was their primary research method—this 
suggests that personal networks are more powerful influencers. 

Primary Method Used to Research Schools

Total U.S.  
Parents

Canadian 
Parents

International 
Parents

Parents you know who have children 
attending/have attended the school

31% 32% 35% 23%

Individual school website(s) 26% 26% 32% 20%

Research on sites like 
privateschoolreview.com or 
boardingschoolreview.com

15% 14% 8% 29%

School counselor/educational 
consultants/access organization advisor

11% 11% 7% 15%

School fair(s) 5% 5% 5% 3%

Social media profile of school(s)— 
Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, etc.

1% 1% 1% 3%

Searching on discussion boards from 
current parent and students (ex: 
Facebook mothers’ group in your region)

1% 1% 3% 1%

Other 10% 11% 10% 6%
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Use of a school’s online resources is key throughout each step of the admission 
process—for a quarter of respondents, school websites are the primary means 
of researching school options. For 33% of respondents, filling out a general 
online inquiry form is their first introduction to a school. Individual websites are 
also cited as the second most effective post-visit touch point for learning more 
about schools. This reliance on school websites at all stages of the search is 
not news to schools, but the survey data should serve as a reminder to ensure 
online forms are easy to find and complete, that all web messaging reflects 
a school’s brand and values, and that web analytics are being captured and 
analyzed to inform future strategy.

Use of information consolidator websites like privateschoolreview.com 
are cited by 15% as primary research sources. While many educational 
organizations do not agree with the attempt by some of these sites to rank 
schools, it is important that online profile information about a school is kept up 
to date so that what is cross-shared across the internet is accurate. 

Use of counselors and educational consultants is low, cited by only 11% of 
all respondents as the primary research method, 17% of the small samples 
of boarding school families, and 29% of international school families who 
answered that question. Of those who did hire an educational consultant, 
63% thought they could have managed the admission and application process 
without that consultant. 

It is interesting to note the extremely small number of families indicating social 
media sites as their primary method for learning about a school. In EMA’s 2016 
State of the Independent School Admission Industry report, at least 50% of the 
responding schools have increased their marketing activity in the area of social 
media. Data from parents shine a light on just when social media plays a role 
in their decision-making process (if at all) and whether social media is a tool 
best utilized to increase retention and community engagement with enrolled 
students and parents.

Method of First Introduction
One-third of families surveyed first identified themselves to schools through a 
general online inquiry form (33%). Other forms of introductory contact include 
registering for open houses (18%) and calling the admission office (15%). 

For 14% of respondents (23% for Canadians), their first introduction to a 
school was to submit an application. In the spring 2017 issue of The Yield, 
EMA explored the rise of “stealth applicants,” those who are researching 
and applying to schools online without having set foot on campus and are 
therefore being identified as prospects much later than in the traditional 
admission flow. They are proving challenging to admission offices in tracking 
interest, providing personalized information, and affecting the decisions to 
apply. The article suggests, “For schools to regain control of the process at 
an earlier stage, they must combine traditional outreach with existing student 
data and statistics on those who are visiting virtually in order to engage 
prospective families in compelling ways.”

This survey demonstrates that parents do not follow a predictable or typical 
path into the funnel. This has important implications for schools in how they 
ensure each potential first point of contact for families is an exceptionally 
positive experience. 

First Point  
of Contact 

with Schools

33% 
Filled out a  

general online 
inquiry form

18% 
Registered for  
an open house  

at the school

15% 
Called the 

admission office

14% 
Submitted an 
application to  

the school

11% 
Emailed the 

admission office
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School Fairs:
Determining  

Your School’s ROI

About four-in-10 families (41%) report 

they attended a school fair, and of 

those, the majority (56%) attended 

more than one. The reasons they 

attended are widespread: 37% to take 

a first step toward learning about 

independent school options (higher 

among international families), 33% to 

learn more about schools they were 

already considering, 19% to learn about 

other schools they had not considered, 

and 9% to show their child was really 

interested in a particular school (higher 

among families with kids currently 

in boarding schools). While very few 

respondents (5%) called school fairs their 

primary method of research, 53% who 

went to a fair added a school as a result. 

