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Dear Colleague, 

What motivates families to consider an independent pri-
vate school education, and ultimately to make the commit-
ment to enroll their children? For years, the independent 
school admission community has answered those questions 
through shared anecdotes or individual school research. 
With this survey research conducted with some 2,300 pri-
vate-school bound families, we now have specific answers 
about some of the motivating factors behind why parents 
select our brand within an ever-expanding set of K-12 edu-
cational options. 

This report provides member school enrollment profession-
als with clear evidence about today’s parent mindset as well 
as the behaviors which drive families to consider indepen-
dent schools. 2,313 parents shared their experiences over 
the last year in the school search, application, and selection 
process; SSATB encourages you to study this data-driv-
en research and to sharpen your enrollment management 
strategy.

Families from all socioeconomic, generational, and educa-
tional backgrounds were part of our research. While slight 
behavioral differences were cited between groups, what may 
surprise our readers are the great similarities discovered 
across all types of families interested in private school.

What are the big take-aways from SSATB’s family research? 
To be sure, successful independent school enrollment man-
agers must become hyper-focused on meeting each fami-
ly’s needs and individual interests during the admission 
process; it is critical for admission officers to connect per-
sonally to each applicant and to know the family authenti-
cally. The research also asserted that families have little pa-
tience for the arcane application system in the independent 
school universe, and that they seek a standardized common  
application process and timeline as well as an easy-to- 
understand system. 

Given enrollment declines over the last decade, SSATB pro-
vides this research to independent school admission teams, 
administrative teams, and school leadership in order to 
strengthen and improve their market position. We encour-
age our members to review enrollment management strat-
egies and tactics, and to challenge conventional practices 
which create road-bumps between you and prospective cus-
tomers for your school. At SSATB’s 2014 Annual Meeting 
in Orlando, FL, closing speaker, Scott Stratten, reminded 
the audience that, as a parent, he was faithful to only ONE 
brand — his child. This comment is a stark reminder that 
schools must rethink their value-promise to the market-
place and alter their plans accordingly. 

Please note that throughout the report, we’ve added  
“Admission Alert” boxes to provide questions for your enroll-
ment management team to consider. Further, a checklist at 
the end of this special report offers ways to engage key school 
stakeholders in conversations about the report’s findings and 
about the necessity of their participation in a successful en-
rollment management process. Over two thousand families 
took the time to share their “ride” to independent schools with 
SSATB. Now, let’s do what we can to make future journeys 
for families more gratifying and more fruitful for our schools.

Heather Hoerle 
Executive Director, SSATB                             #WhyTheyApply

All Aboard!

…it is critical for  
admission officers to connect  
personally to each applicant  
and to know the family authentically.
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�About SSATB
SSATB provides unparalleled leadership and service 

in meeting the admission assessment and enroll-

ment needs of schools, students, and families. 

Contact — SSATB
Trish Frazzetto, Director of Marketing  

and Communications

609-436-6143 • tfrazzetto@ssat.org

Key Sources
As SSATB continues to challenge the admission 

professional to evolve both personally and pro-

fessionally, we must look to historical data to 

benchmark progress. This report relies on varied 

sources — census data and data from the National  

Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) to name 

a few — to set the foundation of comparison for 

our current findings. All comparative sources are 

cited throughout this report. 

Suggested Citation
Secondary School Admission Test Board. (2014). 

The Ride to Independent Schools, Princeton, New 

Jersey, SSATB.

Access
Online access to this report can be found at: 

http://www.admission.org/familyreport2014

SSATB’s admission professional’s homepage  

address is http://www.admission.org

The SSAT homepage address is:  

http://www.ssat.org

Survey  
Methodology
This report presents the results of a parent survey conduct-
ed on behalf of the Secondary School Admission Test Board 
(SSATB) and accomplished by Insightlink Communications 
(Pasadena, CA). In an effort to support the enrollment man-
agement professional, SSATB sought data collection on the 
behaviors and opinions of the parents applying to indepen-
dent schools. The primary goal was to supply admission and 
enrollment professionals with parent market data on the 
process, procedures, and experience of the school search as 
well as admission testing, application, and school selection.

In partnership with SSATB, Insightlink designed a survey 
to address these issues and implemented this survey among 
SSATB’s database of parents. To improve the accuracy of 
data collection, participating parents were asked to respond 
based on the experience of their specific child. The child’s 
name, which was drawn from the SSATB database, ap-
peared on each page of the survey.

Surveys were sent to parents whose child took the SSAT be-
tween August 1 and February 28, 2014 and who sent a score 
report to at least one school. A total of 2,313 parents, in the 
U.S., Canada, and worldwide completed the survey for a re-
sponse rate of 7%. Data was collected between May 21 and 
June 9, 2014. The geographic distribution of the parents who 
took the survey was similar to that of the full recipient list. 
This means that the sample of parents summarized in this 
report accurately reflects the distribution of parents in the 
SSATB database.

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

4

 1  
Choosing to apply to private school is driven by a combination of experience and 
aspiration. 

 Almost half of the respondents applying to private and independent schools already have a child enrolled in one. 
Parents making the choice either to start or to continue their child’s private school education are primarily seeking an 
education that will challenge their child and foster a love of learning.

 2  
Day schools are the primary type of private school considered.

 This is 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. 

 3  
All parents visit most of the schools they consider. 

 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.

 4  
Parents find the admission process moderately anxiety provoking and time  
consuming. 

 For most, these issues are about what they expect. Less than half use a common application service, either because 
their desired schools do not offer this option or because they do not know this option 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.

 5  
Different types of parents want the same things from schools and the admission 
process. 

 Parents expect timely 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 — espe-
cially in terms of communications and timing that create false hopes of acceptance or of receiving financial aid.

 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 their investment. At the other end of the scale, parents making 
more than $250,000 also have high expectations of schools — they expect customized communication and attention 
throughout the process.
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A Word of Thanks
In April 2014, we sent an email to 50 enrollment managers asking one simple question: “If you could ask thousands of par-
ents in this year’s grade 4-12 applicant pool anything you wanted, what would you most want to know?” We wish to thank 
the following professionals for contributing their valuable thoughts, ideas, and questions, which not only helped shape our 
survey but also helped provide this important market report to the wider independent school community.

● Claude Anderson, Dean of Enrollment, Northfield 
Mount Hermon School (MA)

● Suzanne Buck, Rector, Chatham Hall (VA), formerly 
Director of Enrollment Management, New Hampton 
School (NH)

● Anne Brown, Associate Director of Admission-Middle 
School, Mary Institute and Saint Louis Country Day 
School (MO)

● Garth Chalmers, Director of Admissions and Student 
Integration, University of Toronto Schools (ON)

● Kelly DeShane, Director of Admission, Tower Hill 
School (DE)

● Tim Fish, Associate Headmaster for Enrollment Man-
agement & Strategic Affairs, McDonogh School (MD)

● Jenna King, Director of Admission and Enrollment, 
Riverdale Country School (NY)

● Sara Lynn Leavenworth, Director of Admission,  
The Gunnery (CT), formerly Director of Admission 
and Financial Aid, Forman School (CT)

● Bill McMahon, Director of Admissions, The Thacher 
School (CA)

● Nancy Nolan, Director of Enrollment Management, 
West Nottingham Academy (MD)

● Todd Ormiston, Director of Institutional Advance-
ment, Community School (ID)

