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The process of choosing an independent 
school is a journey. 

It involves much consideration, a great deal of 
investigation and ultimately critical decision-making. 
It is thoughtful, emotionally charged, stressful and 
time-consuming. It is a ride. The more that schools 
can appreciate and understand what parents are 
thinking and how they are feeling at each stage of  
that ride, the better they will be at meeting parents’ 
needs and concerns. Empowered by the insights 
of parents, schools can create a process that is 
meaningful and satisfying, which in turn will help 
with schools’ enrollment.
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At the same time, the independent school landscape is more 
competitive than ever. Parents have a plethora of choices and 
public school is just the beginning. Families today are choosing 
between public, private, parochial, charter, home schooling and 
learning pods! While parents consider many factors as they seek 
the right school for their child, it is critical for all enrollment staff 
to be empathetic and supportive of them and their concerns.
By understanding and responding to parents’ perceptions and 
pain-points, schools can differentiate themselves and improve 
their competitive positioning.

It is for those reasons that we developed The Ride to Independent 
Schools. By providing deeper insight into the heads and hearts of 
parents choosing an independent school, we believe that schools 
can improve the quality and the results of their enrollment 
efforts. This is the third time since 2014 we’ve produced “The 
Ride,” and in this report we focus on the data that presents the 
most significant takeaways for schools. We hope that you find it 
to be both useful and inspiring.
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Parents’ opinions often 
defy logic. 
As critical as the decision about schools may 
be, it is not always made with precise logic, and 
parents’ decision-making processes are not 
always linear. What is presented as important at 
one point in the process becomes less important 
at another. Perhaps that inconsistency is related 
to the fact that more than half of parents rated 
their anxiety level about the process as six out 
of ten or higher and that 47% of parents feel the 
application process is onerous. Schools need to 
understand both the heads and hearts of parents. 

Authenticity is everything.
We live in an age of cynicism, and parents 
are naturally circumspect about many of the 
information sources available to them.  
However it’s clear parents seek authenticity.  
In most cases, word of mouth (WOM), whether 
in the form of reputation or the opinions of 
friends or alumni, is an important factor in 

consideration and decision-making. Likewise, 
having students guide tours is seen as more 
believable and trustworthy than having an 
adult or school representative conduct the 
tour. This factor is very likely linked to a 
significant shift in the generational makeup of 
respondents. In this year’s study, 82% were Gen 
Xers (the demographic cohort following Baby 
Boomers and preceding Millennials), compared 
to only 67% in 2017, and Gen Xers as well as 
Millennial parents seek real experiences to build 
institutional trust..

Day vs. boarding. 
Parents with children in boarding school are 
more likely to consider and choose boarding 
school, while parents with students currently in 
day school are more likely to look at day schools. 
At the same time, the percentage of parents 
considering or choosing boarding schools is 
declining. The need to communicate the value of 
the boarding school experience to a wide swath 
of parents has never been greater.  

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
With over 100 questions and nearly 3,000 
respondents, EMA’s survey data provide rich 
insights into families inside of the independent 
school admission process.
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Financial aid needs 
a rethink. 
Unquestionably, affordability is a significant 
concern for parents. But parents’ attitudes about 
financial aid aren’t always predictable. One of the 
most interesting and confusing findings from 
the survey is that the number of parents applying 
for financial aid has decreased, and for over 40% 
of parents, financial aid barely factors into their 
decision-making. Are some families incorrectly 
ruling themselves out of the financial aid process 
because they don’t think they would qualify? 
Can some families afford independent school 
but choose not to? Is the very term “financial aid” 
flawed? This at a time when, according to the 
National Association of Independent Schools’ Data 
and Analysis for School Leadership (DASL), the 
median tuition assistance grant per student has 
risen by 34% over the past five years — outpacing 
the percentage increase in average tuition. 
Although families sent mixed messages, one thing 
is clear: It’s time for a rethink on how we structure 
and communicate around financial aid.

Schools can never stop 
competing: The end 
of the admission cycle 
is as important as the 
beginning. 
Parents are visiting, researching and applying to 
more schools than ever before in our research. 
Attendance at school fairs adds to the number 
of schools under consideration. Even toward 
the end of the admission process, a significant 
number of parents report changing their first 
choice of schools. This has particular resonance 
in admission cycles that have been disrupted by 
COVID-19. Virtual events and personal outreach 
throughout the process will be critical to keeping 
families engaged.

Diversity is clearly  
a factor. 
A commitment to diversity, equity and inclusion 
increasingly guides decision-making and value 
setting at independent schools, and parent’s 
consideration of these values in the admission 
process is increasing. However, survey results 
alone won’t provide a clear picture. 

Diversity clearly was a factor in choosing 
the schools to which parents applied. It was 
universally listed as an important reason for 
choosing schools and advanced as a reason for 
not applying to others. “Exposing children to 
a more diverse student group” was ranked as 
an extremely or very important non-academic 
factor by 61% of families in deciding to apply 
to independent schools, a significant increase 
from the last survey. The same trend held true 
at the end of the admission process. For 42% 
of parents, diversity was a factor in deciding 
between multiple schools at which their child 
was accepted.

While the lack of ethnic or racial diversity in 

the school community was identified as being 

important throughout the process for 33% of 

parents, an equal number said that it was not 

very important at any point in the process. 

Beyond additional investigation, we recognize 

that we must be prepared to critically examine 

the perspective from which we approach 

diversity in our own research. For example, 

asking parents about the importance of 

“exposing children to a more diverse student 

group” is not likely the way that a person of color 

would contextualize diversity. Indeed the very 

term “diversity” as a placeholder for people of 

color is fraught. Clearly there is more work to be 

done in this regard, both inside the enrollment 

process and inside of independent school 

teaching and learning.
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The Stations 
We’ve divided our report into the various stages—or stations—that represent parents’ 
journey to join an independent school community.

 STATION #1  
 Who are the riders and where are they coming from?

 STATION #2
 What are riders looking for in schools?

  STATION #3 
  How do riders decide where to go and which schools to consider?

  STATION #4 
  How do riders introduce themselves to schools?

  STATION #5 
  Financial aid: How do riders afford where they’re going?

  STATION #6 
  Thinking about a destination: How do riders decide where to apply?

 STATION #7 
 Acceptance and enrollment: Where does the ride end? 

THIS
REPORT

Look for the Takeaways
Our purpose in providing the independent school  arena with this report extends 

beyond a mere presentation of data. Our hope is that you can use the insights that are 

presented to enhance the enrollment perspectives, practices and results at your school. 

To that end, the practical implications or takeaways that emanate from the data are 

highlighted throughout the report and at the end of each “Station.”
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A Short Note About Data 
You may notice that some of the data in this study differ from the results in 

the aggregate reporting related to the Standard Application Online (SAO), 

EMA’s common admission application. Those variations are attributable 

to the fact that the populations represented by each data set are related but 

not identical. 

Background and Methodology
In an effort to support the enrollment management professional, The 

Enrollment Management Association periodically collects data on the 

behaviors and opinions of the families applying to independent schools. 

The primary goal is to deliver admission and enrollment professionals 

with market data on the process, procedures, and experience of the school 

search, admission testing, application, and school selection.

In conjunction with the Enrollment Management Association, Insightlink 

designed a survey to address these issues and implemented this survey 

among The Enrollment Management Association’s database of parents.  

To improve the accuracy of data collection, participating parents were asked 

to respond based on the experience of a specific child.

A total of 2,887 parents completed the survey. The responses of these 

parents are summarized in the report that follows. The Enrollment 

Management Association has also been supplied with an extensive set of 

cross-tabulations of the data to enable further drill-down of the findings  

for specific parental groups.

Author Acknowledgment
The Ride to Independent Schools was written by independent school 

marketing consultant Chuck English. Chuck has successfully helped 

dozens of independent schools achieve strategic goals through  

effective branding, messaging, marketing and creative initiatives.  

He is also an accomplished speaker and writer. Contact him at  

chuck@englishmarketingworks.com.
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THE 
PARENTS 
Who responded to the survey?

2020 2017

Experience with Private/Independent Schools:

Siblings                                                                                            

Mother

Cousin(s)

Father

Aunts/Uncles

Grandmother/Grandfather

Stepmother/Stepfather

None

44%

36%

34%

31%

31%

18%

2%

26%

47%

37%

35%

31%

30%

17%

24%

1%

20172020

Average 
household

income

$165K$175K

2020 2017

Parent Age 

Gen Y 8% 3%

Gen X 82% 67%

Boomer 6% 30%

Silent 6% 0%

Marital Status 

Married 80% 81%

Divorced/Widowed/Separated 11% 11%

Single 6% 6%

Living with partner 2% 2%

Parent’s Highest Level of Education

High school or less 4% 3%

Vocational/Technical Degree 1% 1%

Some college 6% 6%

Completed 2-year degree 3% 4%

Completed 4-year degree 29% 32%

Postgraduate/professional degree 56% 32%

Parent Demographics:
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FAMILY DEMOGRAPHICS

This age profile has shifted notably away 
from Boomers over the past 

three years. 