Given the time and travel budget school 

fairs require, each school must make an 

intentional decision, based on its own 

yield data, about how best to incorporate 

school fairs into their marketing mix.

Destinations
In-Person Visits 
Every admission and enrollment director knows 
that what happens before, during, and after a 
school visit counts. What elements of in-person 
and follow-up touch points are most effective? 
What role do school fairs play?

Eighty-four percent of families (and 86% of U.S. 
families) visited at least one school while conducting 
research about schools. For these families, the 
visit resulted in an increase in commitment: after 
in-person visits, the number of those extremely 
and very committed to an independent school 
education grew from 77% to 86%.

The survey also shows that admission offices are 
by and large doing their job to prepare parents 
for their first visit. Before the school visit, 92% 
of families surveyed felt they knew where to go, 
89% what to expect during the tour, and 85% 
where to park. There could be an opportunity to 
further personalize the visit—33% did not know 
of an opportunity to customize their tour to their 
children’s interests.

It appears schools are making some progress in 
increasing the personalization of the in-person 
visit and adding opportunities that prove to be 
important to applicants in their decision to apply. 
An interview or personal time with the admission 
director ranks as the most important factor in 
the decision to apply, and that opportunity was 
given to 63% of visiting families. Further, more 
respondents than three years ago (42% compared 
to 29%) report they were able to attend a class, 
which comes up as the second most important 
factor in the decision to apply. Understandably, the 
opportunity to attend a class was most important 
to families less familiar with the environment—
those from pubic/charter schools, parochial 
schools, and homeschooling families.
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Almost all parents (94%) report they had a personal tour during their 
school visit. A current student served as the tour guide for 59% of 
them, and a member of the admission staff for 30% of them. Our 
2016 State of the Independent School Admission Industry report 
showed that 57% of schools had increased their marketing activity in 
the area of school tours.

Despite the obvious positives of these in-person experiences, 
additional results and verbatim comments remind us that families 
have emotional reactions to positive and negative experiences during 
in-person visits. Nearly a third, or 28%, said they did not apply to all 
schools visited because they “did not like the school/had a bad visit/
did not care for the people they met.” (This percentage was higher, 
35%, for those in the highest income bracket of $250,000.) While 
this is a broad answer that involves much subjectivity, it is a reminder 
of the importance of shoring up the process, so that prospective 
families’ interactions with all members of the school community 
reflect a cohesive and welcoming tone. Encouragingly, in EMA’s 2016 
State of the Independent School Admission Industry report, 57% of 
schools also reported they have increased their activity in the area of 
faculty/staff education in their role in admission/retention in the last 
two to three years.

School Visit Factors  
Important to Families

In thinking about the first school you visited, how important are 
each of the following factors in deciding to apply to this particular 

private/independent school for this child? 

Personal time with an admission officer 68%

Ability to attend a class 60%

Personal time with students 55%

Child was able to have the residential life experience at a 
boarding school

48%

Personal time with teachers 47%

Personal tour 44%

Student tour guide 43%

Personal time with the head of school 38%

Tour guide was a person (student or staff) specialized in 
your child’s area of interest 

34%

Tour guide was a member of the admission team 32%

You were asked about other schools you were considering 10%

Percentages indicate the total respondents that selected the factor as “Extremely Important” or 
“Very Important.”

Getting them 
to campus  
is only the 
half of it.

Only 58%  
of parents apply  
to every school 

they visit.
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Post-visit
In addition to the importance of school visits shown by the increase in commitment described earlier, a little 
more than half (58%) of respondents apply to every school they visited—meaning, a little less than half do 
not. Families with children currently in traditional public schools are most likely to have done so (64%).

Most respondents feel the amount of follow-up communication they received after the in-person visit was 
the right amount. About a quarter (23%) say it was too little. Almost none say it was too much, suggesting 
there is still room for schools to continue to build those lines of communication. 