● TK Ostrom, Admissions Director, International School 
of Beijing (China)

● Sarah Rowland, Director of Admission and Financial 
Aid, Gill St. Bernard’s School (NJ), formerly Director 
of Admission & Financial Aid, Montclair Kimberley 
Academy (NJ)

● Tom Sheppard, Dean of Admission and Financial Aid, 
The Lawrenceville School (NJ)

● Chris White, Director of Admission and Financial Aid, 
Crescent School (ON)

● Josh Wolman, Head of School, Aspen Country Day 
School (CO), formerly Associate Head of School for Ad-
mission and Financial Aid, Sidwell Friends School (DC)
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Know Your Riders

The Families Who Responded
Surveys were sent to parents whose child took the SSAT between August 1 and February 28, 2014, and who sent a score 
report to at least one school — the assumption being that this group most accurately reflects those families actively seeking 
admission into independent schools for the 2014-15 academic year. A total of 32,883 parents received the survey — 27,630 
in the U.S., 2,102 in Canada, and 3,151 outside the U.S./Canada (including Guam and the U.S. Virgin Islands). A total of 
2,313 parents completed the survey for a response rate of 7%. Fifty-six percent of all respondents had a child in the 8th grade 
applying for 9th grade admission. The geographic distribution of the parents who took the survey was similar to that of the 
full recipient list. This means that the sample of parents summarized in this report accurately reflects the distribution of 
parents in the SSATB database. 

Some facts about the 2,313 respondents that completed the survey:

● Mother      ● Father      ● Female Legal Guardian

● Stepmother      ● Stepfather      ● Other 

77%

22%

Relation to the Child

66%

32%

Generation

● Gen Y (25-34)      ● Gen X (35-49)

● Boomer (50+) 

2%1%

Current Grade of Child 

Grades

3-5
Grades

6-8
Grades

9-11

Current Grade of Child 

Grades
3-5

Grades
6-8

Grades
9-11

74% 13%13%

13% 74% 13%
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Household IncomeEthnicity

●  White/Caucasian

●  Asian or Asian-American

●  Black/African-American

●  Hispanic/Latino

●  Other

●  Native American

●  Pacific Islander

7%

61%

5%

17%

11%

1% 1%

Parents’ Attendance 
at Private School

Yes 45%

No 55%

Number of
Children Attending

Private School
in 2014-2015
School Year

1.4

$250,000 or more
33%

$200,000-$249,999
9%

$150,000-$199,999
13%

$100,000-$149,999
18%

$75,000-$99,999
8%

$50,000-$74,999
8%

$25,000-$49,999
6%

Less than $25,000
5%
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7

G R A D E   S C H O O L   O R   L E S S   1  %
S O M E   H I G H   S C H O O L   1  %
C O M P L E T E D   H I G H   S C H O O L   2  %
S O M E   C O L L E G E   6  %
C O M P L E T E D   2 - Y E A R   D E G R E E   4  %
C O M P L E T E D   4 - Y E A R   D E G R E E  3  2  %
P O S T   G R A D / P R O F E S S I O N A L
  D E G R E E  5  4  %

HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION

Married

85%
Living 

with partner

  1%

Divorced,
widowed or
separated

  9%

Single

 4%

Marital Status

Average 
Household Size 4.18



The Inside Track: School Comparison

Day School

Boarding  
School

Public  
School

Magnet/ 
Charter  
School

Parochial  
School

 In current school’s  Applied to: 3.3
 Day School 89% 6.7  final grade Accepted to: 2.2

 In current school’s  Applied to: 3.5
 

Day School
 64% 7.2  final grade Accepted to: 2.0 (High Percentage to Boarding)

 In current school’s  Applied to: 2.6
 Day School 82% 6.2  final grade Accepted to: 2.0

 Want to explore  Applied to: 5.6     
 other educational 

Accepted to: 2.7
 Boarding School 92% 7.3 

 options

 Want to explore  Applied to: 2.7     
 other educational 

Accepted to: 1.8
 Day School 74% 6.8 

 options

Ty
pe

 o
f S

ch
oo
l M

ost Likely to A
pply to

Average # of Schools
Applied to:

Average # of Schools
Accepted to:

Level of Anxiety during
the Application Process 

(scale of 1-10; 10 being high)

Accepted to
Independent School

and WILL Attend

Reason
They Are 

Applying to 
Independent

School

Ty
pe

 o
f S

ch
oo

l M
ost Likely to A

pply to

Average # of Schools
Applied to:

Average # of Schools
Accepted to:

Level of Anxiety during
the Application Process 

(scale of 1-10; 10 being high)

Accepted to
Independent School

and WILL Attend

Reason
They Are 

Applying to 
Independent

School
Student  

Currently  
Attends
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Getting to Know  
the Parents and Students
Of those completing the survey, 77% of the respondents 
are the mothers of children applying to private and inde-
pendent schools; 22% of respondents are fathers; and the 
remainder self-identified as “other.” Given the high per-
centage of mothers responding, it is clear that they lead and 
direct the educational selection process for their children. 

The age of respondents ranges from 25 to 50+. Sixty-six per-
cent indicate that they are between the ages of 35-49 (Gen-
eration X), and 32% indicate that they are 50+ (Baby Boom-
ers). Only 2% of survey respondents are from Generation Y 
(ages 25-34). 

The majority (61%) of those who took this survey are white/
Caucasian. Seventeen percent indicated they are Asian or 
Asian-American; 11% are Black or African-American; and 
7% are Hispanic/Latino. The remaining 4% are listed as 
“other.” The latest enrollment numbers from the National 
Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) show that in 
2012-2013 28.9% of students currently enrolled in indepen-
dent schools were students of color, and between 2009 and 
2014, the number of multiracial students increased from 5% 
of the total to 7%, while the Caucasian students decreased 
from 70% to 64% during the same period (Source: NAIS DASL).

The financial commitment to and affordability of indepen-
dent schools is always an issue on the minds of admission 
professionals. NAIS’ Data and Analysis for School Leader-
ship (DASL) reports the 2012-2013 median tuition for a 9th 
grader in a day school at $26,140 and the median tuition for 
a 9th grade boarding student at $40,248. Our survey found 
that tuition will cost at least $35,000 for one-half of those 
who will be attending private school in the next school year. 
Not surprising, tuition is highest among those who will be 
attending boarding school as boarding students. The lev-
el of tuition is much lower among those at day schools, 
with the tuition of day students at boarding schools falling  
between the two.

Therefore, it would be of no surprise that 51% of the par-
ents surveyed reported household incomes of more than 
$150,000. The majority (33%) make more than $250,000 and 
an additional 21% indicate a household income of $150,000-
$249,000. An additional 18% of those surveyed indicate an 
income range from $100,000-$150,000. Sixteen percent re-
ported household incomes from $50,000-$99,000 and the 
final 11% indicated an income of less than $50,000. 

Rider Profiles

Current Schooling

Private school as a day student 42% 

Traditional public school 37% 

Public charter or magnet school 7%

Parochial school 7% 

Private school as a boarding student 5%

Is being home schooled 1% 

Which of the following best describes
the school this child is attending for the
CURRENT 2013-2014 academic year?
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When asked about household composition, the average 
household size is 4.18 people, with 1.4 children attending 
private school for the 2014-2015 school year. Fifty-six per-
cent of parents answering the survey are the parents of cur-
rent 8th graders, with the rest being a mix. The parents of 
SSAT test-takers are well-educated with the majority (54%) 
indicating they hold a post-graduate degree and an addi-
tional 32% having earned a Bachelor’s degree. 