Four-in-five parents (82%) are 
Gen X, while Gen Y and Boomers 
each account for less than 10%.

As in 2017, eight-in-ten 
parents are married.

One third have a household 
income of $250,000 or more.
Household income levels have shifted 

slightly higher over the past three 
years, although with almost no regional 

differences this year. 

Followed by “mother” (37%) 
and “cousin(s)” (35%).

Siblings remain the most frequent 
point of prior attendance.

More than half have a postgraduate 
or professional degree.

Most of the rest have a four-year college 
education (29%).

Similar to 2017, three-quarters 
of families have prior private/

independent school experience. 



Who are the riders 
and where are they 
coming from?
 Many parents considering independent 

school are already at independent school. 

For almost half of the parents surveyed, the child whom they 

made the focus of their responses (respondents were asked to 

answer questions with one particular child in mind) was already 

attending an independent school. SAO trend analysis, however, 

indicates that over the past five years, a range of 34%–38% of 

applicants to independent schools are already at independent 

schools. Although the SAO data is different from the Ride to 

Independent Schools parent survey, the trend is clear: If you 

want to prioritize feeder schools for your independent school, 

you should start with other independent schools in your 

catchment area.



Over the past three years, there has been a shift away from traditional public schools as the main 
source of students applying for private/independent schools in favor of those who are already en-
rolled in these schools. This year, exactly half (50%) are already enrolled in a private or independent 
school, primarily as day students (43%), whereas the comparable results in 2017 were 37% and 34% 
respectively. Over the same time period, the proportion currently in a traditional public school has 
dropped from 40% to 31%.

CURRENT SCHOOLING

43%

31%

8%

7%

6%

3%

1% 1% 1%

43%  Private/independent day school (1,231)

31%  Traditional public school (899)

8%  Public charter/magnet school (229)

7%  Parochial school (214)

6%  Private/independent boarding school (176)

3%  International school (76)

1%  each Home schooled (26)  |  Virtual or online school (21)  |  
Private school for learning differences (15) 
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 Compared to three years ago, parents with 
children in public school are less likely to consider 
independent schools. 

The number of parents applying to independent schools with children 

currently in public school decreased dramatically from 2017 (40% to 31%) 

and the number of those with kids currently in independent schools 

increased by a similar amount (34% to 43%). 

We would like to point out, however, that according to SAO, the trend is 

that there has been a shift away from students who are already enrolled in 

private schools as the main source. Rather, more and more applicants are 

from public schools. COVID-19 has further accelerated this change as SAO 

data from 2020 indicated that there were more applicants to independent 

schools from public schools, especially toward the end of summer 2020.

While clearly the imperative for independent schools will be to retain those 

families whose choice was motivated by the pandemic, there may also 

be an opportunity to gain greater insight into how to continue to attract 

public school parents. That may lead to thoughtful marketing campaigns 

promoting independent schools’ strong academic programs, social 

emotional and character learning opportunities, the quality of their in-

person learning, their extracurricular activities and the independent 

school experience.
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Not surprisingly, there is a strong link between the type of school a child attends now and the types 
of schools considered for the upcoming school year. This link is especially high for those currently 
attending a private/independent day school (87%) or a private/independent boarding school (93%).

STATION #1  

If the child is currently attending:

TOTAL
Private/

Independent
Day School

Private/
Independent

Boarding
School

Traditional
Public
School

Magnet/
Charter
School

Parochial
School

International
School

Private/independent  
day schools 76% 87% 30% 73% 80% 69% 30%

Private/independent  
boarding schools 34% 28% 93% 32% 30% 21% 59%

Traditional public schools 32% 23% 16% 55% 23% 20% 4%

Parochial schools 14% 12% 7% 10% 51% 15% 1%

Private charter/magnet 
schools 14% 12% 3% 9% 10% 71% 5%

Private schools specializing
in learning differences 6% 4% 6% 6% 6% 5% 0%

Home school 4% 2% 2% 3% 1% 3% 1%

Virtual or online school 3% 2% 2% 3% 1% 3% 1%

International schools 2% 1% 5% 1% 1% 2% 38%

Types of Schools Seriously Considered

Then they are 
considering:

t
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 Parents are prepared to switch schools. 

Of the children who were the subject of responses, 55% 

were in 8th grade during the application process. Yet only 35% 

of parents indicated they are considering an independent 

school because their child was in the final grade at their 

current school. This indicates there are many parents looking 

for a new school because they don’t want to continue at their 

current school even though they could. 

Although parents are prepared to switch schools, as was 

noted above fewer public school parents are considering 

independent schools. Schools would be wise to think about 

how to communicate the value of an independent school 

education specifically to public school parents.

55% were in 8th 
grade during the 

application process.

Yet only 35% of parents indicated 
they are considering an independent 
school because their child was in the 

final grade at their current school.

    STATION #1

55%

35%

If the child is currently attending:

This child needs  
to change schools  
because: TOTAL

Private/
Independent
Day School

Private/
Independent

Boarding
School

Traditional
Public
School

Magnet/
Charter
School

Parochial
School

International
School

You want to explore other  
education options for them 36% 28% 48% 47% 34% 22% 46%

They are in their current  
school’s final grade 35% 50% 25% 17% 34% 58% 4%

You are unsatisfied with  
the current educational  
environment

18% 11% 15% 28% 23% 12% 16%

A change in family 
circumstances 3% 3% 2% 2% 3% 1% 25%

Other 7% 8% 10% 6% 6% 6% 9%

Final grade of current 
school as consideration:

t



This year, seeking other educational options is most prevalent among parents of children currently 
in boarding schools, traditional public schools and international schools. Those in their final grade 
are most often in private day schools or parochial schools, while dissatisfaction is higher for parents 
whose children are currently in traditional public schools and magnet or charter schools. Although 
small overall, changes in family circumstances play somewhat of a role with children currently in 
international schools. 

REASONS FOR APPLYING TO INDEPENDENT SCHOOL

Wanted to explore other 
educational options

36%

Needs to change schools 
because they are in their current 

school’s final grade

35%

Needs to change schools 
because unsatisfied with current 

educational environment

18%

Needs to change schools because 
of family circumstance

3%

Other

7%
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This year, six-in-ten parents applied only to private/independent day schools (61%), 15% applied to 
boarding schools only and one-in-four (24%) applied to both day and boarding schools. Since 2017, 
this has shifted slightly toward day schools and away from boarding schools. Two-thirds of parents with 
children currently in day schools and more than half of parents with children in boarding schools applied 
to those same types of schools while parents of children in international schools are more likely to apply 
to boarding schools only (47%).

TYPES OF INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS CONSIDERED

61% 
Day Schools

Only

24% 
Both Day 
and Boarding
Schools

15% 
Boarding 
Schools Only

If the child is currently attending:

This child 
applied to: TOTAL

Private/
Independent
Day School

Private/
Independent

Boarding
School

Traditional
Public
School

Magnet/
Charter
School

Parochial
School

International
School

Day schools only 61% 65% 2% 64% 64% 72% 30%

Boarding schools only 15% 10% 54% 16% 10% 5% 47%

Both day and 
boarding schools 24% 24% 44% 20% 25% 23% 22%

WHERE DID
THEY

APPLY?

t
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 Day school parents to day schools; boarding to 
boarding — but boarding lacks loyalty. 

The data does demonstrate that almost all parents with children at day 

schools (87%) are considering day schools and similarly that almost all 

parents with children at boarding schools (93%) are considering boarding 

schools. That would seem to indicate that if you’re a day school family, 

you’re going to stay that way, and the same is true for boarding school 

families. 

However, when the criterion becomes considering only day school or only 

boarding school, there is a shift. While 65% of current day school parents 

exclusively looked at day schools, the comparable number for boarding 

schools was much lower at 54%. In addition, the proportion of boarding 

school parents (48%) wanting to explore other educational options for their 

child was much higher than that of day school parents (28%). It may be true 

that boarding school parents are more likely to remain as such, but clearly 

there is a clink in the loyalty armor of boarding schools. Now is the time 

for boarding schools to double down on communicating their value 

proposition to their own parents.     

28%  48%

2%  54%

Considering Private Day

Considering Private Boarding

Considering Private Day Only

Considering Private Boarding Only

Want to explore other educational options

CURRENTLY 
DAY

87%

28%   93%

65%  15%

CURRENTLY 
BOARDING

30%

STATION #1  
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 Public school is always competition. 