Topping the list of effective 
touch points for learning about a 
school after the visit is personal 
outreach by the admission 
officer (78%). This comes up 
higher than personal outreach by 
coaches or students; however, 
this may simply reflect that this 
admission outreach was done 
more frequently. A school’s 
website and emails are ranked 
second on the list of effective 
post-visit touch points. For 
international families it is a 
particularly effective way to 
continue to learn about the 
school—73% agreed compared 
to the total 65%. Receiving 
a viewbook fell toward the 
bottom of this list—this is seen 
as extremely or very effective 
by 45% of respondents, with 
responses not varying widely 
by the type of school the child 
is currently attending. The 2016 
State of the Independent School Admission Industry report results show that schools are changing their 
practice with respect to viewbooks: 36% are no longer producing printed viewbooks. 

Effectiveness of Post-visit Touch Points
In thinking about the first school visited, what touch points were 

effective in continuing to learn about the school AFTER your visit?

Personal outreach by an admission officer (phone or email) 78%

The school’s website 65%

Emails from the school 65%

Attending school events 62%

Personal outreach by a teacher/coach 59%

Videos about the school 54%

Personal outreach by a student (phone or email) 50%

Mailings from the school 50%

Personal outreach by a current parent 48%

Receiving the school’s viewbook 45%

The school’s social media accounts 40%

Percentages indicate the total respondents that selected the factor as “Extremely Important” or 
“Very Important.”

To survey or not to survey?
Only about a quarter of the respondents (26%) say they 

received a post-visit survey from schools they visited. 

Yet, the vast majority of those who did (80%) said 

they did not hold back negative feedback for fear of it 

impacting the admission decision. This suggests there is 

little risk to conducting these surveys—and likely much 

benefit in helping schools refine and improve the  

in-person experience. 
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Rider Tools
Application Action 
On average, families applied to about three schools 
(2.9). Families with children currently at boarding 
schools applied to more (4.9 on average), and 
those currently homeschooling applied to fewer 
(1.7 on average). 

This survey reveals that a fair percentage of families  
both perceive and experience hurdles in the 
application process. Before researching schools, 
nearly a quarter (24%) of first-generation 
independent school families are concerned about 
not understanding the application and admission 
process, as are 16% of all parents. Later in the 
process, 12% of respondents dropped schools from 
consideration due to the amount of time involved 
in applying. Almost half of respondents (47%) found 
the application process was more work than they 
expected (this percentage was higher for first-
generation families at 57%). On average, parents 
rate their level of anxiety during the admission 
process at 5.9 on a zero-to-10 scale, yet 50% 
describe it as high or very high.

Although some of these percentages are not 
objectively high, taken together they reflect a 
problem that is ultimately solvable through proactive 
and clear communication, in person and online.

Parent Anxiety Level  
on a scale of 0 to 10

Very Low (0) 6%

Low (1-3) 16%

Moderate (4-6) 28%

High (7-9) 40%

Very High (10) 10%

Average Number of 
Applications Submitted 

Based on Student’s  
Current School

Private school - Day  
3.1

Private school - Boarding  
4.9

Traditional public school  
2.7

Magnet/charter school 
3.1

Parochial school  
2.8
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Common Application 
Just less than half of parents surveyed (48%) used a common 
application service. This compares to 42% in the survey conducted 
three years ago. Although hundreds of members of The Enrollment 
Management Association accept a common application (the Standard 
Application Online), and the number of survey respondents using 
one increased slightly, 44% of those who did not use one say it was 
because the school did not offer one. Another fifth (22%) were not 
aware of it as an option. A small percentage (8%) believed using it 
would negatively impact chances for acceptance. Families of private/
independent school students (boarding, day, and private schools 
specializing in learning differences, 70%, 51%, and 77% respectively) 
are more likely to have used a common application, suggesting that 
being outside of the private school sphere leads to a lower level of 
awareness.