Student Origin Stations
As reported by the parents completing the survey, almost 
half of the children attend private school already. Forty-two 
percent of those private school attendees are day students, 
while 5% are currently attending boarding school. Families 
with an income of $250,000 or greater are more likely than 
others to have a child already attending private school. 

Thirty-seven percent of responding parents currently have a 
child attending public school, and another 7% have a child 
currently attending a charter/magnet school. While only 

7% of students are enrolled in charter/magnet schools, inde-
pendent school admission officers in some specific markets, 
know all too well that many charters model an indepen-
dent school curriculum in a tuition-free environment and 
represent significant competition for local students. (The 
National Alliance for Public Charter Schools reports that 
for 2012-2013, 6,400 public charter schools enrolled over 2.5 
million students across the country.) The big takeaway here 
though is that a total of 44% of the parents responding to 
this survey were “public school” parents and not necessarily 
familiar with the independent school admission process. 

It is interesting to note only 1% of parents said that their 
student is currently homeschooled. According to complete 
2013-14 SSAT registration data, only 585 students self-iden-
tified as homeschooled. While homeschooling does not yet 
appear to be a significant draw on prospects, it is important 
to remember that homeschooling is on the rise with 1.77 
million students homeschooled in 2012-2013 which is up 
from 1.5 million in 2007 (Source: NCES). 

Admission Alert
 1  

Given that mothers are leading the process, are you addressing this consumer in your marketing packages? 
How can information be customized to fit this audience?

 2  
Almost 50% of applicants are NOT currently students in independent schools. Have you tracked this 
information specifically for your school? How are you addressing the different needs of each audience? How 
are you capturing additional demographic data to support the marketing to each type of student? Are you 
calculating your yield by school type? 

 3  
Many independent schools rely on independent and private schools to serve as feeder schools. What has 
your office done to engage public school families or public school guidance counselors? What about their 
parochial school counterparts?

 4  
How hot is the homeschool market in your area? Is this truly competition?
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According to survey respondents, about half (48%) indicated  
that they have entered the private school admission pro-
cess because their child is in his/her school’s terminal year. 
Forty-seven percent did not need to change schools but are 
exploring other options; 5% of parents indicated that they 
are looking to change their child’s school for some other 
reason. Those with children currently in traditional public 
schools and private boarding schools were more likely to be 
exploring their options, while those in private day schools, 
magnet or charter schools, and especially parochial schools, 
were more likely to need to change schools. Almost all of 
the parents considered either private or independent schools 
generally (95%) or private schools specializing in learning 
differences specifically (5%). Fewer appear to have consid-
ered other types of schools for their child’s upcoming school 
year, though 31% of parents report that they did seriously 
consider traditional public schools as an option.

The two main drivers for parents seeking a private school education for their child was to provide an education that will 
challenge the child (97%) and foster a love of learning (96%). These data are in sync with information captured in SSATB’s 
January 2014 student survey. In that survey, 81% of the 478 students responding indicated that the academic program 
was the most important factor for them when applying to an independent school. Other important influences for parents 
include small class sizes (84%), help building both a strong moral character (82%) and emotional and social development 
overall (77%), and getting superior college placement (74%).

WHY IS THE STUDENT APPLYING  
TO AN INDEPENDENT SCHOOL?

IS CURRENTLY ATTENDING…

Total
Private 
school - 

Day 

Private 
school - 

Boarding 

Traditional 
public 
school

Magnet/ 
charter 
school

Parochial 
school

In his/her 
current 
school’s 
final grade

48% 56% 38% 34% 55% 71%

You wanted 
to explore 
other  
educational 
options

47% 37% 52% 62% 42% 28%

Change  
schools for 
some other 
reason

5% 7% 10% 4% 3% 1%

Why Take the Trip?

52%

61%

74%

77%

82%

84%

96%

97%Provide an education that will challenge your child 

Help your child develop and/or maintain a love of learning 

Small class size/individual attention

Help your child develop a strong moral character

Help your child’s emotional and social development 

Help your child get superior college placement 

Particular school’s reputation

Improve child’s peer group  

How important are each of the following factors in deciding to apply to private school for this child? Check all that apply.

Primary Reasons for Considering Private School

Percentages indicate the total respondents that selected the factor as “Extremely Important” or “Very Important.”
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Boarding School Admission Alert
 1  

How are you engaging families at school fairs, open houses, and other avenues to consider your boarding 
schools? How are you convincing the 89% who do not want to send their child away from home?

 2  
Given the data about school fairs provided later in this report, how can your admission office review this line 
item and possibly re-appropriate it to more effective recruitment tactics? 

It is interesting to note that college placement was more 
important to Gen Y parents (89%) as was improving their 
child’s peer group (82%). Developing a strong moral charac-
ter was somewhat more important for families in the lower 
income ranges, with 87% of those families earning under 
up to $99,000 indicating its importance (versus 80% in all 
other income categories). Of note, 89% of 6th grade parents 
said strong moral character was an important factor in de-
ciding to apply to independent schools — perhaps based on 
the critical development age of their child. 

In strong contrast, concerns about safety, a desire for a high 
quality athletics program, support for identified learning 
differences, and either peer or family attendance at private 
school played little role in the decision. Gen Y parents are 
more concerned than others about extracurricular activi-
ties (89%), diversity (82%), safety (64%) and support for 
learning style differences (64%). A concern for safety was 

higher among those with incomes below $99,000 (51% vs. 
all respondents at 41%). This number jumps to 60% for fam-
ilies with incomes lower than $50,000. 

Applying to Boarding Schools
NAIS 2012-2013 Facts at a Glance report that only 14% of 
those enrolled in an independent school attend boarding 
schools. Given this data, it would be expected that only 19% 
of this survey’s respondents indicated their child applied 
only to boarding school. Twenty-six percent indicated that 
they applied to both boarding and day schools, and 55% ap-
plied only to day schools. As might be expected, boarding 
schools are the primary choice of those parents (65%) who 
already have a child enrolled in a boarding school. 

When asked why their child wasn’t applying to a boarding 
school, 89% of parents said that they did not want to send 
their child away from home. Forty-two percent reported that 

the child did not want to attend boarding school. Surpris-
ingly, only 23% of respondents also cited cost as a contrib-
uting factor. Those with household incomes of $250,000+ 
were less likely to cite cost as a barrier for considering board-
ing schools (12%). According to NAIS’ DASL, the average  
annual tuition cost for a boarding student is $48,600.

The data clearly indicate the challenges boarding schools 
have in convincing mom and dad to part with their child to 
a safe, nurturing environment that will provide a remark-
able academic experience. And, within the walls of so many 
worthy boarding schools, that this sacrifice will be worth  
the investment.

Admission Alert
 1  

Are you taking the time to focus on the sales 
continuum? Given the number of families whose 
children are currently enrolled in private school 
who are exploring other options – even though 
the child is not in terminal grade – are you  
focusing on retention?

