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R

ecently, a former school owner
and advocate of career colleges
stated, “The timing on the recovery
of the for-profit sector is in direct
correlation to fixing the problem
in admissions.” Schools have long
had a focus on the performance of
the admissions office since this
department is central to the initial
student experience and is the driver
of new revenue. That reality coupled
with heightened government scrutiny
and changing consumer behavior
means that those working in student
recruitment face unprecedented
challenges.
This study aims to stimulate further
exploration of these challenges by
outlining the current situation facing
career colleges, the impressive
opportunities available to the sector,
and a proposed 3-part solution

to create a more effective, credible
and transparent marketing and
admissions process.
Current situation
Admission offices are being asked
to adjust to a new “normal” of
heightened compliance oversight.
The demise of once profitable schools
is hard to ignore when faced with

“The timing on the recovery
of the for-profit sector is in
direct correlation to fixing the
problem in admissions.”
evidence of lawsuits1, closures2, and
poor public perception3 at every turn.
Increasing tuition rates have also
caused many to question whether a
college degree is even worth the cost.4
The question is, how has an
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entire segment of higher education
that has done so much good for so
many people come to this place? In
our view, a number of factors have
contributed to this situation. There
have been significant shifts in
consumer buying preferences; the
traditional marketing and admissions
model is broken; and there are
consistent gaps in the professional
preparation of admissions
representatives. We’ll examine each of
these contributors individually.
Consumer buying behavior
As consumer behavior has changed,
so has that of prospective students.
New customer-centric norms have
been established including the
demand for 24/7 responsiveness;
desire for easy access and customized
information; increased reliance
on customer opinions and reviews;
and the ability to control the buying
cycle process and speed. 5 In fact, a
2012 study by Google followed 3,000
consumers on their paths to purchase
and found 3,000 DIFFERENT paths.6
This points to an informed
consumer that is in control of the
buying process, and yet many schools
DR. JEAN NORRIS,

is one of the leading
advocates for the
Admissions profession.
In her 28-year career, she
has served in the role
of admission counselor,
dean of admissions,
faculty member, vice
president of marketing,
vice president of
enrollment management,
and vice president
of organizational
development at private colleges and universities
across the U.S. Currently, Jean is a managing
partner at Norton Norris, Inc., a Chicago-based
marketing/consulting/training firm focused
exclusively in the higher education sector.
Jean is the visionary behind the patent-pending
software, My Guidance Coach® (MGC), which

attempt to reach their prospects
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any chance of converting shared
leads that are being simultaneously
recruited by many other schools. The
cumulative result was that admission
representatives were forced to use
more aggressive selling techniques.
The problem is that today’s consumer
doesn’t respond to these hard-core
tactics.
Career schools are far from alone
in this new reality. Just take a look
at major organizations like Google,
Visa, Intuit and Twitter. In a study by
Harvard Business Review (May, 2014),
top marketing executives were asked
about the relevance of the traditional
sales funnel. All found it irrelevant
given that the consumer is now in
control. It is definitely now a more
circular process with consumers
determining where they enter the
buying cycle and how long they
choose to stay or move through it.8
“In both B2B and B2C businesses,
customers are doing their own
research both online and with their
colleagues and friends. Prospects
are walking themselves through” the
buying cycle, “then walking in the
door ready to buy.” 8 Organizations
that force consumers (and in this
case, students) into limited options
to get information, risk losing market
share. In other words, you will only
get the people who choose to buy the
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Gaps in professional preparation
An analysis of current job postings
for admissions representatives shows
an emphasis on sales ability but only
modest educational requirements, as
minimal as a high school diploma. 9
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often limited,
since other avenues are closed
off to career college admission
representatives. The most widely
recognized professional association
for college admissions counseling
does not accept for-profit colleges as
institutional members. 10 These are
indicators that raise the possibility
that current admissions staff may
be underprepared to succeed in the
challenging environment in which
they find themselves.
An additional concern is a change
in the historical role of high school
counselors. Previously, colleges could
assume that high school counselors
worked with students to explore
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educational and career options,
creating more informed consumers.
However, burgeoning caseloads have
created unmanageable student-to-staff
ratios, and admission representatives
are not effectively trained in essential
key competencies to fill the void. The
result is that that “quality college
counseling [is] a scarce commodity
in public schools.”11 And now think
about adults returning to school who
may need this type
There is a bright side for
of guidance more
career colleges in this
t h a n e v e r. T h i s
situation, and it comes from
puts the burden
America’s intense, some would o f a d e q u a t e l y
a s s i s t i n g
say dire, need for a more
prospective
educated workforce.
students about
their opportunities squarely on
the shoulders of college admission
professionals.