Almost half of parents considering a private school also 

seriously considered either traditional public school (32%) 

or public charter or magnet schools (14%). In addition, the 

proportion considering public school options was slightly 

higher than in 2017. The challenge is to demonstrate your 

value proposition to families considering a free option.

ALMOST 1/2
OF PARENTS

CONSIDERING 
A PRIVATE 

SCHOOL ALSO 
SERIOUSLY 

CONSIDERED:

Traditional 
public school 

or...

Public charter or 
magnet schools

    STATION #1

32%

14%



If you want to prioritize feeder schools for your school’s 
enrollment, you should start with other independent 

schools in the catchment area. 

Thoughtful marketing campaigns should promote 
independent schools’ strong academic programs, social 

emotional and character learning opportunities, the 
quality of their in-person learning, their extracurricular 

activities and the independent school experience.

Schools would be wise to think about how to 
communicate the value of an independent school 

education specifically to public school parents.

Now is the time for boarding schools to double down on 
communicating their value proposition to their 

own parents.

Public school is always competition. The challenge 
is to demonstrate your value proposition to families 

considering a free option.

STATION #1             TAKEAWAYS
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What are riders 
looking for in 
schools?
 We asked parents how important a series of 

academic and non-academic factors were in 
their decision to apply to independent schools 
or their child. 

Looking at the combined ranking of those factors provides some 
important insights:

It’s interesting that the top 10 factors are split equally between 

academic and non-academic factors. Parents are clearly seeking a 

well-rounded approach to education — one that offers a wide array 

of features. Notice as well that factors like developing a strong moral 

character and supporting social and emotional development rank 

higher than college placement or meeting individual needs. These 

results provide strong guidance in the development of admission 

approaches and messaging.

Moreover, they point to elements that are absolute must-haves in a 

school’s repertoire of strengths. If a school can’t demonstrate a record 

of success regarding the top five ranked items, it’s not going to 

compete well for new students.

Note how low reputation and a family member or friend attending 

a school ranked on the list. This speaks directly to generational 

changes in families seeking independent schools. GenXers and 

Millennials are more likely to look for authenticity and fit rather than 

reputation. The implication is that schools have to first establish that 

they understand families and offer areas of tangible value before 

they can leverage the power of WOM. 
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01  LOVE OF LEARNING                                                                       98%

02  EDUCATION THAT WILL CHALLENGE                            96%

03  MORAL CHARACTER                        92%

04  SOCIAL EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT                            91%

05  INDIVIDUAL ATTENTION                                                85%

06  COLLEGE PLACEMENT                                     73%

07  EXTRACURRICULARS                                 70%

07  FACULTY                                                         70%

08  LEARNING NEEDS                                     67%

09  DIVERSITY                                           61%

10  PEER GROUP                                      60%

11  EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING                  58%

12  FINANCIAL AID                                 55%

13  PHYSICAL WELL-BEING                 54%

13  REPUTATION                                     54%

14  ATHLETICS                                48%

15  COVID-19                            43%

16  COMMUTE TIME         33%

17  FRIEND*             21%

18  FAM**          17%

    

*Friend or sibling attended     **Family member attended

The leading academic drivers in deciding to apply to private/independent school have shown little 
change since 2017. 

Academic

Non-Academic

ACADEMIC & NON-ACADEMIC FACTORS FOR APPLYING
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Affordability continues to be, by far, the primary issue parents face about private/independent schools, 
since six-in-ten (58%) raise this concern, which is almost identical to 2017 (62%). Secondary concerns 
include their child’s social and emotional development (32%, up from 27%), the program not being 
sufficiently challenging academically (29%), lack of ethnic/racial diversity at the school (28%, up from 
22%), transportation (26%) and not being worth the cost (25%). Only about one-in-ten parents express 
concern about COVID-19 specifically (12%) or their child’s physical safety more generally (9%). A number 
of parents, however, report that they had no concerns.

PARENTS’ PRIMARY CONCERNS ABOUT INDEPENDENT SCHOOL

Affordability

Concerns about your 
child’s social and emotional 

development

Academic program 
will not be challenging 

enough

Lack of ethnic/racial 
diversity in the school 

system

Transportation to/from 
the school

That the education will not be 
worth the cost associated

58%

32% 29% 28%

26% 25%
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 To understand what parents are looking for in an 
independent school, it would be wise to also look at 
the issues about which they were most concerned 
when they started looking at schools.

There’s not much alignment between parents’ concerns and the factors 

leading them to apply. For example, 58% of parents were worried about 

affordability, making it the highest ranked concern, but financial aid 

ranked 15th in factors parents were seeking. Likewise, while 96% of parents 

said it was important that a school offers an education that will challenge 

their child, only 29% of parents were concerned about that. There are two 

possible explanations. One is that the emotional and analytical decision-

making criteria are not often aligned. We have to appeal to both the head 

and the heart using jargon-free language. The other way to interpret the 

dissonance is as an expression of confidence in independent schools. The 

percentage of parents choosing particular concerns was much lower than 

the percentage of parents choosing any particular decision factor. Parents 

know what they are looking for and are generally confident that schools 

will be able to deliver.

STATION #2  

Primary concerns about private/independent schools:

Affordability                                                                                            

Child’s social/emotional dev

Academics not challenging enough

Lack of diversity in school community

Transportation to/from school

Education not worth cost

Academics too challenging

Not understanding the admissions process

Lack of support if new to private school

Concern about COVID-19/illnesses

Concerns about physical safety

Other

62%

27%

26%

22%

24%

25%

17%

16%

11%

N/A

7% 

7%

58%

32%

29%

28%

26%

25%

16%

15%

12%

12%

9%

8%

2020 2017



If a school can’t demonstrate a record of success 
regarding the top five ranked items, it’s not going 

to compete well for new students.
1) love of learning

2) education that will challenge 
3) moral character 

4) social emotional development 
5) individual attention

The implication is that schools have to first establish 
that they understand families and offer areas of 

tangible value before they can leverage the power 
of word of mouth.

We have to appeal to both the head and the heart 
using jargon-free language.

Parents know what they are looking for and 
are generally confident that schools will be 

able to deliver.

STATION #2             TAKEAWAYS
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How do riders 
decide where to go 
and which schools 
to consider?

 Having determined interests and 
concerns, how do parents determine which 
schools they are interested in?

We asked parents about their primary method of researching 

schools. Effectively, this was their starting point in their 

research. As well, we asked parents to rank the importance 

of various sources of information. The starting point and 

importance didn’t always align, but some clear trends emerged.
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 The importance of school websites can’t be overstated. 

For a quarter of parents, websites were their primary source of information, and 

72% of parents considered school websites extremely or very important 

sources of information. 

Clearly, school websites are critical in parents’ research and therefore to 

recruitment success, but too often websites are difficult to navigate on a 

mobile phone, don’t include important information such as the ages or 

genders of students served and include out-of-date information. School 

websites need to be inviting and differentiating and include effective calls 

to further action.

    STATION #3

chart 36



School websites, other parents, school fairs, emails and counselors/consultants are the most important 
sources of information. The following were rated “Extremely important” or “Very important”.

MOST IMPORTANT SCHOOL INFORMATION SOURCES

Individual school 
website(s)

School fair(s); Hosted 
campus visit

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

Direct mail 
from school

Email from 
school

School counselor/
educational consultants/

access organization 
advisor

Alumni

FOLLOWED BY  Research on sites like privateschoolreview.com or boardingschoolreview.com (35%); Searching on 
discussion boards from current parent and students (ex: Facebook mothers’ group in your region) (23%); Social media 
profile of school(s) (Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, WeChat, Kakao Talk, etc.) (18%)
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 Word of mouth (WOM) is paramount. 

In terms of research methods, combining parents whose children attend(ed) 

a school with school review sites and discussion boards yields a WOM 

mega-category that is the first choice of 43% of parents. 

A similar look at the importance of information sources puts the data 

on parents with experience at a school together with alumni, school 

review sites and discussion boards to create a category that would 

almost universally be regarded as extremely or very important. Creating 

exceptional experiences for families that align with their personal values 

empowers superfans who have made the school a part of their identity. 

All of that adds up to the importance of ambassadorship and the stories 

people are telling about a school.

 Social media cynicism. 

Only 1% of parents said that the social media sites of schools were their 

primary method of research, and social media sites were rated as extremely 

or very important by the smallest percentage of parents. 

These rankings seem to draw a distinction between what schools say about 

themselves on social media and what others say about them. The former is 

less influential while the latter carries much more weight. These responses 

should also encourage schools to use less of a broadcast approach to 

social media and rather put a premium on engaging audiences through 

content that is relevant to prospective parents (e.g., how to afford 

independent school, whether independent schools are elitist, why 

independent school outcomes are superior).