Again, these examples of lack of awareness and misunderstanding 
could be remedied with clearer in-person and online communication. 
This is critical, given that the use of a common application is one of 
the key recommendations parents make for improving the admission 
process.

Parents want ease  
of application. 

44%
 said the school 
didn’t accept a 
common application

22%
 didn’t know a 
common application 
was an option

47%
 said the amount of 
work to apply was  
more than they expected

12%
 dropped schools from consideration due to 
the amount of time involved in applying 

Parent Views 
on the 

Application 
Process

“I was a bit taken aback 
by how difficult and 
time consuming the 
application process is. 
I think it’s ridiculous, 
it was more rigorous 
than the university 

process.” 

“I believe the children 
are asked to write too 

many essays.”

“The experience was 
overwhelming, to the 
point I’m wondering if 
I should take the road 

again to enroll my 
second child.”

“The process is too long 
and drawn out. After 

paying all of these fees 
and not to be accepted 

is ridiculous. Very 
disappointed. I would 

like all my money 
back and time spent 
filling out all of the 

paperwork.”

“I felt that I was asking 
‘too much’ of my 

child’s former teachers 
for recommendations, 

since they are all 
very busy and this 

request added to their 
workload. Maybe this 
is part of their job and 
I should not feel this 

way, but I did.”
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Financial Aid Application
This survey shows the importance that financial aid plays in families’ 
application experiences. Nine-in-10 parents surveyed were aware that 
financial aid was available when they applied to private/independent 
schools. This level of awareness is extremely high in the U.S. (92%), 
but drops off somewhat in both Canada (82%) and outside of North 
America (79%). 

As previously reported, more than half 
of families surveyed (57%) applied for 
financial aid. This percent is higher 
for first-generation families (64%). 
Among the families who applied for 
financial aid, 75% say the availability 
of aid was an extremely important 
factor in deciding to apply to a school, 
and an additional 15% say it was very 
important. 

For those families not applying for aid, there are two main reasons 
why—the first is not requiring financial assistance (48%) and the 
second is thinking that the family would not qualify (47%). An 
additional 10% said they lacked information about the process, and 
6% said the process was just too overwhelming.

In survey verbatim comments, families express a sense of being 
overwhelmed by the process of applying for aid, and a wish that they 
had more guidance and more of an idea about whether they would 
qualify for aid before they completed financial aid applications. 

Clearly, schools need to strive to provide more clarity and ease 
in the financial aid application process for families. Further, the 
growing complexity of tuition models and financial options requires 
that enrollment leaders and financial aid decision makers think 
strategically about satisfying both the needs of the families and the 
school in the process.

Parent Views 
on the 

Financial Aid 
Process

“The application was  
a tortuous mess.”

“Give each parent 
that has to apply for 
financial aid a one-

on-one appointment 
to walk them through 

the process and 
procedures.”

“Be more transparent 
about what  

they can offer families. 
Stop the back-and-

forth that likens the 
process to a car sale.”

“Expedite the process.”

“Give clearer guidelines 
to provide applicants 

with an idea of  
if it’s worth their  

time, money, and 
effort to apply...”

“Communicate  
income ranges  

for receiving aid...”

“The level of interest 
from the staff is very 
high until they find 

out that you need help 
financially then the 

smiles go down,  
the excitement goes 
away, the phone calls 

are shorter.”
Almost 6-in-10 parents applied for financial aid
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Getting on the Train
Why They Applied and Why They Didn’t
As discussed in a previous section, this survey reveals three main drivers of the choice to seek a private/
independent school: a desire to explore other educational options (39%), having children who are in their 
school’s final year (30%), and dissatisfaction with their child’s current educational environment (20%). 

Most parents visited at least one private/
independent school when considering which 
schools to apply to for the 2017-2018 school year. 
Six in 10 visited between one and three schools 
and one-fifth visited between four and six schools. 
Fewer than one-tenth visited seven or more 
schools. And, the survey reveals a mix of reasons 
why families chose not to apply to all of the 
schools visited. 