 2  
Families say the academic program sells the 
school. Are you well-defining and articulating your 
educational model and standards for achieve-
ment? Are you taking ample time to market the 
academics? Do you provide opportunities to con-
nect with kids, faculty, and to sit in on classes? 
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School Visits, Open Houses,  
and School Fairs
The Link between School Visits and Applications
Almost all parents (94%) visited at least one private school 
as they considered to which schools they would apply, with 
most visiting between one and three schools in total (57%), 
for an average of 2.3 school visits per family. This num-
ber was higher for students currently enrolled in boarding 
school (2.7) and for those students who applied and selected 
boarding school at the end of the process (2.75). 

More than half of the parents surveyed (61%) reported that 
they submitted applications to all the schools they visited. 
Additionally, the parents of students currently attending 
charter/magnet (70%) and public (68%) 
schools were most likely 
to apply to every school 
visited. 

As will be covered later in 
this report, students cur-
rently attending private 
school seem to cast a wider 
net of applications, with 3.3 
applications for current inde-
pendent school day students 
and 5.6 for current indepen-
dent school boarding.

Choosing a school as an application point is paramount, 
and the visit appears to be a linchpin.

61% of parents applied to all 
of the schools they visited.

When asked to describe the makeup of these visits, re-
spondents report that most often they were taken on a stu-
dent-led tour (77%) and were provided with a formal pre-
sentation about the school by the admission officer (66%). 

Families applying to boarding school were more likely to go 
on a tour (92%) versus those applying to day schools (73%). 
Parents report also taking part in other activities — but at 
a far lesser rate. Thirty-seven percent met with the head of 
school/principal, 32% met with a teacher, 29% sat in on a 
class, and 24% met with a coach.

Admission offices must show parents that personalized care 
for their child’s academic success is first and foremost. The 
campus visit should be the ultimate experience — an excit-

ing and warm introduction to all 
that you are and all that you 
can provide to that particular 
child.

The data also suggest that 
the old admission adage, 
“If we get them to campus, 
they will apply” doesn’t 
hold true for some 39% of 
applicants, who did not 
chose to apply to all the 
schools they visited. If 
18% of respondents indi-

cate that they reason they are not applying is 
because of a bad school visit, and 8% are reporting that the 
admission staff did not satisfactorily answer questions, ad-
mission teams must start thinking about how they are cap-
turing this data to correct and improve their campus visit 
programs and team training. Are post-tour or visit surveys 
in place? How can you reach out to those who have decided 
against your school in real time to perhaps flip their deci-
sion or at least receive valuable feedback on your staff and 
visit programming?

DestinationsCurrent Schooling    

Which of the following best describes the school this child is attending for the CURRENT 

2013-2014 academic year?   

   

School Type  Number  Percent  

Traditional public charter school (not a charter or magnet school)  862 37% 

Public charter or magnet school 165 7% 

Parochial school 159 7% 

Private school as a day student  983 42% 

Private school as a boarding student  121 5% 

Is being home schooled  23 1% 

Current Schooling

Which of the following best describes 

the school this child is attending for the 

CURRENT 2013-2014 academic year?

● Traditional public charter school 

(not a charter or magnet school)

● Public charter or magnet school

● Parochial school

● Private school as a day student

● Private school as a boarding student

● Is being home schooled

School Visits
2.3 

for all respondents

2.7for students applying 

to boarding schools. 

37%

7%

7%

42%

5%

1%

School Visits

Average Number of

School Visits
2.3 

Average number of school

visits for all respondents

2.7Average number of 

school visits for students applying 

to boarding schools. 

School Visits
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Open Houses and School Fairs
Open houses, the bastion of the traditional private school ap-
plication process, are clearly still relevant — fully 70% of ap-
plicants attended at least one open house at the time that they 
were considering and applying to private school for their child. 

70% of parents attended at least one 
private school open house. Of those 
that attended open houses, 80% 
rated them as effective in deciding 
whether or not to apply to a school. 
Nearly eight in ten of the parents who attended open hous-
es rated them as being either extremely or very effective in 
helping them decide whether to apply to a particular school. 
This effectiveness comes mainly from getting a better sense 
of the school’s academic program and expectations (43%) or 
confirming what the parent already knows about the school 
(39%). Parents also utilized the open house to get an idea of 
the type of student desired by a school (14%). 

SSATB’s January 2014 student survey saw similar responses. 
Sixty-three percent of students responded that they had at-
tended an open house, and most of the students who attend-
ed (87%) found it helpful in their decision to apply or not to 
apply to a particular school. Fifty-two percent indicated that 
they got a better sense of the school’s academic program and 
expectations as a result of attending an open house. 

Unlike open houses, most parents (72%) did not attend 
school fairs during the time that they were considering and 
applying for private schools. However, of those who did at-
tend a school fair, just over half added a school or schools to 
their list as a result (53%). Likewise, among those parents at-
tending a fair, half found them effective for deciding wheth-

er or not to apply to a particular school. Parents mainly 
viewed school fairs as a way of learning more about schools 
they were already considering (46%), though 37% did report 
using the school fair as a way to learn about schools they 
had not considered. In accordance with the current trend of 
expressing interest as a part of the application process, 12% 
of parents attended a school fair simply to show that their 
child was interested in the school.

Continued on next page

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

60%

50%

41%

41%

31%

15%

14%

52%

61%

74%

77%

82%

84%

96%

0 20 40 60 80 100

97%Provide an education that will challenge your child 

Help your child develop and/or maintain a love of learning 

Small class size/individual attention

Help your child develop a strong moral character

Help your child’s emotional and social development 

Help your child get superior college placement 

Particular school’s reputation

Improve child’s peer group  

0 20 40 60 80 100

Access to quality extracurricular activities

Diverse student body 

Safety reasons 

Access to quality athletics

                       Academic support for identified learning differences 

  Friend/sibling is attending private school 

 Family member attended private school in the past 

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

Secondary Reasons for
Considering Private School

Primary Reasons for
Considering Private School

Reasons for Attending 
Open Houses

14%

4%

43%

Getting a 
better sense 

of the school’s 
academic 

program and 
expectations 

39%

Confirming   
what you  

already knew 
about the 
school and 
deciding 
whether 
to apply

Understanding the type of student the 
school(s) expects in its applicant pool(s)

Other
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According to SSATB’s 2013 State of the Independent School Admission Industry report, boarding school admission officers 
attend an average of 19 school fairs while their day school counterparts attend five. Given that school fairs do not draw the 
majority of prospective applicants and appear mainly to be used by parents to learn more about the schools they are already 
considering, is it time to reassess the ROI? Of course, the survey data do show that attendance at fairs results, about half the 
time, in getting on a family’s radar. At minimum, admission offices need to be making data-driven decisions about yield 
vis-à-vis time and resources.

Providing Authentic Academic Experiences
Parents are seeking a number of additional informational resources at the time that they are applying to private schools, 
which are particularly relevant to school visits, open houses, and fairs. Thirty-one percent of parents seek more opportunities 
to interact with current students and to visit classes, as well as more information about the academic programs. Twenty-nine 
percent of parents sought more opportunities to meet with teachers and faculty, and 28% would have liked more information 
about the admission process and expectations for applicants.

In a time of limited resources and in some cases uncertain enrollment futures, admission teams should be questioning their 
current recruitment events, both in structure and participation, to determine the effectiveness of these activities. 

Destinations (continued)

Admission Alert
 1  

Kids currently enrolled in independent school are more likely to apply to more schools. How are you 
engaging this audience at your campus events and off-site school fairs?