    STATION #3
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TOTAL U.S. Parents Canadian
Parents

International
Parents

Parents you know who have children attending/
have attended 30% 29% 38% 22%

Individual school website(s) 26% 26% 30% 20%

School counselor/educational consultants/
access organizational advisor 13% 13% 9% 22%

Research on sites like privateschoolreview.com or
boardingschoolreview.com 12% 11% 12% 26%

School fair(s) 7% 7% 1% 4%

Social media profile of school(s) 1% 1% 1% 2%

Searching on discussion boards from current 
parent and students 1% 1% 1% 2%

Other 11% 12% 7% 3%

Primary Method of Research:
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SCHOOL FAIR STATS

Almost six-in-ten parents 
(58%) attended at least one 

school fair in 2020
This is much higher than 

the comparable result 
in 2017 (41%).

Average number of school 
fairs attended in 2020

A majority of U.S. and Canadian 
parents who attended a 

school fair went to more than one, 
while international parents 

were more likely to attend a 
single school fair.

To learn more about 
schools you were 
considering but 
didn’t know enough 
about yet (721)

To take a first step 
in learning about 

private/independent 
school educational 

options (690)

To really show your child 
was interested in a particular 
school(s) (244)

5%  Other (89)

To learn about other 
schools you hadn’t 

considered (183)

REASONS FOR 
ATTENDING 

SCHOOL FAIRS
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 School fairs may deserve more attention.

In-depth questions about school fairs yielded results 

that should have schools thinking seriously about their 

importance. Consider these:

 The percentage of parents attending at least one school fair 

rose from 41% in 2017 to 58% in 2020, and parents were more 

likely this year than in 2017 to attend more than one fair.

 Almost half (47%) of parents added a school to their list as a 

result of a school fair. While that percentage decreased from 

the last study, it’s still too high to ignore. 

 The number of parents attending school fairs to find out 

more about schools already under consideration rose from 

33% in 2017 to 37% in the current data. At the same time, 

the proportion of parents using school fairs to learn about 

schools they hadn’t previously considered fell from 19% to 

9%. That seems to indicate that parents are now using school 

fairs to substantiate their choice of schools more than to 

discover new ones.

In a surprising change from the last time we surveyed 

families the implications are that school fairs are a 

very important part of the recruitment arsenal whether 

they account for parents adding schools to their list or 

validating choices already made. The importance of school 

fairs is complicated due to COVID-19. If there aren’t fairs 

in your area, consider working together with your regional 

association or neighboring schools to set up a virtual 

school fair event.

47% 
Almost half of 

parents added a 
school to their 

list as a result of a 
school fair.

International parents are more 
likely to have done so than either 
U.S. or Canadian parents (56%).

STATION #3  



School websites need to be inviting and differentiating 
and include effective calls to further action.

Don’t underestimate the importance of ambassadorship 
and the stories people are telling about a school.

Schools should use less of a broadcast approach  
to social media and instead put a premium on  

engaging audiences through content that is relevant  
to prospective parents.

 (e.g., how to afford independent school, whether independent schools are 
elitist, why independent school outcomes are superior).

Parents are now using school fairs to substantiate their 
choice of schools more than to discover new ones.

In a surprising change from the last time we surveyed 
families the implications are that school fairs are a 

very important part of the recruitment arsenal whether 
they account for parents adding schools to their list or 

validating choices already made. The importance of school 
fairs is complicated due to COVID-19. If there aren’t fairs  

in your area, consider working together with your  
regional association or neighboring schools to 

set up a virtual school fair event.

STATION #3             TAKEAWAYS
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How do riders 
introduce 
themselves 
to schools?

 What happens once parents have decided on the 
schools they want to know more about? In particular, 
how do parents make themselves known to the 
schools in which they are interested?

We asked parents how they first identified themselves to a 

school in which they were interested. The results provide 

important guidance to admissions efforts.
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 Make the inquiry form easy to find and easy 
to complete. 
The largest proportion of parents — almost a third — made their initial 

contact via a general inquiry form. This is so important it’s worth auditing 

the inquiry form on your website today. What information can you remove 

from the form to encourage more families to complete it?

 Don’t wait for the phone to ring. 
The number of parents who choose to introduce themselves by calling the 

admissions office fell dramatically from 15% in 2017 to 9% in 2020.

 Stealth applications are real — and on the rise. 
Almost one in five parents (17%) made their first official contact with a school 

by submitting an application, and that was up by 3% since 2017. 

In Canada, stealth applications represent almost a third of introductions at 

30%. This tracks directly with generational purchasing habits. If you’ve ever 

researched a product online before you bought it in a store, you’re likely a 

GenX purchaser. Parents are using websites and word of mouth to make 

decisions before they even appear on your radar.

ALMOST 1 in 5 PARENTS MADE THEIR 
FIRST OFFICIAL CONTACT WITH A SCHOOL 

BY SUBMITTING AN APPLICATION (17%).

 UP 3% SINCE 2017

    STATION #4
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This year, the two most popular methods of showing interest in a school continue to be filling out 
a general online inquiry form (30%) and registering for an open house at the school (25%, up from 
18%), followed by submitting an application (17%), and either emailing or calling the admissions office 
(10% and 9% respectively). Other methods of first contact used include reaching out to coaches at 
the school, attending a school event (such as an open house, fair or tour) or participating in a shadow 
day. In some cases, the school was already familiar to the parent or the school reached out to them.

METHODS OF INTRODUCTION 

Filled out a general 
online inquiry form 

(858)

Submitted an application to 
the school (498)

Registered for an open house 
at the school (725)

Emailed the admissions 
office (292)

Called the admissions 
office (268)

FOLLOWED BY  Other (3%); Educational consultant or placement director contacted the school on your behalf (2%); 
Walked into the school and identified yourself as an interested party (2%); Emailed another party at the school (1%); 
Called another party at the school (1%).



34

OPEN HOUSE STATS

NUMBER OF SCHOOLS VISITED  Of the parents who visited at least one private/independent 
school, six-in-ten visited between one and three schools, nearly one-in-three visited between four and 
six schools and about one-in-ten visited seven or more schools. Canadian parents visit fewer schools on 
average, while international parents see slightly more schools overall. Since 2017, the average number of 
schools visited has increased slightly, especially among U.S. parents.

Visited 1-3 
schools

Visited 4-6 
schools

Visited 7-9 
schools

Visited 10 or 
more schools

Average number 
of schools visited by 

parents in 2020

3.6

IMPORTANCE TO APPLICATION DECISION  By far, the most important influencers from a school 
visit on the decision to apply are touring the campus (95% extremely/very important) and meeting with 
an admissions officer (85%), followed by attending a class (77%) and having a student as a tour guide 
(76%). Secondary factors include meeting a teacher (72%), attending a formal admissions presentation 
(69%) and getting information about the school’s response to COVID-19 (64%).

Taking a tour of 
the campus 

Having an interview or 
personal time with an 

admissions officer

Attending a class Having a 
student as your 

tour guide

59% 29%

3%8%
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 Open houses are very much alive. 

Despite the fact that many schools are choosing to shift their efforts from 

open houses to personal tours, the proportion of parents making contact 

via an open house increased by a wide margin from 18% in 2017 to 25% in 

the current study.

Speaking of open houses, visiting a school in person represents a serious 

expression of interest by parents. It also raises the stakes for schools that 

naturally want to capitalize on that level of commitment. Our data presents 

several significant indicators.

First, parents are visiting more schools than they did previously, with the 

average number of schools visited rising from 3.4 in 2017 to 3.6 in 2020. 

While most parents (59%) still visit a modest 1–3 schools, the percentage of 

parents who chose to see 4–6 schools increased from 24% in 2017 to 29% 

in the current study.

STATION #4  
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What makes those visits most worthwhile to parents and to schools? We 

asked parents which of the people they met at a school visit were most 

helpful to them in getting to know a school. The fact that the most popular 

answer was admissions staff is not surprising and also an affirmation of 

how critical the admissions function is to the recruitment process. 

What should make schools stand up and take notice is that for 83% of 

parents, spending time with current students was regarded as being 

either extremely or very effective in getting to know a school. That’s 24 

percentage points higher than the effectiveness of current parents. Based 

on that, having current students accompany parents on tours or be 

available at open houses is essential. As schools are developing online 

admission events, be sure to include voices of current students.

 Admission staff                                                                                                       90%

 Current students                                                                       83%

 Teachers            72%

 Volunteers (ex. parent of current student)            59%

    STATION #4

We asked parents who, during their visit, was most helpful in getting to 
know the school.
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 Effectiveness of post-visit 
touchpoints. 

How best to follow up a visit is a critical 

consideration for schools wanting to maintain a 

connection to interested parents. The fact that, 

compared to the previous study, just about every 

touchpoint was considered more effective in 

continuing to learn about a school might be a 

measure of parents’ increasing determination in 

their quest for information. Schools clearly need 

to regard the initial visit as only a small step in 

the process.