Nearly a third rejected schools as a result of a visit 
that did not go well. Many rejections were for the 
school’s academic program, teaching approach, 
facilities, or costs. Some schools were eliminated 
to keep application costs under control. In some 
cases, the student or parent felt the school would 
be too overwhelming or otherwise inappropriate 
for the student. Lack of diversity or issues regarding 
religion are also among the reasons families did 
not apply to all the schools they visited.

Among the parents who did not apply to all 
schools they visited, a low percentage (13%) were 
discouraged from applying by a faculty or staff 
member at a school. Among these families, the 
two main reasons cited were social/emotional fit or 
academic fit.

Among the parents who applied for financial aid, 
the availability of such aid plays an extremely 
important role in the decision to apply to a 
particular school. Indeed, 75% of financial 
aid applicants note the availability of aid as 
extremely important to their decision to apply, 
and an additional 15% say it is very important. 
The remaining note that aid availability is either 
somewhat important (8%), not very important (2%), 
or not at all important (1%).

Better understanding this choice to not apply—for 
example, by following up with families who visited 
but did not apply—should help a school inform its 
admission strategy. 

Top Reasons for  
Not Applying to Schools 

They Had Visited

You did not like the 
school/had a bad visit/

did not care for the 
people you met

28%

You were not satisfied  
with the academic 

program

26%

You did not like the 
school’s approach to 
teaching and learning

20%

You did not care for  
the campus facilities

20%

You eliminated  
a few schools to keep 

down the cost of 
application fees

13%

The school could not 
provide the financial 
support necessary

12%
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Don’t Forget the Kids!
The students themselves play very important roles in the process of applying to private/independent 
schools: 83% of families say their child played a significant role in the decision to apply—and then also 
to enroll. The percentage does not vary widely based on a family’s income level. This percentage, 
however, is higher with international families (92%). These high overall figures serve as a reminder to 
consider kids in messaging and in the messaging vehicles used.

83%
  

of families noted that the child was to a great/very great  
extent a decision maker in the process to apply AND to enroll

87% 
of families indicated 
that the revisit was 

extremely/very 
effective in deciding to 

enroll in a school

The Importance  
of Revisit Days 
Among the parents whose children were accepted at private/
independent school, 52% attended at least one revisit day for 
accepted students. Charter/magnet school families were the least 
likely to do so (45%). Revisit days appear to be very effective in 
confirming enrollment decisions (87% agreed they were extremely 
or very effective). Almost one-in-five parents (17%) decided against a 
school as a result of a revisit day. Families in the highest two income 
groups were slightly more likely to attend a revisit day, and also to 
drop a school from consideration as a result of a revisit day. Revisit 
days are critical enrollment events; how schools prepare staff, current 
students/families, and other campus administrators can have an 
impact on prospective families’ final decisions. It is also critical that 
schools utilizing revisit days help families understand this opportunity 
early in the process. As one parent noted, “It was a very important 
part of the process, and it was over our spring break. Glad we skipped 
our spring break and spent it in snowy New England, but it would 
have been nice to have known the entire timeline more clearly.”

“It is a very important part of the process, and it was over 
our spring break. Glad we skipped our spring break and 
spent it in snowy New England, but it would have been 

nice to have known the entire timeline more clearly.”
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The Final Destination
“We had varying 

experiences after being 

accepted into the schools. 

One school in particular 

was very welcoming and 

made us feel that they 

really wanted our son to 

attend. One school sent 

out ‘template’ emails 

welcoming our son, 

and it felt like a very 

cold experience and 

one where we should 

feel honored that they 

accepted us into their 

school. These two 

schools were our top 

choices, and because 

of these vastly different 

experiences our decision 

was much easier.  

I think the admission 

department at the school 

we ultimately went with 

did a much better job 

of making it feel like 

a partnership. While 

the experience wasn’t 

negative at our second 

choice, it was neutral, 

and to me, if you are 

making a huge sacrifice 

as a family, it should feel 

much better during the 

acceptance phase.” 