 2  
Are you tailoring your campus visit program? How are the visits personalized to each child? Are you tailoring 
your visit to the child’s interests? If the students play cello, do you ensure they see the band and practice 
rooms? If they play hockey, can they tour the facility with a current student who plays on the team? Parents 
play a vital role in these decisions too — are you showing them that you care about their child? 

 3  
If your school size or staff size limits the ability to personalize the experience, how can you utilize and involve 
parents of currently enrolled students or other volunteers to assist? 

 4  
When was the last time you did an audit of your open house(s)? How are you screening tour guides? How 
are you working in key information about academic programs to help sell the school?

 5  
What will you do with school fairs? Does your team feel they are effective in recruiting students who hadn’t 
previously considered your school or are you seeing the same old faces?

 6  
How are you training your entire school — faculty, administration, students, and staff — to see enrollment 
admission as a school wide initiative? Perhaps it’s time to schedule a “Whole School Admission 
Management Perspective” training?
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On Time & Informed

Marketing and Communications Tools
Parents confirmed the paramount importance of school 
tours in deciding which schools would be best for their 
child. Ninety percent of respondents believe the tours to 
be extremely and/or very effective. Additional primary in-
fluencers include school interviews (84%), speaking with 
students (81%), the admission office (75%), and other par-
ents (73%). The perceived effectiveness of some of the tools 
increases slightly for those parents with children applying 
to boarding to schools. In these cases, 88% noted the inter-
view as effective, while 89% emphasized the importance of 
speaking with students at the school. 

Personal referrals, school websites, and education consul-
tants and/or access organizations appear to play a second-
ary role. In regards to the school website, 66% of parents cit-
ed that websites are effective. However, this number jumps 
to 73% among those with an income below $99,000, to 76% 
with two years or fewer of college, and to 76% by those with 
children currently attending boarding school. 

Social media networks, school fairs, other types of private 
school websites, and school viewbooks or brochures were 
not seen as being particularly effective for parents in select-

ing the best schools for their child. In contrast to the overall 
ratings, parents living overseas viewed social media, other 
private school websites, and viewbooks/brochures as being 
quite effective.

Overall, a visit by an admission representative to either the 
home or current school of the child was considered to be ei-
ther extremely or highly effective by 48% of parent respon-
dents. However, an admission visit was of particular impor-
tance for those parents with children applying to boarding 
school (57%), for those with an income under $99,000 (58%), 
for international families (60%), and for those with children 
currently enrolled in magnet/charter schools (63%). 

Viewbooks and brochures were also somewhat less effec-
tive, with only 46% of parents considering them to be either 
extremely or highly effective. This is of particular interest, 
since schools invest significant resources in creating view-
books. According to the results of SSATB’s 2013 State of 
the Independent School Admission report, schools spent, on 
average, nearly $17,000 over three years on outside consul-
tants to help develop their viewbooks; this figure jumped to 
nearly $21,000 for schools with over 700 students.

Effectiveness of Marketing Tools

Effectiveness of Marketing Tools

90%

84%

81%

75%

73%

68%

66%

55%

90%

84%

81%

75%

73%

68%

66%

55%

How effective were each of the following tools in helping you choose the best school for your child? Check all that apply. 

School tours 

School interviews     

Speaking with students at the school        

Admission offices             

Speaking with parents of students at the school                

Personal referral from friend, family, acquaintance                    

School's website                       

Education consultants/Access organizations                               

Continued on next page

Percentages indicate the total respondents that selected the factor as “Extremely Important” or “Very Important.”
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Track Improvements:  
Communication and Engagement
It appears that admission offices need to take a step back and 
review their marketing tools and resources. With the school 
visit and tours cited as effective tools, the most sought-after 
resource and activity cited by nearly one third of all parents 
as something they wished they had been able to do more, 
was the opportunity to interact with the campus popula-
tion. Thirty-one percent of parents suggested they would 
have liked their children to have had more opportunities to 
visit classes and interact with current students, with current 
boarding school parents finding student interaction even 
more important (55%). International students also relished 
the opportunity to interact with students on campus; 47% 
wishing they had more opportunity to do so. Twenty-nine 
percent of parents expressed an interest in more opportuni-
ties to interact with teachers, and 24% wished they had had 
more interaction with parents of current students — again, 
with more interest from current boarding school parents 
(36%) and international students (34%). 

These data reinforce the importance of creating an authentic 
experience for students that highlights the academic chal-
lenges they seek in an independent school education. Parents 
also want to know who is teaching their children and how 
they are doing so — 31% of parents wanted more informa-
tion about a school’s academic programs; current boarding 
school parents (50%) and parents of international students 
(53%) particularly interested in academic programming. 
Those parents with a high school diploma or less were also 

Admission Alert
 1  

Keep it personal! Tours, interviews, speaking to 
other students, and current parents are at the top 
of the list. Is your office using the right “human 
resources” effectively to yield applicants? 

 2  
Viewbooks – This big ticket item ranks low on 
the effectiveness scale. Is it time to re-examine 
the ROI?

more interested than the norm at 43%. Thirty-seven percent 
of parents wanted more information about the faculty.

Many parents wanted clarification of the admission process 
itself — 28% wished they had been more informed about ap-
plying. At the end of their application journey, more than half 
(58%) of the parents who had wished they had been more in-
formed about the process chose a public school for their child. 

There was also a call for more information about the array of 
activities on campus, pointing to the need for an authentic 
understanding of the school’s experience and culture. Twen-
ty-one percent of parents wanted to see more school videos, 
and 41% of parents with children applying to boarding schools 
wished there were more campus videos available. Forty-two 
percent of international parents also requested more campus 
videos, perhaps in an effort to capture an understanding of a 
school before investing money in travel dollars.

On Time & Informed (continued)
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Next Stop… 
Test Prep
When preparing for the SSAT, the most popular test 
preparation resource cited was the Official Guide to the 
SSAT which was used by 57% of the respondents. About 
one in four used other guidebooks (26%), 24% contracted 
with a private tutor for their child, and another 22% said 
they helped their child to prepare for the test. On the other 
hand, almost one in five parents (16%) reported that their 
child did not use any test preparation resources at all.

While some parents commented that there is a dispar-
ity in access to test prep, perception may not be reality. 
Clearly the majority of students are prepping with guide 
books and parental assistance, and these percentages 
remain consistent regardless of school of origin, type 
of schools to which they are applying, or income level. 

The only area of difference is in the use of private tutors. 
As stated, only 24% of families indicated that their student 
had a private tutor for test preparation. For families with 
incomes above $250,000, this number climbs to 37%. 

Seventeen percent of parents would have liked more regular 
updates about campus activities; current boarding school 
parents (26%) and international parents (33%) most likely 
to choose this option. 

Parents were quite clear that they wanted the entire admis-
sion process to be communicated more clearly and expec-
tations strongly delineated. One parent wrote, “This may be 
time consuming, but having some sort of open line of com-
munication (could be via email) and welcoming questions/
follow up information to give them a more complete picture 
of the student. Answering email/phone calls regarding ad-
missions questions and decisions and not shutting the ap-
plicant or their family out of the process.” 

Parents expressed an interest in both streamlining the process 
and the possibility of receiving decisions more quickly, espe-
cially in cases where an alternative school had to be chosen. 
One parent stated, “Make the process more concise. Quicker 
responses in terms of acceptances,” and another said, “I would 
suggest that things be made clearer on what’s required. I’m not 
saying that every application should be the same, but some of 
the requirements should be, making it easier for essays and 
other things to be completed without headaches.” 