The most marked increase in parents’ perceived 

value of after-visit touchpoints was another visit. 

Attending school events went from 62% of parents 

considering them to be extremely or very effective 

in 2017 to 78% in 2020. Creating additional 

opportunities for parents to be in the school 

environment is increasingly beneficial.

The two items that were least important in 

helping parents know more about a school 

after their visit are worthy of note. Receiving a 

viewbook at this time was considered extremely 

or very effective by less than half of parents. 

Schools wondering if a viewbook is effective 

at this stage in the process might look to these 

results for their answer. 

In line with the previous cynicism expressed 

about school social media sites, parents consider 

them to be the least effective means of learning 

more about a school after a visit. Again, there’s 

an implied distinction between a school’s social 

media site and other social media sites on which 

parents may find information about a school. 

Schools need to be realistic in understanding 

how their social media pages are perceived, 

which may mean prioritizing the retention 

benefit of social media sites.

Personal outreach by an 
admissions officer (phone 

or email)

Attending school events

The school’s website

Personal outreach by a teacher/
coach (phone or email)

Emails from the school

FOLLOWED BY  

(58%) Videos about the school

(55%) Personal outreach by a student 
(phone or email) 

(51%) Personal outreach by a current 
parent (phone or email) 

(48%) Mailings from the school

(45%) Receiving the school viewbook

(33%) The school’s social media 
accounts 

Connecting with 
families after the visit.
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 More personal is more persuasive. 

Ultimately, it’s all about whether a visit and all of the post-visit touchpoints 

will lead a family to apply to a particular school. Based on that, the most 

important question is about the impact that each in-person activity has on 

the decision to apply. 

    STATION #4

Those results reveal that personalization 
and authenticity win the day. As noted 

in the executive summary, that could 

well be a reflection of the fact that 82% 

of respondents were Gen Xers. Do you 

send a mass follow-up email after an 

in-person event or tour? Good! How 

about a personal email from the student 

tour guide? Better! Or a hand-written 

note from a teacher or program leader? 

Now that’s personalization!

Not surprisingly, tours were almost 

universally considered essential to 

the application decision with 95% 

of parents considering them either 

extremely or very important. The 

personal tour remains an unbeatable 

means of showcasing a school in ways 

that are important and relevant to 

particular parents.

In fact, it is the personal or authentic 

touchpoints that make the greatest 

impact, with 85% of parents saying that 

personal contact with an admissions 

officer was extremely or very important. 

Many of the other highly ranked 

touchpoints indicate the efficacy of 

personalized approaches. Examples 

are a meeting with a teacher, attending 

a class or having a tour leader hand-

picked based on a student’s or family’s 

area of interest. Many of the open-ended 

comments about in-person contact 

revealed the same. Some examples are:

“Some schools found ways to make 
us immediately feel like a welcomed 
member of the community.”

“…but hearing from a normal kid who 
had to work hard was instrumental to 
our family.”

“So it really came down to personal 
touch…” 

Finally, when getting to know a 
school, having a student as a tour 
guide was considered extremely or 
very important to a decision to apply 
by 76% of parents. The authenticity of 
students is clearly irreplaceable.
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SCHOOL VISIT INFLUENCERS ON DECISION TO APPLY

By far, the most important influencers from a school visit on the decision to apply are touring the 
campus (95% extremely/very important) and meeting with an admissions officer (85%), followed by 
attending a class (77%) and having a student as a tour guide (76%). Secondary factors include meeting 
a teacher (72%), attending a formal admissions presentation (69%) and getting information about the 
school’s response to COVID-19 (64%).

 Taking a tour of campus                                                                                                 95%

 Personal time with an admissions counselor                                       85%

 Attending a class                  77%

 Having a student as a tour guide                 76%

 Meeting a teacher         72%

 Formal admissions office presentation                 69%

 Meeting the head of school            65%

 Getting info about COVID response        64%

 Tour guide aligned with interests                  63%

 Admissions person as tour guide              52%

 Overnight experience              51%

 Meeting with a coach              51%

 Having a meal at the school         50%

 Attending school assembly      45%

 Watching sports practice      39%



Make the inquiry form easy to find and easy to complete. 

Don’t wait for the phone to ring.

Parents are using websites and word of mouth to make 
decisions before they even appear on your radar.

Open houses are very much alive.

Having current students accompany parents on 
tours or be available at open houses is essential. 

As schools are developing online admission events, 
be sure to include voices of current students.

Schools clearly need to regard the initial visit as 
only a small step in the process.

STATION #4             TAKEAWAYS
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Creating additional opportunities for parents to be in 
the school environment is increasingly beneficial.

Schools wondering whether a viewbook is an effective 
post-visit touchpoint might consider that less than half 
of parents considered it to be an effective touchpoint at 

this phase in the admission process. 

Schools need to be realistic in understanding how their 
social media pages are perceived, which may mean 

prioritizing the retention benefit of social media sites.

Personalization and authenticity win the day.

Finally, when getting to know a school, 
having a student as a tour guide was considered 

extremely or very important to a decision to apply 
by 76% of parents. The authenticity of students is 

clearly irreplaceable.
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Financial aid: 
How do riders afford 
where they’re going?

 We’ve already demonstrated that financial 
aid and affordability are significant concerns 
for parents as they consider independent 
schools and determine their interest in 
particular schools. 

The data allows us to more closely examine parents’ decision-

making around financial aid. First, the percentage of parents 

applying for financial aid decreased slightly (57% to 53%) from 

2017 to 2020. Those decreases were more marked in Canada and 

for international students. The question is whether the decrease 

is because parents are better able to afford private school or have 

excluded themselves from the process for financial reasons, 

or because schools are more clear about who does and doesn’t 

qualify for aid. 
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DIDN’T APPLY 
FOR 

FINANCIAL 
AID

APPLICATION FOR FINANCIAL AID

This year, just over half of all parents (53%) applied for financial aid, which is marginally lower than in 
2017 (57%). This result is much higher in the U.S. (58%) than in either Canada (29%) or outside of North 
America (28%). The slight drop in applications for financial aid since 2017 come almost exclusively 
from outside the U.S.

APPLIED 
FOR 

FINANCIAL 
AID

58%
U.S. Parents

29%
Canadian 

Parents

28%
International 

Parents

42%
U.S. Parents

71%
Canadian 

Parents

72%
International 

Parents



44

Although the two main reasons for not applying have stayed the same since 2017, more parents this 
year did not require the aid (56% vs. 48% in 2017), while the same proportion did not expect to qualify 
(47% both years). The other primary reason for not applying is a concern that it would negatively impact 
their child’s admission (“For a justified fear that it would greatly diminish our son’s chances of being 
accepted”)/ “Admission made clear that this would impact likelihood of acceptance”) while, for other 
parents, they qualify for tuition remission or they were late in applying (“We applied very short notice so 
focusing on the application process was more important.”)

REASONS FOR NOT APPLYING FOR FINANCIAL AID

You do not require 
financial aid/assistance

You didn’t think you/your 
family would qualify

You didn’t have enough information 
about the process

The process was 
overwhelming

Other

6% 5%

7%

47%56%
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 Deeper examination of responses related to 
financial aid is revealing. 

Not surprisingly, when parents were asked why they chose not to apply 

for financial aid, the majority (56%) said it was because they didn’t need 

it. However, a very significant proportion of parents (47%) did not apply 

because they thought they would not qualify. Presumably most of these 

parents felt they needed financial assistance. Comparing total survey 

responses to a subset of parents who identified financial aid as a factor 

and for whom affordability was a concern amplifies that dynamic. For 

example, 61% of those for whom affordability was a concern did not apply 

for financial assistance because they assumed they would not qualify.

The question posed by the data is whether parents need more 

information about who qualifies for financial aid and whether they 

are therefore making important decisions about schools without 

sufficient information. Perhaps schools need to more explicitly provide 

qualification criteria?

There are several models you might consider. For example, higher ed 

websites often include a simple tuition calculator that allows families 

to enter a few data points and receive a tuition estimate. There are 

also many independent schools that have reimagined their financial 

aid process to create indexed or family individualized tuition models. 

Whatever your approach, one thing is clear: The financial aid process  

is lengthy and complicated. Can this be made easier?

STATION #5  
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 When it comes to the decision about the school in which children 
will be enrolled, the impact of financial aid seems split among 
total respondents. 

    STATION #5

Extremely important 
part of the decision

Not at all important 
part of the decision

Somewhat important 
part of the decision

Very important part 
of the decision

Not very important 
part of the decision

While 45% of parents identified financial 

assistance as an extremely or very important 

reason for their ultimate choice of schools, a 

slightly greater proportion (47%) said that it was 

not very or not at all important. Predictably, for 

parents who said financial assistance was a factor 

in their decision to explore private schools and 

those who identified affordability as a concern, 

financial assistance had a greater impact on 

their final decision. 