School Decisions
Eighty-eight percent of the children of families completing the survey 
were accepted or waitlisted at the time the survey was conducted. 
This proportion does not vary widely by region nor by type(s) of 
school. The children were accepted at 1.7 schools on average. This 
percentage is higher among current boarding school students and 
those who applied to boarding school, which is consistent with the 
higher average number of applications they submitted. 

At the time the survey was conducted, 82% of respondents’ children 
had been accepted at one or more private/independent schools and 
planned to attend one. Even among students not currently enrolled 
in an independent school—who currently attend a traditional public, 
charter/magnet school, or parochial school—a substantial majority 
will be attending independent schools. This decision to enroll in an 
independent school grows in likelihood as the respondents’ income 
level rises, perhaps partly because cost is not as much of a factor. 

For nearly all the children, the private/independent school they will 
be attending in the upcoming school year will be new to them, with 
63% attending a new day school and 31% attending a new boarding 
school. It is interesting to note that of the parents who applied to 
both day and boarding schools, the schools they chose are almost 
evenly divided between the two. For 81% of families who applied 
for financial aid, the financial aid package plays an extremely or very 
important role in the decision to select a school.
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First-Choice Schools?

“I know admission  
people need to sell their 

schools, but it is wrong to 
say ‘We really want Kate;  
she is a perfect fit for our 

program’—and then  
turn her down.”

Reason for not Enrolling
in First-Choice School

 Waitlisted but no spot has become available

 Not accepted at the school

 Not a�ordable

 Other

36%

34%

15%

15%

 Waitlisted but no spot has become available

 Not accepted at the school

 Not a�ordable

 Other

Three-quarters of parents agree that their first-
choice school during their research phase 
remained their first choice when they received 
letters of acceptance. This response, though, is 
driven almost completely by the high proportion of 
parents who have enrolled their child. More than 
82% of these parents agree that their child will be 
attending their first-choice school. Among the few 
parents who have not yet decided on a school, just 
59% agree that their first-choice school remained 
the same.

The two main reasons for not enrolling in their 
first-choice school are not being accepted at 
the school (34%) and being waitlisted without a 
spot becoming available (36%). In other cases, 
students or parents determined the school was 
not affordable, changed their preference about the 
school, or otherwise decided the school was not a 
good fit.
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Diverted Riders
For the children who have been accepted but will not be attending, cost 
indeed appears to be the major reason (45%), followed by the related 
reason that free educational options are thought to be of equal value (26%). 
Another 10% cite the reason as being that the child did not get into his/her 
first choice school; 8% cite a change in family circumstance; and 6% say 
that private/independent schools were not the right fit for their families. 
Other reasons parents reject private/independent schools are because 
of negative interactions with the schools, because a sibling was not also 
accepted, or because the child was waitlisted.

Overall, the children who will not be attending private/independent school in 
the upcoming school year are most likely to attend a traditional public school 
(46%). Those who were accepted at a private/independent school but will 
not be attending are also more likely to be attending a public magnet or 
charter school (25%), whereas no decision has yet been made for 31% of 
those children who have been neither accepted nor waitlisted.

Of those parents whose child has not been either accepted or waitlisted 
(12%), just 27% continued to apply to private/independent schools. In real 
numbers, that means that of the 2,736 survey families who went through 
the independent school application process, 328 were not accepted 
at any of the schools to which they applied—and only 82 of them 
continued to pursue other independent school options, while 246 of 
them did not. It is also possible that many students who were waitlisted 
never made it off the waitlist. As an industry, how do we ensure more 
students remain in the pipeline?