expected to grow faster than the
average for all occupations, while
those occupations that require
a high school diploma or less
will grow more slowly than the
average.13
• Of first-time college students who
enrolled in a community college in
the fall of 2008, only 39.1 percent
earned a credential from a twoor four-year institution within six
years.14
• Since the eighties, the U.S. has
fallen from its position as the
world’s leader in producing a
c o l l e g e - e d u c a t e d w o r k f o rc e .
The U.S. now ranks 12th out
of 36 developed countries in
the number of college-educated
citizens between the ages of 25
and 34. The graduation rates for
both high school and college have
also fallen off sharply.15

Opportunities
There is a bright side for career
colleges in this situation, and it comes
from America’s intense, some would
say dire, need for a more educated
workforce. There is a critical skills gap
among our workforce, much of which
has been attributed to unmet needs in
higher education:
• 73 percent of U.S. companies
foresee an increasing need for
middle-skills jobs over the next
few years, yet 56 percent are
struggling to find qualified
candidates.12
• According to recent Bureau of
Labor statistics, more than half
a million new jobs are expected
between 2010 and 2020 in each of
four job areas – registered nurses,
home health aides, personal care
aides, and retail sales people.
The six categories of occupations
that typically need some amount
of postsecondary education are

Getting the right fit between a
student’s goals, needs, and values and
the institution is a critical factor in
retention,16 and the cost of a poor fit
is high: almost half of students who
leave school in their first year, never
return to post-secondary education.17
This belief is echoed in the words of
James Kvaal, deputy director of the
White House Domestic Policy Council.
He states, “College counseling is a
key leverage point because it touches
on the academic, financial and
informational barriers that students
– especially low-income and firstgeneration students – face in going to
college.” He goes on to state, “College
counseling is one of the few tools we
have that can address all three of
those barriers at the same time.”18
In viewing the burden faced by
high school counselors, a recent
report stated, “it is no surprise that
students and families would also
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look to admission officers for advice
on linking education with career
interests.” 19 We believe admission
representatives are ideally positioned
to serve in this role and make positive
changes on the success of individuals
in school, in their career, and in their
life.

withhold information and require an
admissions visit as an initial step.
Image 2: Turning Strangers into Students™

Three-part proposed solution
These challenges and opportunities
demand that career colleges step
up with new solutions to remain
relevant and even to lead the
way. We are proposing one such
solution that includes three equally
important components: a new
marketing/recruitment model,
process automation, and improved
p ro f e s s i o n a l d e v e l o p m e n t f o r
admissions staff.
Image 1: A New Solution

New model
Companies like Visa have moved
to models focused first and foremost
on building trust and relationships
with an emphasis on branding. It is
also understood that the consumer
is in control of the research and
buying process and prefers to pull
information useful to them. 20 This
approach stands in stark contrast
to many career college models that

