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Improving Admissions Performance
by Focusing on APPS – Part 3 of 4
By Dr. Jean Norris, Managing Partner and
Elizabeth Wheeler, Director of Training &
Development
Norton | Norris, Inc.
When you think about successful admission
professionals, one thing stands out – they have to
be good at working with people. Yes, some possess
natural talent in this area, but how do you define
People Skills? As we continue to look further
into the APPS (Attitude, Product Knowledge,
People Skills, Sales Skills) acronym, this article
will focus on the People Skills competency and
provide insights on how to further develop skills in
this key area.
An article published by Forbes Magazine
online, “The 20 People Skills You Need to Succeed
at Work,” states that People Skills are the most
important skill to have. It is also more than just
being likable – it comes down to being an effective,
accurate, and persuasive communicator. These
are all necessary skills for the expert admission
professional.
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Connor (2003) also includes People Skills
amongst the four key competencies for success
in sales. In fact, he weighs this competency at 25
percent over Product Knowledge at 10 percent and
Sales Skills at 15 percent. Let us review some basic
people skill attributes that are commonplace in
higher education.
The basics
There are several elements of People Skills
that are necessary for success, but here are
eight of our favorites:
1. Strong communication skills
2. Awareness of body language and learning
preferences
3. Patience
4. Empathy and active listening
5. Genuine interest and honesty
6. Flexibility
7. Persuasion
8. Knowing your audience
Stepping it up
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In a field filled with skeptical prospective
students, People Skills remain among the
essential tools to possess. According to Lynn
Taylor (Forbes), “Having good People Skills
means maximizing effective and productive
human interaction to everyone’s benefit.” For
those working in admissions, this can mean
individual success but also great value for the
institution. Let us take a detailed look at eight
People Skills that are necessary for success in
the workplace:
1. Exercising strong communication skills
Strong written and verbal skills in
today’s technology centered world are
critical. It is important to articulate what
you are communicating in a way that
is understood by the person that you
are speaking to. It is also important to
customize this communication. With an
increasingly vast array of technological
methods including text, chat, email and
phone, it is important to understand the
preference of each prospective student.
Generally, people tend to explain
things based on their experiences and
preferences. Having the ability to
communicate to others in the way they
learn best is an important characteristic
of a relatable person.
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2. Demonstrating an awareness of body
language and learning preferences
Beyond the words used, one can often
ascertain the true meaning or feelings
of another through observation of body
movements. Great sales people are able
to gain additional information by looking
for congruence. In other words, does
the language someone is using match
their body language? Odds are the body
language represents the “truth.” Those
with exceptional People Skills are often
credited with truly understanding others
because they recognize body language
cues.
3. Having patience with others
Having patience with others and keeping
a level head in stressful situations allows
one to maintain control of the situation,
and this behavior will not go unnoticed.
Once control is lost – so is credibility.
Additionally, having patience with a
student can also mean allowing them
the time they need to process questions
and information. Going to college is a big
decision that impacts everyone in the
student’s life. Putting undue pressure on
prospective students may result in poor
decisions that have negative impacts on
student persistence and outcomes.
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4. Showing empathy and being an active
listener
There is a fine line between empathy and
sympathy. According to Dictionary.com
(2014), sympathy is “the fact or power
of sharing the feelings of another,” and
empathy is about understanding the
feelings of another person without taking
on those feelings.
In the world of college admissions, it is
important to note that showing empathy
leaves room for a solution, where
sympathy draws more people into the
problem or situation making it difficult to
resolve. Being able to differentiate your
behaviors will allow you the opportunity
to connect at a deeper level with your
student. This is where improved listening
skills come in, too. Active listening
is something worth focusing on to
improve in the People Skills category.
This does not only mean nodding and
making agreeing sounds throughout
a conversation, but rather being fully
present in the conversation.
How does one become an active listener?
Start by becoming aware of what might
be getting in the way of hearing what
the other person is saying. Limit your
distractions, and really focus on the
person in front of you. To let the student
know you are listening, repeat what you
heard them say. Even better – reflect on
what they said as well as what their body
language is telling you. This demonstrates
true listening.
5. Exuding a genuine interest in others, and
being honest
Others know when you are being
authentic and if you really care about
your role - especially in admissions. Many
students are first generation students that
may or may not have support. Some may
have never spoken to someone with a
genuine interest in their passion to go

to school. Getting in touch with your
purpose as an admission professional is a
great first step in building sincerity. If you
find your values or purpose do not align
with your job or position, there may be
noticeable stress.
Additionally, as we have spoken about
in the first two articles in this series,
students are less likely to trust in today’s
environment. Honesty truly is the best
policy when it comes to tuition, credit
transfer, enrollment fees and placement
rates. Honesty is also much more than
just staying compliant; it involves telling
the WHOLE truth so students can make an
informed decision.
6. Applying flexibility
The most effective sales people also
understand the value in being flexible.
Being flexible not only has to do with
the daily ebb and flow of the admissions
office, it has to do with being able to
adapt to different needs of the many
students coming in for an interview.
According to a study conducted by
researchers at Aequus Partners (2010),
flexibility is the mutual decision to make
changes to when, where and how a
person will work better to meet individual
and business needs. The way one goes
about their job, presentation or even a
tour could work for certain people but
maybe not others. Apply flexibility to
adjust to each individual.
7. Utilizing persuasion
In higher education, we know that
persuasion plays a large role in moving a
prospective student towards a decision.
When you speak about a school’s
attributes and benefits – persuasion is
happening. Having the confidence to
present your school’s information in a
professional, ethical way, does not make
you “sales-y,” it is all part of the People
Skills competency.
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8. Knowing your audience
The ability to truly understand key
information about your prospective
students is critical for many reasons.
First, this information will help present
your school and programs in a way that
is easy for the prospective student to
understand. Secondly, customization has
become the norm in so many other facets
of marketing and social media already
(Allbusiness.com, 2000). Think about an
account with Amazon.com that sends the
user custom suggestions based on past
searches or purchases. There are video
games that allow for customization down
to the eye color, while Facebook allows
ultimate control in what one chooses to
“Like..”
So why should it be any different for
higher education? Meeting the student
where they are in their model of the world
will help them build better rapport with
you as the admission professional, and
help them make better and more informed
decisions. Know your audience and know
how to deliver or market the information
in the way your audience wants to receive
it.
Some admission professionals have a
natural talent to communicate and connect with
prospective students while others may find
great value in learning how to implement these

skills. At the end of the day, there is value in
practicing and refining People Skills.
Join us for the final article on APPS which will
focus on the most critical competency of all –
Attitude!
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