Final Decision for 2016-17 School Year
Is Currently Attending

Total
Private 

School– 
Day

Private 
School–
Boarding

Traditional 
Public  
School

Magnet or 
Charter 
School

Parochial 
School

International 
School

He/she has 
been accepted 
at one or more 
private schools 
and will be 
attending a 
private school

82% 87% 88% 78% 70% 85% 94%

He/she has 
been accepted 
at one or more 
private schools 
but will not 
be attending a 
private school

8% 6% 1% 9% 12% 12% 2%

No decision  
has been  
made yet

10% 7% 11% 13% 18% 3% 4%

Of those parents 
whose child has not 

been accepted or 
waitlisted, only  

27% continue to 
apply to schools. 
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End of the Line
In this complex and challenging environment, what will separate successful 

schools from those that struggle—and perhaps close—is the ability to deliver 

consistently on mission, demonstrate the value for the investment, and develop 

“raving fans” (Blanchard & Bowles, Raving Fans, 1993). The independent school 

admission process is a family’s first introduction to your school and its value 

proposition. It is the critical first step on the path to student retention. 

The key stakeholders in this work are the admission team, heads and other senior 

administrators, faculty, and currently enrolled families and students. The admission 

team is responsible for developing and executing the recruitment and selection 

plan to achieve the annual enrollment goals. Heads and other senior administrators 

must ensure that all staff are aboard the admission train and that annual admission 

efforts are well resourced. Faculty are needed to engage students and parents 

positively during visits, including having them sit in on classes. And currently 

enrolled student and parent volunteers can help ensure positive word of mouth by 

understanding their roles in a prospective family’s journey.

As these survey data illustrate, schools must demonstrate a personal, authentic, 

and empathic approach to families engaged in the admission process. This 

means not only messaging well about your school’s program and value, but also 

removing unnecessary or invisible barriers that persuade families to change their 

minds about your school or that motivate them to drop out of the funnel. 

Following are potential actions and practical tips. Use them in your school and 

with your teams to refine your process and to help ensure your school is the final 

destination for prospective families.
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Ensure Internal Alignment
+ Discuss this report with your team as a point of shared understanding 

and a launching pad for discussion.

+ Educate and train faculty on the brand “story” of your school. Ensure a 
common language and message around school culture.

+ With buy-in from your head of school, work to strengthen your 
whole-school admission process. Develop a list of activities where 
other departments, administrators, faculty, and families/students can 
participate to help personalize interactions with prospective families. 
Provide specific expectations for department heads and key faculty 
related to outreach and engagement. Ask for their input as you market 
the breadth and depth of course offerings and faculty expertise. Do 
not forget your parent ambassadors—this survey reminds of us of the 
importance of parent-to-parent recommendations. 

Refine the Process
+ Map out the steps of your school’s admission process and brainstorm 

how to clear roadblocks during each step. What could be made 
smoother? What could be more personalized? How do your data (from 
surveys, funnel tracking, etc.) inform the discussion?

+ If you offer a common or standard application, review your messaging 
about it. Do you make it clear on your website that it is an option? 
Do you make it clear that applications that come in via a standard 
application are treated the same as other applications? If you do not 
offer a common application, reconsider doing so with your leadership 
team, with the goal of finding ways to smooth the application process 
for families. (Learn more about the Standard Application Online at 
enrollment.org/sao.)

+ Given the strong level of commitment families have even at the 
beginning of their school search, brainstorm new ways to attract 
new families; that is, to fill the top of your admission funnel. Have 
you explored collaborative ventures with local or like-schools? Are 
you doing all you can to engage your local community in events and 
opportunities on campus? Are you exploring new markets like the 
homeschool market? 
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Quantify Motivations
+ Work to understand different motivations of prospective families. Ask 

questions on the inquiry form and in the interview that get to the heart 
of these motivations. As a team, role play how to respond to families 
with different concerns and motivations. Keep in mind the general 
trends this survey reveals.

+ Families say the academic program sells the school. Are you well-
defining and articulating your educational model? How current and 
in-depth are your academic programs detailed on the school website 
and in collateral pieces? Are you highlighting the expertise of your 
faculty? Do you publish outcome data to demonstrate your value?