Admission Alert
 1  

How are you utilizing and maximizing in-person events (school tours, etc.) to showcase the academic 
offerings of your school? How is this being addressed in other marketing touch points? Is it time for videos 
or webinars for those who are interested to get a “virtual” understanding of the academic programs? 

 2  
How are you engaging the faculty in the admission process? Is it time for a “Whole School Admission” process 
training session? Are you providing enough information about your curriculum and your faculty’s expertise?

 3  
Is it time to reallocate the marketing budget? Is it time to repurpose staff away from social media to other 
projects? How is your team reviewing each marketing element to target and understand better the family 
communication flow and need? 

 4  
How are you segmenting and personalizing your communications by audience? Are students from magnet/
charter schools receiving the same information as international students? 

 5  
Do you think your department’s communications are efficient, timely, and effective? Is it time to start from scratch?
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Private school 
- Day 
3.3

Private school 
- Boarding 

5.6

Traditional 
public school 

2.7

Magnet/ 
charter school

3.5

Parochial 
school 
2.6

Average # of Applications Submitted

Students currently attending Students currently attending Students currently attending Students currently attending Students currently attending

The Application
Parents reported applying to an average of 3.2 schools during the 2013-14 admission season. Parents with students currently 
attending private school seem to cast a wider net of applications, with 3.3 applications for current independent school day 
students and 5.6 for current independent school boarding students. In fact, 41% of families with students currently enrolled 
in a boarding school send six or more applications. Respondents with students currently attending magnet/charter schools 
applied to 3.5 schools, more than the traditional public school family, who sends an average of 2.7 applications. Parents with 
students currently in parochial schools send the fewest applications – 2.6 on average. 

These data jibe with the data collected by SSATB’s Standard Application Online (SAO), a shared and standard application 
service accepted by about 500 independent schools. Applicants using the SAO also send an average of 3.2 applications. 

Easing the Trip: Standardizing the Application Process
While the use of a common application at the college level is ubiquitous, it is now gaining traction in independent schools. 
Slightly less than half the parents surveyed (42%) used some form of common application service to apply to independent 
school. Of those who did not, the two main reasons were (1) schools did not accept a standard application (43%), and (2) they 
were unaware that a standard application was an option (39%). Parents earning less than $50,000 were more likely (55%) to 
use a standard application service as were those living outside the U.S. and Canada (52%). 

Rider Tools

Are you creating a barrier to entry?  
58% of applicants did not use a standard application  

service. 43% said it was because the schools to which they 
were applying didn’t accept a standard application. 39% 

didn’t even know there was a standard application option.
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In January 2014, SSATB surveyed a small group of indepen-
dent school placement directors, who expressed a desire for 
a standardized application to help streamline admission. 
David Hickman at St. Mark’s School (CA) said, “Any move-
ment toward a common application would be a huge benefit 
to our 8th graders and the effectiveness of our 8th grade 
program.” Another director put it more bluntly: “The stress 
that four application formats puts on families, students, and 
teachers is unnecessary.”

Detour: Anxiety and the Independent 
School Application Process
Fifty-six percent of parents described the amount of work in-
volved in applying to private schools as, “about what they ex-
pected,” while 42% found it to be more work than expected. 
Fourteen percent dropped schools from consideration due to 
the amount of application time required — and this propor-
tion is higher among those who found the process to be more 
work than they had expected (24%). When asked to quantify 
the amount of anxiety they felt throughout the application 
process on a scale of 1 to 10 (10 being the highest), all fami-
lies reported levels of anxiety above the midpoint. Parents of 
students attending boarding schools and parents of students 
attending magnet/charter schools tended to have the most 
anxiety about the application process — 7.3 and 7.2 levels  
respectively.

Admission Alert
 1  

How are you addressing applicants from each origin point? How are you working to increase applications 
from each segment? 

 2  
When was the last time you evaluated your application process and its required components? Have you 
eliminated sections that no longer make sense for today’s applicants?

 3  
Has your admission office discussed how to simplify the application process? Have you considered a 
common application?

(0 – low anxiety-10 – high anxiety)

School Child Currently Attends:

Private school - Day 6.7

Private school - Boarding 7.3

Traditional public school - 6.8

Magnet/charter school - 7.2

Parochial school - 6.2 

The average
applicant

applications
sends 3.2 

The average applicant

sends 3.2
applications 

Anxiety Level
Among Applying
Families
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Why They Applied
When evaluating the private schools to which they would 
ultimately apply, parents relied on a variety of information 
and data. Overwhelmingly, the breadth and depth of course 
offerings were cited as the most important information as-
sessed. Almost three-quarters of the parents (73%) included 
this among their top choices.

While the list of college acceptances for a school was con-
sidered important by half of the parents responding (50%), it 
was even more of an influence for boarding school parents. 
Sixty-four percent of current boarding school parents (and 
62% of those currently attending and applying to boarding 
school) cited the college list as an important reason why they 
chose to apply to a school. International families considered 
college acceptance rates and placement very important — 
67% of international parents chose this answer. 

Forty-four percent cited faculty credentials as an important 
factor in their decision to apply to a school. Parents hold-
ing a high school diploma or less chose this data point less  
often (35%). 

Only 31% of the respondents considered SAT scores as an 
important factor in where they would send their child — yet 
half of current boarding school parents and 44% of those who 
ultimately chose to apply to boarding school chose this rea-
son. Parents with less than a two-year college degree or high 
school education chose this factor slightly more frequently 
than others, at 43%. More than half (53%) of the parents of 
international students cited SAT score results as important. 

Getting on the Train

Top Items Evaluated When  
Considering an Independent School 

Breadth and depth of course listings  
73%

College list  
50%

Faculty credentials  
44%

Sitting in on a class  
31%

Average SAT score  
31%

Number of AP classes  
28%

Acceptance rate  
25%

Admission Alert
 1  

Is it time to examine how your school is showcasing its course offerings? How current and in-depth are your 
academic programs detailed on the school website and on collateral pieces? Is this easy to find information 
for prospective families? Are tour guides trained to discuss courses and offerings? What other ways can these 
elements be addressed with prospective families?

 2  
In what ways are college acceptances and placement addressed with boarding and international students? 
Should this topic be higher on the list of priorities with these groups?



23 The Ride To Independent Schools 

Why They Didn’t Apply
Overwhelmingly, parents cited “match” as the primary fac-
tor for deciding not to apply to all of the schools visited. 
Parents of boarding school students were most sensitive to 
this dynamic and lack of “match” was cited by 90% of par-
ents of current boarding school students who were looking 
to continue on to another boarding school. 

Secondary factors cited included: lack of programs/classes 
sought, not liking the campus, bad visits, or a dislike of the 
school’s approach to teaching and learning. Eighteen per-
cent said that either they had a bad visit and/or disliked the 
school, or did not care for the campus. As would be expect-
ed, parents with students applying to boarding school cit-
ed not caring for the campus most often — 28% versus the  
18% average. 

Teaching approach was the next most cited reason at 16%. 
Higher-income parents ($250,000+) were most likely to be 
critical of educational method/pedagogy — with 20% of 
higher-income parents choosing this reason for not applying. 