There are definitely mixed messages in the data 

and that may reveal that financial assistance 
is an emotionally charged issue that doesn’t 
always lead to straight line decision-making. 
Perhaps that’s the most important implication for 

schools. Many of parents’ open ended comments 

about their experience with financial assistance 

underline the emotional dynamic, demonstrating 

a high degree of anxiety and uncertainty. 

For example:
“It’s demeaning to feel a positive ‘good match’ for 
your child and have it all depend on how much 
money you can afford to pay.”

“I do not believe schools genuinely care about 
socioeconomic diversity even though they 
proclaim to care. I felt my child was ‘wait-listed’ 
because we are not wealthy.” 

“It would greatly diminish our son’s chances of 
being accepted.”

Think of that — a family who entered the 

independent school admission process  

concerned that if they applied for financial aid 

their chances of acceptance would diminish. 

Naturally, this is antithetical to the values of 

all independent schools, but nevertheless a 

communication or perception gap persists.

Financial Aid and Enrollment Decisions:



The question posed by the data is whether parents 
need more information about who qualifies for 

financial aid and whether they are therefore making 
important decisions about schools without sufficient 
information. Perhaps schools need to more explicitly 

provide qualification criteria? There are several models 
you might consider. For example, higher ed websites 
often include a simple tuition calculator that allows 

families to enter a few data points and receive a tuition 
estimate. There are also many independent schools 
that have reimagined their financial aid process to 

create indexed or family individualized tuition models. 
Whatever your approach, one thing is clear:  

The financial aid process is lengthy and complicated. 
Can this be made easier?

Financial assistance is an emotionally charged issue that 
doesn’t always lead to straight line decision-making.

STATION #5             TAKEAWAYS
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Thinking about a 
destination: How do 
riders decide where 
to apply?

 More schools are being considered. 

You would think that the process of visiting schools would narrow the 

field, but parents are researching and applying to more schools than they 

did in 2017. For schools that means that even after tours and visits, the 

field is increasingly competitive.

The process of researching private schools is arduous, but yet almost one in 

five parents (19%) take on that task for seven or more schools and that’s up 

from 16% in 2017. Over half of parents (51%) research four or more schools 

and that’s up from 46% in 2017. In fact, only 14% of parents research only 

one school, down from 19% in 2017. Interestingly, international parents do 

even more research, with 68% looking into four or more schools and 40% 

examining seven or more schools. 

Applying to a school would seem to be a decisive action, but increasingly, 

parents are hedging their bets, applying to even more schools than in 2017. 

The number of parents applying to only one school has gone down, from 

35% to 28%.  

In fact, one in five parents (22%) are applying to five or more schools, and 

that’s up from 19% in 2017.

Comparing the data about schools parents research and apply to provides 

interesting insight. On average,parents apply to 3.2 schools out of the 3.9 

schools they research, representing 80% of application/research conversion 

rate. In other words, for every five schools parents research, they apply to 

approximately four. That means odds are that if a parent deeply engages 

with a school, they are likely to apply. In fact, more than half of parents 

(55%) apply to every school they visit.



NUMBER OF SCHOOLS RESEARCHED & APPLIED TO

Average number 
of schools 

researched

Average number 
of schools 

applied to

On average and similar to 2017, parents research or engage with approximately four schools before 
deciding where to apply. International parents tend to research more schools on average (4.9) whereas 
Canadian parents engage with slightly fewer schools (3.1). This year, U.S. parents applied to an average of 
three private/independent schools and Canadian parents applied to an average of two, while international 
parents averaged five applications. Since 2017, the average number of schools parents apply to has risen 
slightly, driven by U.S. and international parents.

3.9 3.2

Nearly 1 in 5 parents 
(19%) researched seven 

or more schools 
(up from 16% in 2017)

More than 1 in 5 parents 
(22%) are applying to five 

or more schools 
(up from 19% in 2017)

# OF SCHOOLS RESEARCHED # OF SCHOOLS APPLIED TO

14%

16%

18%
14%

10%

8%

19%

1 school

2 schools

3 schools4 schools

5 schools

6 schools

7+ schools 1 school

28%

20%
18%

11%

22%

2 schools3 schools

4 schools

5+ schools

Parents do not always apply to every school they visit. Just over half (55%) applied to all the schools they visited.

55%
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WHY PARENTS DIDN’T APPLY

There are a number of reasons for not applying to all of the schools visited. Most frequently citied 
are dissatisfaction with the school’s academic program, a poor school visit, issues with the teaching 
approach and/or the facilities. Some schools are eliminated to keep application costs down or due 
to a lack of financial support from the school. In some cases, the student felt the school would be 
too overwhelming or parents felt the school’s application process was overwhelming. Lack of interest 
by their child, failure to offer specific programs/sports, mismatches with the school’s culture/religious 
orientation and commuting time are also reasons for not applying to a school.

You were not satisfied with 
the academic program

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

care for the people you met

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

You did not care for the 
campus/facilities

OTHER REASONS FOR NOT APPLYING TO ALL SCHOOLS VISITED  “Daughter did not like the culture 
of the schools.” / “We were not pleased with the dress code particularly for the female students, this is 2020, 
not 1960.” / “Did not offer a particular sport.” / “My child ranked the schools and applied to the schools he was 
interested in attending.” / “The general feeling of the school, it is hard to put into words.” / ”Did not like elitism 
& racial segregation of students in social groups.” / “Lack of diversity amongst faculty and senior admin. Bad 
vibes from students on campus.” / “The commute for our son as a day student would have been too difficult a 
dynamic for our family.”

30% 29%

25% 23%

31%
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 How do parents choose where to apply? 

Although a minority of parents did not apply to every school they visited, 

it’s instructive to examine what factors led to schools being eliminated 

from consideration. 

The most popular reason (30%) was a lack of satisfaction with the academic 

program. Looking at the other side of the coin — although academics 

was an important factor for many parents, they often used a number 

of different terms to represent academic excellence, such as education, 

curriculum, quality and even fit. This demonstrates the need for schools 

to articulate the many facets of academic excellence, including 

classroom culture, teaching philosophy, and how you honor success 

and nurture improvement.

Two other factors related to how parents choose which schools they apply to 

are worthy of attention. First, reputation is listed as the second most important 

reason for the first four out of five school choices and the third most 

important for the fifth. That’s a clear indicator that word of mouth is critical 

to parents’ decision-making, particularly later in the admission process. 

Second is the relative and surprising unimportance of financial aid and 

affordability. Only 9% of parents identified affordability as a reason for 

not applying to every school. Almost unbelievably, when parents were 

asked for the most important reasons that they chose to apply to a school, 

financial aid was mentioned only once and that was the 10th of 12 ranked 

factors for the fifth place school only.

STATION #6  
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 Common applications are on the rise. 

More than half of parents (56%) used a common application, compared 

to 47% in 2017. Of those who didn’t, almost all ascribed their action to 

very practical reasons, such as the school didn’t use a common application 

or they were applying to only one school. Less than 20% of parents 

attributed their decision to discretionary factors, like they thought their 

child would have a better chance without a common application or they 

are too complicated. 

    STATION #6
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USE OF A COMMON APPLICATION SERVICE

of parents used a 
common application 

when applying

56%

You only applied 
to one school

The school(s) your child 
applied to didn’t accept this 

type of application

You did not know 
this was an option

FOLLOWED BY  You thought your child would have a better chance at acceptance if you filled out the school’s application 
(7%); You found it too complicated to use and easier to apply to schools individually (3%); You were advised not to use it by 
the school(s) to which you were applying (2%); You were advised not to use it by your child’s placement counselor/advisor 
(1%); Other (5%).

Over half of parents (56%) used a common application service when applying to private/independent 
schools this year, representing an increase of 9 percentage points over the 2017 finding. Parents in 
Canada, however, are much less likely to have made use of this type of service (just 25%).

REASONS FOR NOT USING A COMMON APPLICATION
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MAKING THE APPLICATION PROCESS WORTHWHILE

Welcoming school visits, timely responses by admissions staff, being guided by a student that exhibits 
desired behaviors and being checked-in on during the application process are all key factors in helping 
parents feel the process is worth the time and effort it demands. Other mentions include specific example 
of support and encouragement from the school.

During school visits and/or 
interviews, admission staff were 

friendly and warmhearted and made 
you feel welcomed and supported.

Admissions staff responded to 
your application questions in a 
timely manner either via email 

or via phone.

During school visits and/or interviews, your 
tour guide (if they were a student) showed 
some behaviors or character traits that you 

would like your child to grow into too.

Admission staff sent you 
emails on a regular basis, 

checking on you and 
offering help.