Maximize the Visit
+ Given how important the school visit is to solidifying families’ interest 

in independent schools, reconsider yours. At a minimum, are you 
providing personal time with an admission director? Are you making 
families aware of any opportunities to customize their visits? Especially 
for families new to independent schools, are you providing the 
opportunity to attend a class? 

+ If your school size or staff size limits your ability to customize or personalize 
the experience for families, how can you best utilize and involve 
parents of currently enrolled students or other volunteers to assist?

+ When was the last time you did an audit of your open house(s) or 
evaluated the win-loss ratios of individual tour guides? If you are not 
doing so, conduct a survey post-visit to improve upon the on campus 
experience. This survey shows there is little risk in doing so. 

Showcase Your  
School’s Character
+ Does your school excel in a specific area? If so, how do you show 

these strengths in the admission process in authentic ways? Find ways 
to demonstrate tangibly the benefits of social-emotional learning and 
character skill development at your school. 

+ All parents want to come away from every interaction with your school 
(in person and online) having drawn three conclusions—you know 
their child, you like their child, and you have a plan for their child. How 
does your overall marketing and communications strategy stack up?
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Discuss Investment
+ This survey shows that affordability is by far the number one concern 

of applying families in all income ranges. In light of this, objectively 
review the language you use around affordability. Is it clear and 
transparent? Does it keep the door open to talking about options for 
financing? Do you provide enough guidance to families about (and 
assistance with) the financial aid application process?

+ Given that some families choose not to apply to schools to keep 
application costs down, do you need to take a second look at your 
application fee waiver policy and procedure?

Double Down on Digital
+ Does your website reflect the clear language and tone you want to 

communicate throughout your admission process? Given your site’s 
importance as a first touch point and a post-visit tool, it is worth a 
second look. What can you do through web tracking to learn more 
about your “stealth applicants”? 

+ Not every family interested in independent schools is accepted into 
the schools to which they apply, and not every school meets their 
enrollment goals by the traditional deadlines. What are you doing to 
find these families? Are you utilizing EMA’s Open Seat Listing as a first 
step? (Learn more at enrollment.org/openseat.)

Target and Educate
+ For prospective families new to the independent school world, are you 

providing more background and basic information, and even examples 
of families who have successfully made this transition? Review data 
about your applicants, broken down by the type of origin school (and 
by other demographic factors)—to see where your application process 
might be vulnerable to losing certain groups of prospects.

+ Given the survey findings about international families’ concerns, spend 
time evaluating your efforts with this group. Are you doing everything 
you can to be welcoming and to assuage concerns about cultural 
adaptation? Is the application process clear? Are you accommodating 
an often longer search time frame, for example, by providing 
information and outreach to families 2+ years out from the application 
process?  Stay on top of issues related to federal regulations and visa 
requirements so you can knowledgeably support applicants. 
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Survey 
Methodology
This report presents the results of a parent survey conducted 
on behalf of The Enrollment Management Association (EMA) 
by Insightlink Communications. The survey, addressing various 
elements of the parent experience in the independent school 
admission process, was designed to supply admission and enrollment 
professionals with insights and data important for their work. The 
survey was sent to 51,074 parents of students registered to take the 
SSAT from August 1, 2016 through May 30, 2017. A total of 2,736 
parents in the U.S., Canada, and worldwide completed the survey for 
a response rate of 8%.

Insightlink
80 S. Lake Ave., Suite 680
Pasadena, CA 91101 USA
T: 866-802-8095
www.insightlink.com

About 
EMA
At The Enrollment 
Management Association, we 
believe that the admission 
practices of the past will 
not sustain the independent 
schools of the future. Every 
day, we serve enrollment 
leaders, increasing their 
success through the best 
science, research, and 
training. Because when great 
schools enroll great students, 
everything is possible.
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40% of students who applied  
were from public schools 

47% of parents said the amount of work  
to apply was more than expected

62% of parents said affordability  
was their biggest concern about applying  

to an independent school.