According to SSS by NAIS, tuition increases over the past 
20 years have averaged 5.7% per year, while income in-
creases over the same period have averaged 1.16% per year. 
Therefore, it should come as no surprise that parents earn-
ing lower incomes were more likely to cite financial need as 
a reason not to apply. 

Families with incomes under $99,000 cited this reason 22% 
of the time versus 8% of the overall survey respondents. 
Similarly, 8% of parents felt the need to eliminate schools 
from the running in order to keep the costs of applying to 
a minimum; 19% of parents with children in charter and 
magnet schools also selected this reason. 

Given the changing demographics in many parts of the 
country and, in many cases, shrinking applicant pools, ad-
mission offices may need to consider the application fee as 
well as admission test fee waivers, as significant barriers to 
application submission. 

While there is valid concern from admissions officers about 
a family’s future ability to pay for tuition (or even ancil-
lary costs if full aid is granted), if they are unable to pay 
an application fee, it should be considered that selecting 
and applying to multiple schools can, in itself, be a signifi-
cant financial commitment for families. If domestic appli-
cants can expect to pay $50-$100 per application, applying 
to multiple schools becomes cost prohibitive to those with 
limited resources.

Diverted Riders

Top 5 Reasons for Not Applying  
to Schools They Had Visited

They were not the right match for your child 
81%

They lacked programs/classes  
you were seeking 

23%
You did not care for the campus 

19%
You did not like the school/ 

you had a bad visit 
18%

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

16%
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Admission Alert
 1  

Because the “right match” is subjective, it is paramount that a school showcase its community, culture, and  
for it to personalize every interaction with applicants. How is your admission team adjusting its strategy to 
address this?

 2  
Being the “right match” also speaks directly to a school’s ability to clearly articulate its educational model 
and philosophy of teaching and learning. Are these two aspects of your school clearly defined for an external 
audience? Are you focusing enough on them in your marketing and communications?

 3  
Does your admission office pre-screen prospective families to understand better their academic needs, 
program/class requests, and customize their campus visits or outreach accordingly? Could this measure 
increase applicants and avoid confusion or mis-information about your academic programming? 

 4  
How does your office capture information about applicants who chose not to apply to your school? Should you 
consider follow-up calls or surveys?

 5  
Given that some families chose not to apply as a result of application costs, should your office discuss its 
application fee waiver policies, and perhaps test fee waiver policies, and consider options for more waivers  
in an effort to secure potential applications?

Diverted Riders (continued)
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School Decisions
Number of Acceptances
Those students, who had been accepted at a private school, 
were accepted on average by two schools. These same stu-
dents had been not accepted by just less than one school and 
they were waitlisted by just less than one school as well. All 
of these averages are higher among current boarding school 
students and those who applied to boarding school, which 
is consistent with the higher number of applications they 
had submitted.

Final Destination: Independent School
Eighty-one percent of students who applied to private school and were accepted will attend a private school. This propor-
tion is especially high among those who were already in private school (current day students at 89% and current boarding 
students at 92%). Even among students who currently attend a traditional public, public magnet or charter school, or pa-
rochial school, a substantial majority will be attending independent schools (see chart below). However, the agreement to 
enroll in an independent school appears to be lowest among current magnet/charter school children (64%). Regardless of 
current enrollment, for those who have been accepted and will attend an independent school, 82% of students plan to attend 
a co-educational institution. 

For almost all children (95%), the private school they will attend next year will be new to them. Fifty-nine percent will be 
attending independent schools as day students. The percentage of students who will attend boarding school varies based 

The Final Destination

Final Decision for 2014-2015 School Year
Is Currently Attending

Total
Private 
school –  

Day 

Private 
school 

– Boarding 

Traditional 
public  
school 

Magnet/ 
charter 
school 

Parochial 
school 

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

81% 89% 92% 74% 64% 82%

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

7% 5% 3% 10% 8% 8%

He/she has not been accepted at 
a private school and will not be 
attending a private school

8% 4% 2% 11% 19% 6%

No decision has yet been made 4% 3% 3% 5% 8% 4%

Almost There: The Revisit Day
Among the parents whose children were accepted at 
private school, 57% attended at least one revisit day for 
accepted students. Seventy-four percent of parents as-
signed a high degree of importance to revisit days in 
deciding where to enroll their child. Twenty-five per-
cent decided against a school as a result of a revisit day. 
Parents with incomes over $250,000 were the most like-
ly to feel revisit days were important (74%), and to have 
decided against a school as a result (25%).

Continued on next page
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Profile of Independent Schools Selected
Is Currently Attending

Total
Private 
school –  

Day 

Private 
school 

– Boarding 

Traditional 
public  
school 

Magnet/ 
charter 
school 

Parochial 
school 

The private school the child 
currently attends 5% 9% 10% 0% 1% 3%

A private school that will be new  
to the child 95% 91% 90% 100% 99% 97%

A day student at a day school 59% 64% 4% 57% 64% 76%

A day student at a boarding school 12% 11% 2% 15% 5% 9%

A boarding student at a  
boarding school 29% 24% 95% 27% 31% 15%

Coed 82% 84% 86% 79% 89% 77%

Girls only 10% 9% 7% 10% 8% 15%

Boys only 8% 7% 6% 11% 3% 8%

Why the Independent School of Choice? 
The choice of which independent school the child will  
attend is driven by many of the same factors that drive a 
parent’s decision to apply to private school: 

● Having an environment that is conducive to learning

● Feeling that the child will be comfortable at the school

● The curriculum at the school

● The quality of the teaching staff

● Offering teaching that is designed to develop character

● The school’s record of achievement

● Fostering strong teacher/student communication

on their current enrollment status. Twenty-four percent of 
those currently enrolled as private day school students, 27% 
of those enrolled in traditional public schools, and 31% of 
those currently enrolled in magnet or charter schools will 
be attending boarding school, while just 15% of students 
currently enrolled in parochial school plan to attend board-
ing school. 

The Final Destination (continued)

The offer of financial aid is extremely  
important to 30% of parents, but, 
played no role in the decision for 
almost half of them (46%).
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Factors such as being familiar with the school itself, the cost of tuition, being close to home, and offering a specific sport or 
extracurricular activity did not play as strong a role in school selection. Interestingly, the offer of financial aid is extremely 
important to 30% of parents but played no role in the decision for almost half of them (46%). 

Tuition will cost at least $35,000 for half of those who will be attending private school in the next school year. Tuition is 
highest among those who will be attending boarding school as boarding students, with 85% of these respondents indicating 
tuition was $45,000+. Tuition is much lower for those at day schools (50% of those attending day school will pay between 
$20,000-$35,000), and the tuition of day students at boarding schools falling between the two (67% of these students will 
pay between $30,000-$45,000). 

Final Destination: Other Schools
For those students who applied to an independent school 
but will not attend one in the coming school year, 61% will 
attend a traditional public school. The proportion is almost 
equal between those who were accepted at private school but 
decided not to attend (60%) and those who were not accept-
ed at private school (62%). Among the remainder, those who 
were accepted at private school are slightly more likely to be 
attending a public magnet or charter school when compared 
to those who were not accepted (24% vs. 15%).

For those whose child was accepted by at least one private 
school but who decided not to attend, the primary barrier 
cited is cost/lack of financial aid and/or finding a worth-
while educational alternative (often at no cost).