Average level of anxiety parents 
experience during the admission 
process (out of 10)5.5

Parents do not appear to experience a particularly high level of anxiety during the 
private/independent school admission process. On average, it reaches 5.5 on a zero-to-
ten scale, which is down a little from 2017 (5.9). This result does not appear to vary much 

by the type of school the child is currently in, although it is slightly higher (6.2) among 
parents whose children are currently in international schools.

73% 67%

52% 50%
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Parents continue to be almost evenly split between those who 

found the amount of work to apply to private/independent 

schools to be about what they expected (52%) and those who 

found it more than they expected (47%). Whereas almost no 

parent (2%) found it took less work than they expected.

 Applying is onerous and stressful. 

Overall, 47% of parents say that applying to schools is more work than they 

expected. While that’s less than half, it’s still a very significant number that 

needs to be considered. To make matters worse, one in seven parents (14%) 

dropped a school from consideration because the application process was 

too much work! 

When parents were asked to rate their anxiety level from 0 to 10 during 

the application process, the average response was a seemingly reasonable 

5.5/10. But 52% of parents rated their anxiety level as 6 or more, and over a 

quarter of parents (28%) rated it as 8 or more! The good news is all of these 

measures are down slightly from 2017. 

Schools need to be aware that the application process is clearly perceived 

as onerous. Either try to make it less daunting or better prepare parents 

for what’s in store. Further, personal care and attention is definitely the 

antidote to the burdensome and stressful nature of the application process. 

When asked what made the process worth the effort, parents rallied around 

comments like “admission staff were friendly and warmhearted and made 

you and your child feel welcomed and supportive” and “admissions staff 

responded to your application questions in a timely manner.”

STATION #6  

52% 47%



Even after tours and visits, the field is 
increasingly competitive.

Odds are that if a parent deeply engages 
with a school, they are likely to apply.

Schools need to articulate the many facets of academic 
excellence, including classroom culture, teaching philosophy, 

and how you honor success and nurture improvement.

Data clearly indicates that word of mouth is critical 
to parents’ decision-making, particularly later in the 

admission process. 

Common applications are on the rise. 

Schools need to be aware that the application process is clearly 
perceived as onerous. Either try to make it less daunting or 
better prepare parents for what’s in store. Further, personal 

care and attention is definitely the antidote to the burdensome 
and stressful nature of the application process. 

STATION #6             TAKEAWAYS
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Acceptance & 
enrollment: 
Where does the 
ride end?
 Applications outnumber acceptances. 

Although 51% of parents apply to 3 or more schools, students are 

on average accepted at only 1.9 schools. That still leaves most 

families more than one choice and therefore a decision to make. 

How families choose is significant to schools.

1.9
average # of 
schools child 

has been 
accepted

0.6
average # of 
schools child 
has not been 

accepted

0.9
average # of 
schools child 

has been 
waitlisted
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 Revisit days on the decline in 2020—likely caused 
by the pandemic. 

A traditional means of choosing between schools at which students were 

accepted was the revisit day. 

However, a minority of families (39%), many fewer than in 2017, participated 

in a revisit day. For those, the revisit day had significantly less impact than 

in the previous study. While 69% of families said that the revisit day was 

extremely or very effective in confirming a choice, that was almost 20% less 

than in 2017. This significant change was likely caused by disruptions and 

revisit day changes caused by COVID-19. Even more significant is the fact 

that only 10% of respondents eliminated a school from consideration based 

on a revisit day, and that was down from 19% previously.

One-in-ten parents (10%)  
decided against a school as a 

result of a revisit day. 
These parents give a wide range of reasons, 

including their own or their child’s preference or 
dislike for a particular school, whether or not they 
received financial aid from the school, how well 

the school handled either in-person or virtual 
revisit days and concerns relating to COVID-19.

    STATION #7
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Very effective

Somewhat effective

Not very effective

Not at all effective

Extremely effective

USE OF REVISIT DAYS

Just less than four-in-ten parents whose child has been accepted and/or waitlisted (39%) have attended 
a revisit day for accepted students, which has dropped substantially since 2017 (52%). Revisits are more 
likely to occur among parents in North America than among international parents. Just one-in-ten 
parents (10%) decided against a school as a result of a revisit day. These parents give a wide range of 
reasons, including their own child’s preference or dislike for a particular school, whether or not they 
received financial aid from the school, how well the school handled either in-person or virtual revisit 
days and concerns relating to COVID-19.

61%
NO 

  39%
YES  

23%
6%

2%

34%35%

ATTENDED REVISIT DAY

EFFECTIVENESS OF REVISIT DAY
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 How does the enrollment decision get made? 

Parents’ reasons for choosing the school at which their child will enroll  

are very different from the ones they used in deciding to which schools 

they applied. While academics is still the top rated factor, only three  

items top rated for enrollment were in the top ten for applying, and three 

of the top six enrollment factors were ranked as the bottom three in 

application factors.

It could be that once parents are choosing between the two schools at 

which their child has been accepted, the criteria change. Perhaps, decision-

making becomes more practical. The specifics of the available clubs and 

activities is more pressing than the broad strokes of extracurriculars. Now 

that parents know more precisely what tuition is likely to be, the exact 

amounts of financial assistance take on new importance. 

Whatever the rationale, it’s important for schools to recognize that 

decision-making is situation dependent and factors that were important 

earlier in the process may lose their significance when it comes to 

enrollment. For example, a fact sheet about affordability may resonate with 

families early in the process while a video highlighting happy students may 

be effective in driving the point home.
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HOW ENROLLMENT DECISIONS ARE MADE

Academics

Diversity

Clubs and activities Sports

College counseling

Academics dominates the list of decision factors (86%), followed by clubs and activities (56%), sports 
(43%), diversity (42%), college counseling (40%) and financial aid (39%). Other factors mentioned include 
the school’s culture, environment, learning support and specific programs.

Financial aid

Academics

Clubs & Activities

Sports

Diversity

College Counseling

Financial Aid

RANK : CHOOSING TO APPLY*

1

15

5

7

14

16

RANK : CHOOSING TO ENROLL*DECISION FACTOR

1

2

3

4

5

6
*Out of 16 choices
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FIRST CHOICE SCHOOL

Two-thirds of parents agree that their first choice school during their research phase remained their first 
choice when they received letters of acceptance. This response, though, is driven almost completely by 
the high proportion of parents who have enrolled their child, with eight-in-ten of these parents (79%) 
agreeing that their child will be attending their first choice school. Among the few parents who have 
not yet decided on a school, less than half (41%) agree that their first choice school remained the same.

no

FIRST CHOICE SCHOOL STAYED THE SAME AFTER ACCEPTANCE LETTERS

CHILD WILL BE ATTENDING FIRST CHOICE SCHOOL

31%
yes
69%

no
21%

yes
79%

73%
Accepted and attending 

private/independent school

41%
No decision has 

been made
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 First choice can fluctuate. 

It’s true that almost 80% of children will be attending the school that 

was their first choice. But bear in mind that their first choice may 

have changed during the process. While the majority of families (69%) 

maintained their first choice from the research phase to acceptance, 

more than three in ten did not. In addition, when a first choice changes, 

it may lead to indecision. Overall, 59% of parents who have not yet made 

a decision changed their first choice. First choices change and schools 

would be wise to steward families from the beginning of the process to 

the end. 

 Parents vs. students as decision makers. 

This is a critical criterion in recruitment strategy, messaging and tactics 

Student-focused approaches will be very different from those targeted at 

parents. Our data very strongly indicates that both audiences — parents 

and students — must be the focus of marketing efforts. The majority 

of parents (83%) said that their kids were to a great or very great extent 

decision makers in terms of applying to schools and 80% as it relates to 

enrolling in schools. 

Of parents said that their 

KIDS WERE TO 
A “GREAT” OR “VERY 

GREAT” EXTENT 
DECISION MAKERS 

in terms of applying 
to schools 

STATION #7  
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 The percentage of parents who said 

 that COVID-19 played a role in decision- 

 making to a very great or great degree 

 (41%) is the same as those that said COVID-  

 19 contributed to decision-making only  

 to a small degree or not at all.

 While 47% of parents reported that  

 COVID-19 confirmed, reinforced 

 or increased their commitment to   

 independent schools, 34% seem to 

 indicate it had no impact.

 Only 12% of parents identified COVID-19  

 as an issue they were most concerned

 about when researching schools, likely  

 because their research was mostly   

 complete when the pandemic hit.

 This mirrors what we heard from parents  

 elsewhere in the study: COVID-19 ranked  

 15 out of 18 as a factor when considering  

 a school, and 49% of parents said that   

 COVID-19 concerns were not very   

 important to decision-making at any   

 stage of the admissions process.

 An exception to the ambivalence   

 regarding COVID-19 came from parents  

 of international  students. Of these, 70%  

 confirmed that COVID-19 played a role  

 to an extremely great or great degree 

 in deciding what their child will be   

 doing for the 2020–2021 school year. It  

 follows then that for 40% of international  

 parents, COVID-19 was a concern about  

 sending their child to a school away   

 from home.