An inbound marketing solution
can be applied to address the
issues facing
schools and
colleges today
while more
effectively and
t r a n s p a re n t l y
ser vicing the
needs of a
prospective
student. The
model entitled,
T u r n i n g
Strangers into
Students™,
(Image 2) involves five phases
in the student journey that can be
strategically employed to nurture
a relationship and offer meaningful
experiences to convert inquiries to
students and ultimately advocates of
your school.
This model captures the entire
student journey from pre-inquiry
through satisfied graduate with
opportunities to win or lose at any
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stage. Success is ultimately based
on an organization’s strategies
(and flexibility) to intrigue, engage,
convert, amaze and ultimately have
that student advocate as a key
member of your marketing efforts.
Admissions process automation
Remember the days when a surgeon
performed procedures manually?
Or, when you navigated using only a
paper map (that never folded back
up the same
Now, imagine what the role
way it came)?
of automation could be in
How
about
when a cashier
admissions – improving
customer service and ensuring had to manually
compliance, while saving money r i n g u p t h e
price on every
at the same time.
item and count
your change
back to you? In each of these
instances, automation has made
vast improvements to the reliability,
effectiveness, and efficiency of the
jobs undertaken. Now, imagine what
the role of automation could be in
admissions – improving customer
service and ensuring compliance,
while saving money at the same time.
Do you think it is impossible? Well,
consider this:
It has been estimated that 47
percent of total U.S. jobs could
be automated and taken over
by computers by 2033 and it’s not
just blue-collar jobs. In a recent
Fortune article, the author states,
“researchers are beginning to see
that artificial intelligence, robotics
and new disruptive technology
are challenging white-collar
professionals that previously seemed
invulnerable.”21
What’s causing this major shift?
Basically, “technology has become
more sophisticated” and the sheer
speed of technological advancements

and the availability of data, leads
to machines that can now perform
“higher level cognitive tasks.” 20 A
similar article in Business Insider
claims, “The machines of the
Industrial Revolution overcame
limitations of human muscle, while
the robots and artificial intelligence of
today are overcoming the limitations
of our individual minds.”22
Those statements could certainly
be viewed as a threat to the jobs of
admission representatives. After all, if
a machine can do the job better, why
do we need humans at all? Looking at
the examples cited earlier, it is easy
to make the connection between the
initial automation of the retail sales
experience and the self-checkout
lanes that have replaced cashiers at
major chain stores. This does not
directly translate to the role of the
admissions professional however.
We believe the future admissions
role is more similar to the surgeon’s
role of automation in surgery. The
surgeon has NOT been replaced.
Instead, automation has improved the
surgeon’s job by improving efficiency
and reliability while reducing the risk
of error.
Improved professional development
for admission professionals
To service students to the highest
degree, admission representatives
remain a vital resource, but in new
ways. The student-consumer has been
empowered through technology to
seek out, research, and move through
the buying cycle without the need for
a campus visit or a conversation. In
addition, today’s students are hyper
aware when they are being “sold” so
former training methodologies must
be aligned.
There is a renewed opportunity
to transform this job into a sought
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after prestigious profession. This
evolution will require new levels of
training, validated best practices,
and a network of continued support.
Providing this advanced level of
development will create a new
generation of confident, empowered
and engaged representatives.
The study
To determine the effectiveness of
this 3-part solution, we launched a
study on Aug. 10, 2015 to test the
following hypotheses:
• H 1: The “Strangers to Students”
model is effective in improving
student engagement
• H 2: Automation of a prescribed
coaching process is desirable for
prospective students
• H 3: Automation of a prescribed
coaching process is desirable for
admission professionals
• H 4: Automation of a prescribed
coaching process positively
impacts return on investment
(ROI)
• H 5 : Automation can improve
accuracy of information provided
to prospective students
• H 6 : Admission professionals
desire enhanced training and
development opportunities
Beta test participants (n=62) are
currently employed and actively
ser ving in the role of admission
representatives from four randomly
selected career colleges representing
22 campuses across the United
States. All admission representatives
have been trained on a prescribed
admissions coaching process known
as EnrollMatch®*. A point person (a
licensed EnrollMatch® trainer for the
school/college) was also identified to
manage communication, additional
training, and data collection. Access