Admission Alert
 1  

Are you taking the time to break down your 
acceptance and yield based on the current 
school enrollment? How can/does this data 
play into your selection process for the coming 
school year?

 2  
Have you considered the importance of 
revisit days? How do you prepare your staff, 
current students/families, and other campus 
administrators and staff for this critical 
enrollment event?

 3  
Are you using your SSATB Shared Candidate 
Report data to review your applicants in relation 
to your competitor schools? 

Private school 
- Day 

Applied to  

3.3
Accepted at  

2.2

Private school 
- Boarding 

Applied to  

5.6
Accepted at  

2.7

Traditional 
public school 

Applied to  

2.7
Accepted at  

1.8

Magnet/ 
charter school

Applied to  

3.5
Accepted at  

2.0

Parochial 
school 

Applied to  

2.6
Accepted at  

2.0

Students currently attending Students currently attending Students currently attending Students currently attending Students currently attending

Average # of Schools
Applied to/Been Accepted at

Average # of Schools Applied to/Been Accepted at
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 “My son qualified for the 

Oliver Scholars Program so 

we decided to try out for it.”

2828

Thoughts on the Ride
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“My son chose to apply. 

He applied, we didn’t.”
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“Gifted learner who would be lost in the shuffle in a large public H.S. Private school will ensure he stays challenged and works to his potential.”
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“He is coming from a private school and we’ve enjoyed the experience. Public schools in our area feel a little like a crap shoot. Small class size, art, and music are important to us and there don’t seem to be many guarantees of these in the public school arena.”
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“We applied to private 

school for the academic 

challenges and resources  

that the private schools  

can provide.”
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“It would be great if schools could provide a common application approach. The information we provided was similar but just different enough that we couldn’t duplicate much work on the responses to the open-ended questions in the application.”
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“This school provides an 

excellent tran
sition from 

one school system that she 

is used to as an
 expat, in

to 

a local further education 

system where she is most 

likely to settle down and 

enter a fu
ture career.”
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“More personalized 
communication and 

individualized interest in 

my child. Only one of three 

schools offered that.”
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 “Make it less stressful for 
the students since they are 
also attending school and 

completing studies at their 
current institution.”
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“I did not see anything that 

private school provides which 

makes it worth $40,000 per 

year. So, my daughter was 

told she could only attend  

if she was awarded  

a scholarship.”0
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“Our family decided to 

send our son to the public 

charter school which has 

a magnet program and IB 

program. We want him to 

have a more culturally and 

economically diverse high 

school experience before he 

heads to college.”
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“The best fit private school 
did not accept my child, and the public school offered better courses than the school which did accept my child, so the public school was the better fit with the options available.”
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“Use a consistent set of 

admission forms and essay 

options. It was difficult to 

leverage one application to 

another, which took more 

time than I thought was 
really necessary.”
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 “We had an outstanding 

public high school option with 

better placement into colleges 

(at similar performance of 

student level) and superior 

music program; cost/benefit 

analysis and most other things 

equal except for class size. 

Allows for better graduate 

school options (without 

undue financial aid debt).”
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Understanding the family journey to independent schools 
is critical. The data in this report take much of what has 
been anecdotal observation and provides a strategic map 
into the mind of the parent customer. The action plan 

End of the Line

 Make this report required reading 

and part of the department’s 

professional development plan.

 Schedule a group follow-up 

session to address how key 

themes play into your recruit-

ment and marketing plans and 

how they may be adjusted, 

if needed.

 Consider reorganizing your 

recruitment reports to by 

student demographic categories 

or current school enrollment.

 Review marketing media and 

face-to-face recruitment events 

to determine each element’s 

effectiveness considering time, 

resources, and budget.

 Determine ways to personalize 

interactions with prospective 

families. Develop a list of activi-

ties whereby other departments, 

administrators, faculty, and 

families/students can participate. 

Ensure there is an outline for 

this kind of communication that 

is consistent for all applicants 

through your process and not 

just the ones identified for 

specific targets.

The Admission Team

 Educate on the key points – particularly parent motivation – through formal and informal reporting.

Provide a revised recruitment and a revised marketing plan based on student school of origin or other target demographics.

 Develop plans with your HOS to provide whole-school admission training including: faculty, parent, and student expectations and involvement.

 Discuss new engagement and recruitment opportunities for school leadership, including trustees.

 Provide a calendar with target events, engagements, and prospective family touch points.

Heads and OtherKey Administrators

 Schedule a whole school 

admission training session.

 Provide specific expectations 

or tasks for department heads 

and key faculty concerning 

additional outreach and engage-

ment opportunities such as: 

letter writing to potential 

students, inviting applicants to 

department events, assisting 

at open houses, and other 

admission events, etc. 

 Emphasize the need to engage 

students during visits including 

sitting in on classes, department 

and curriculum overviews, etc. 

 Ask for assistance and input 

concerning marketing the 

breadth and depth of course 

offerings and articulating the 

expertise of each individual 

faculty member.

 Educate and train faculty on the 

marketing “story” of your school 

to synchronize language and 

message around school culture.

Faculty
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outlined below is for you to use with your school’s ad-
mission team, administration, faculty, and currently en-
rolled families, and students to help them better under-
stand their critical role in making your school the final 
destination for prospective families. 

 Educate on the key points – particularly parent motivation – through formal and informal reporting.

Provide a revised recruitment and a revised marketing plan based on student school of origin or other target demographics.

 Develop plans with your HOS to provide whole-school admission training including: faculty, parent, and student expectations and involvement.

 Discuss new engagement and recruitment opportunities for school leadership, including trustees.

 Provide a calendar with target events, engagements, and prospective family touch points.

Heads and OtherKey Administrators

 Schedule a whole school 

admission training session.

 Provide specific expectations 

or tasks for department heads 

and key faculty concerning 

additional outreach and engage-

ment opportunities such as: 

letter writing to potential 

students, inviting applicants to 

department events, assisting 

at open houses, and other 

admission events, etc. 

 Emphasize the need to engage 

students during visits including 

sitting in on classes, department 

and curriculum overviews, etc. 

 Ask for assistance and input 

concerning marketing the 

breadth and depth of course 

offerings and articulating the 

expertise of each individual 

faculty member.

 Educate and train faculty on the 

marketing “story” of your school 

to synchronize language and 

message around school culture.

Faculty

 Remind students and families that they have been on this journey and of their role in building the school community with students and families that are the “right fit.” 

 Seek volunteers (when appropriate) from currently enrolled families to host events or provide personal interaction with prospective families.

 Work closely with all constituents currently engaged in the recruitment process and provide ongoing training, ensuring they understand the importance of their role in a prospective family’s journey.  

 Remind and educate all students on the marketing “story” of your school to synchronize language and message around school culture.

 Check the pulse of your currently enrolled and recently graduated families. Is your school providing the experience they expected?

 Ensure positive word-of-mouth in the community by fulfilling the educational goals of your currently enrolled families.

Currently EnrolledFamilies & Students
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Average # of schools applied to: 2.4

Average number of schools a student was accepted at: 2.0

MOST effective marketing tools for school: 
The school tour and interview

MOST important when evaluating
which private schools to apply to: 

Breadth/depth of course offerings

61% of parents visited all the 
schools they applied to 

42% of families said applying
was more work than they had expected!

58% of applicants did not use a “common app.” 
Of the 58%, 39% didn’t even know it was an option! 
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