Many schools feared an exodus of families 

from independent schools caused by 

widespread financial disruption, but in 

most cases this hasn’t occurred. Although 

the impact on the current admission 

cycle remains to be seen, a few things are 

clear: communicating value is critical and 

retention will be very important. 

 Disruption & Innovation Caused by COVID-19. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has enveloped the world, affecting every aspect of daily 

life. The education sector has been monumentally impacted by COVID-19, forcing 

schools online and to adopt onerous health and safety protocols. Yet, independent 

schools have transitioned admirably and, with few exceptions, have maintained an 

outstanding continuum of learning. Many schools in fact saw a bump in enrollment 

during late summer 2020 as parents in public schools sought more effective educational 

experiences for their children.

During the 2019–2020 school year, COVID-19 didn’t wholly disrupt the admission cycle. 

For most families who had been able to visit schools in person during the fall of 2019, the 

admission process was nearing completion when the pandemic hit. The impact on the 

admission cycle for the 2020–2021  

school year and beyond is less clear.

    STATION #7



IMPACT OF COVID-19

4 in 10

7 in 10

Overall, four-in-ten parents (41%) 
agree that COVID-19 is playing a role in 
the decision about school this year.

The pandemic is having an important 
impact for seven-in-ten international 
parents (70%).

The most prevalent parental response is similar regardless of how parents describe the influence of 
COVID-19 on their decision-making for the 2020-2021 school year. The crisis has confirmed, reinforced 
or increased their commitment to private/independent school equally for parents who report COVID-19 
as having a very great or great influence on their decision (45%) and for those who describe it having just 
some, a small or no degree of influence (48%). Beyond this, however, the parents who rate COVID-19 as 
having a stronger influence are somewhat more concerned about its financial impact, are more likely to 
be changing schools because of how schools are adapting (15% vs. 1%) and are even a little more likely 
to have decided against sending their child to private/independent school (8% vs. 2%).

None of these

Confirmed/reinforced/
increased your commitment to 
private/independent school

11%: Facing job loss or uncertainty 
about keeping your job or income

10%: May need to request 
more financial aid than anticipated

8%: May not be able to 
afford private/independent 

school for this child

7%: Changing the choice of 
school due to concerns about how 

schools are adapting to outbreak

4%: This crisis has led you to 
decide NOT to send your child to 

private/independent school4%: Other
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Boarding schools have a big edge. 
International students are three times more 

likely to apply to boarding schools: 47% applied 

to boarding schools only compared to 15% of 

total respondents.

Establish relationships with educational 
consultants. Not surprisingly, families of 

international students are five times (46% vs. 

9%) more likely to use an educational 

consultant or agent.

Demonstrate stellar academics and a path 
to higher education. The main reason 

(53%) that parents of international students 

are interested in sending their children to 

schools in the U.S. or Canada is to prepare 

them for college or university in North 

America. The other significant reason is that 

students will receive higher quality education, 

which was the motivation indicated by 26% of 

international parents.

Market for the long term. There is nothing 

impulsive for parents of international students 

in seeking out schools in the U.S. and Canada. 

Overall, 80% of respondents said that they had 

been considering the possibility for a year or 

more, and 45% have spent two or more years. 

If you’re engaging international families 
only during the current admission year, you 
may be missing an opportunity to build a 
relationship with important families.

Be prepared for lots of competition. Parents of 

international students research more schools 

than American or Canadian parents by a wide 

margin. On average, international families 

researched 4.9 schools with 40% looking into 7 

or more schools. That’s a stark comparison to 

the overall average of 3.9 schools and only 19% 

researching 7 or more schools. 

In an even more stark contrast, families of 

international students apply to an average of 

five schools compared to the overall average of 

3.2, with 46% applying to five or more schools 

as opposed to 22% of total respondents.

Satisfy health and safety concerns. The 

biggest concerns of international parents are 

safety concerns (51%) and fear of bullying, 

stereotypes and racism (44%). Schools should 
speak directly to their safe and supportive 
communities and call out specific strategies 
they are implementing.

    STATION #7

 International Students — Trends and Implications. 

Although international applicants represent a minority of those applying to 

independent schools, they have a disproportionate impact on the sector. Many 

schools, including most boarding schools, depend heavily on enrollment from 

international students. For those schools that currently recruit international 

students or those that are considering it, here are some imperatives and 

supporting conclusions that emerged from our data.



It’s important for schools to recognize that decision-making 
is situation dependent and factors that were important  
earlier in the process may lose their significance when 
it comes to enrollment. For example, a fact sheet about 

affordability may resonate with families early in the process 
while a video highlighting happy students may be  

effective in driving the point home.

First choices change and schools would be wise to steward 
families from the beginning of the process to the end.

Our data very strongly indicates that both audiences — parents 
and students — must be the focus of marketing efforts. 

If you’re engaging international families only during the 
current admission year, you may be missing an opportunity 

to build a relationship with important families.

Schools should speak directly to their safe and supportive 
communities and call out specific strategies they  

are implementing.

STATION #7             TAKEAWAYS
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The process of choosing an independent school is 
a journey. It involves much consideration, a great 
deal of investigation and ultimately critical decision-
making. It is thoughtful, emotionally charged, 
stressful and time-consuming. It is a ride. We hope 
that the findings in this report will aid schools as 
they make decisions during a time of disruption and 
beyond. On the opposite page you will find a few key 
data points and takeaways aligned with each station 
on the ride to independent schools.
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STATION #3 
How do riders decide 

where to go and which 
schools to consider?

STATION #2 
What are riders looking 

for in schools?

Only 54% of parents ranked 
reputation of a school 

extremely or very important 
when beginning the 

admission process (ranked 15 
out of 18 possible choices).

This speaks directly to generational changes  
in families seeking independent schools.  

GenXers and Millennials are more likely to look  
for authenticity and fit rather than reputation.  

The implication is that schools have to first 
establish that they understand families and  

offer areas of tangible value.

STATION #1 
Who are the riders 
and where are they 

coming from?

Of the children who were the subject 
of responses, 55% were in 8th grade 
during the application process. Yet 
only 35% of parents indicated they 
are considering an independent 

school because their child was in the 
final grade at their current school. 

First, K-12 schools cannot take grade 8 
retention for granted. In addition, parents 

are clearly prepared to switch from one 
independent school to another. While it may 
be inappropriate for schools to target parents 
at other independent schools, they should be 
very prepared to make their case when those 

parents knock on their door.

STATION KEY DATA POINT KEY TAKEAWAY

In terms of research methods, 
combining parents whose children 

attend(ed) a school with school review 
sites and discussion boards yields a 
word of mouth mega-category that 
is the first choice of 43% of parents 

(second only to websites).

There is nothing more powerful than word 
of mouth. WOM superfans are created by 
an outstanding educational product and 
exceptional family experiences that align 
with personal values, making the school 

part of parents’ identity. All of that adds up to 
the importance of ambassadorship and the 

stories people are telling about a school. 

STATION #4
How do riders 

introduce themselves 
to schools?

For 83% of parents, time with current 
students was regarded as being 

either extremely or very effective in 
getting to know a school. That’s 24 
percentage points higher than the 

effectiveness of current parents. 

Having current students involved in tours or 
be available at open houses is essential, and 
as schools are developing online admission 

events, they should be sure to include 
student voices.

STATION #5 
Financial aid: How 

do riders afford 
where they’re going?

A very significant proportion 
of parents (47%) did not apply 
for financial aid because they 

thought they would not qualify, 
and anecdotal evidence suggests 

families may feel applying for 
aid will negatively affect their 

chances of being admitted.

Schools need to explore different models 
as it relates to communication and 

implementation of financial aid. Next to 
the home page, the tuition and financial 

aid pages should be the best pages on your 
website with information that is clear, 

transparent, reassuring and inviting. Many 
independent schools have reimagined their 
financial aid process to include indexed or 

family individualized tuition models.

STATION #6 
Thinking about a 

destination: How do riders 
decide where to apply?

Over half of parents (51%) research 
four or more schools, and that’s 

up from 46% in 2017.

With more parents applying to more 
schools, school may want to consider 
offering a common application. It’s a 

choice more than half of parents (56%) 
made this year, up from 47% in 2017. 

STATION #7
Acceptance and 

enrollment: Where 
does the ride end?

More than 3 in 10 parents 
changed their first choice school 

from when they began the 
process to when they enrolled.

First choices change and schools would be 
wise to steward families from the beginning 

of the process to the end. Don’t forget to 
focus on both parents and students during 
this phase, as 80% of parents said their kids 
were to a great or very great extent decision 

makers in terms of enrolling in schools.
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