and training for the My Guidance
C o a c h ® ( M G C ) s o f t w a re w a s
provided through this point person at
each campus.
My Guidance Coach® (MGC)
MGC provides a proven guidance
coaching service for prospective
students to determine program and
school fit. This
legally endorsed The student-consumer has
software
i s been empowered through
a v a i l a b l e 2 4 / 7 technology to seek out,
f r o m m o b i l e , research, and move through
tablet and desktop the buying cycle without the
devices to alleviate need for a campus visit or a
compliance risk conversation.
while allowing for
a customer-driven experience**. In
addition, MGC provides the ultimate
flexibility by working seamlessly with
admission professionals to maximize
resources and service.
The research plan
A survey of admissions experiences
was created in two parts. The first
part of the survey was administered
prior to the beta test to collect
baseline results on pre-existing
practices, attitudes, experiences and
opinions. Staff was then given access
and training in the use of MGC. The
second part of the survey will be
administered following 30 days of use
of MGC to test hypotheses and assess
changes.
During the test period, schools have
been asked to utilize the software in
three ways. First, schools were asked
to email a link to past inquiries that
did not convert to an enrollment. The
link took the prospective student
to a custom sign up page and then
into MGC. Next, select schools were
provided with a banner or tile to
place on their school’s website to
engage “Strangers to Visitors” who
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may not be ready to inquire but want
advanced services such as a hassle
free coaching session. Prospective
students have the option to covert
from a “Visitor to Inquiry” and request
to connect with a live admission
representative by selecting the date,
time and method they prefer.
In tandem, representatives were
asked to utilize the MGC software and
coaching process with all admission
interviews (virtually or face-to-face).

admission representatives provided
answers that fell into consistent
categories with significant overlap
between them:

Initial results
At this stage of the research, the
pre-beta survey is complete. Fiftyseven respondents have submitted
surveys representing a 92 percent
return rate.
Interestingly, 88 percent also
Results show
either agreed or strongly agreed that outbound
that technology has changed
p h o n e
the way that admissions
marketing is
representatives interact with
still a dominant
students, yet 65 percent do not m a r k e t i n g
use either chat or Skype and 13 strategy, with
88 percent of
percent do not even use email
respondents
as initial contact strategies.
indicating
that they feel phone calls are either
somewhat or ver y ef fective in
reaching students. Interestingly,
88 percent also either agreed or
strongly agreed that technology has
changed the way that admissions
representatives interact with
students, yet 65 percent do not use
either chat or Skype and 13 percent
do not even use email as initial
contact strategies. Perhaps most
indicative of the hold that outbound
marketing retains is the fact that
respondents report spending, on
average, TWICE the amount of time on
outbound calls (26 percent) as they
do on inbound ones (13 percent).
In responding to a question about
the biggest challenges they face,

Student commitment and
motivation (13)
“My biggest challenge is
students not showing up for
Orientation to start school.”
“The flakiness of them not
keeping appointments.”
“Determining their true level
of commitment to not only starting
the program but to finishing the
program.”

Student obstacles (18)
“The biggest challenges
would have to be current
obstacles examples: child care,
transportation, financial.”
“Student obstacles and no true
plan or way to overcome.”

Communication (7)
“Initial contact with the
student continues to be the greatest
challenge.”
“Sometimes the student is
very quiet or doesn't know how to
answer the questions. Sometimes
they feel like they're in an interview
and get shy/clam up. It can be hard
to pull them out of their comfort
zone at that point.”
What emerged from this initial
phase of research is a picture of
admissions representatives who feel
that they are doing the correct things
and doing them well. However, the
obstacles they mentioned, as well as
the environmental challenges we’ve
discussed, tell a somewhat different
story. This disconnect may indicate
that representatives are not aware
of the potential of new solutions to
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i m p ro v e t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e s a n d
effectiveness. The next phase of
research will shed further light on that
possibility.
Next steps
Join us in an upcoming issue to learn
more about the beta test results and
to answer the questions posed. We
certainly are curious!
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