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What’s Next for 

Data-Informed 

Strategic 

Enrollment 

Management? 

 
Sarah Seigle 
Program Manager, Enrollment Management 
Academic Impressions 

 
More institutions are using small and big 
data sources across the prospective and 
current student lifecycle to inform key 
decisions related to enrollment and 
retention. To take a look at how 
Strategic Enrollment Management 
(SEM) is changing and to get ideas for 
how institutions can better leverage  
their data, we reached out to a panel of 
three prominent experts: 
 

 John Dysart (President of the 
Dysart Group) 

 Randall Langston (Assistant 
Vice President for Enrollment 
Management at the College at 
Brockport) 

 Brian Williams (Vice President 
for Enrollment and Institutional 
Analytics at John Carroll 
University). 

 
These three, joined by Laura Jensen 
(Associate Provost for Planning and 
Effectiveness at Colorado State 
University), will also be discussing this 
topic in more depth at our upcoming 
conference, Effectively Leveraging 
Data in Enrollment Management, 
in Denver, CO. 
 

Here is what they shared with us. 
 
What advances are we making? 
What are the opportunities? 
 
Sarah Seigle. Real-time data and 
analytics have become more important 
across all stages of the student lifecycle. 
Looking at three of the biggest functions 
of a strategic enrollment management 
plan—student recruitment, financial aid, 
and retention—where have you seen 
many institutions make recent advances 
in incorporating data into their decision-
making? 
 
John Dysart. I have seen more colleges 
bring analytics into financial aid. In 
recent years, financial aid leveraging has 
become nearly commonplace. It seems 
that the majority of colleges and 
universities are now using some type of 
leveraging formula, awarding grid or 
preferential packaging model. 
 
Brian Williams. With areas such as 
admission yield, financial aid awards, or 
identifying at-risk students, schools are 
becoming really good at finding patterns 
in their historic data and then searching 
the present applicant pool for "like" 
students and implementing strategies 
accordingly based on behaviors and 
trends that emerge from prior cycles. 
 
Randall Langston. The most 
significant advances that higher education 
institutions are making appear to be in 
“big data” analytics. One important area 
of Enrollment Management that is being 
analyzed by colleges and universities is 
that of admit to retain or admit to 
graduation. It is one thing to do all the 
right things to recruit an academically 
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talented and diverse class, but another thing altogether to 
advocate, post-admissions, for student success and degree 
completion - outcomes that fall traditionally under the 
purview of Student Affairs. There needs to be an increasing 
acknowledgement that the success of EM and Student 
Affairs is tied together, and that these two functions are 
tied invariably by a common purpose. By working closely 
with Student Affairs and retention staff, EM leaders can 
better understand what variables predict not only student 
enrollment behavior but also degree completion. 
 
John Dysart. There are so many untapped possibilities 
with retention. Extraordinary technology is now available 
to help colleges monitor the important indicators for 
student success—and the technology is affordable. Given 
the large number of students who start but do not complete 
degrees, the opportunities to impact lives and the economy 
are great. But it is important to understand that advances in 
critical data collection are meaningless unless colleges and 
universities also invest in the personnel necessary for active 
intervention. 
 
Sarah Seigle. Where else do you see significant 
opportunities for institutions to rework or rethink their 
strategies for student recruitment, financial aid, or 
retention, to become more data-informed? 
 
Brian Williams. I think big challenges still exist in a 
number of places. First, consider the realm of social media. 
Many of the analytics of the recruitment process have 
become highly anonymous. Online ads, videos watched, 
and traffic to our websites are very rarely aligned with the 
names of specific students. Our profession is still very 
dependent on knowing who we are talking to so that we 
know what high schools to visit, what fairs were successful, 
etc.  Yet when we move to web analytics, we need to trust 
impressions and clicks as indicators of the student behaviors 
we seek. The cost/benefit understanding of web analytics is 
still in its infancy for many in our profession. 
 
Randall Langston. Institutions need to be especially 
aware of the "how" and "why" of data collection and 
analysis. Possessing and handling data and making surface-
level assumptions simply does not go far enough. SEM 
today is multi-faceted and complex, which places a much 
higher level of demands on EM leaders. 
 
Concrete EM planning is paramount. This requires clearly 

defining the mission and purpose of your school's 
recruitment, cultivation, matriculation, and retention 
efforts. By working closely with frontline offices such as 
Financial Aid, Academic Advising, Retention and Student 
Affairs units, EM leaders can effectively galvanize 
institutional support for true and authentic wholesale EM 
change. 
 
Another thing that's key is the implementation of software 
that allows the EM professional to gain high-level 
intelligence through the distillation of data, while also being 
flexible enough that the EM can see the "big picture" of 
how this high-level data informs more operational, "in the 
weeds" data. Specifically, EM leaders need to have the 
insight to discern how data such as "heat maps," patterns in 
student activities, and progression from point to point on 
the recruitment funnel play into the enrollment behavior 
for a school's specific student population. Successful 
recruitment is all about discovery, emerging student 
pattern identification, data, and how that school can 
successfully extract this into a credible action plan across all 
parts of both the admissions and EM funnel. 
 
Examples of Success 
 
Sarah Seigle. What is one thing that you yourself have 
accomplished at your own institution that you are 
particularly proud of and that has helped make your SEM 
strategies more data-informed?   
 
Brian Williams. I am proud of work we did a number of 
years ago to improve our summer enrollment. We pulled a 
big data set on the courses our currently enrolled students 
petitioned as transfer work over the summer. That data set 
told us a great deal about what courses students were 
taking, at what school. We learned so much; in some cases, 
it showed us where we were not offering courses that our 
students wanted, cases where they were in Cleveland and 
taking courses at other local schools. Also, in cases where 
students were taking courses further away (our out-of-state 
students), the courses they wanted helped inform some of 
our online offerings. While not a sophisticated predictive 
analytics project, the simple pulling of data right in front of 
us led to great result. 
 
John Dysart. At one client institution, the introduction 
of data-informed decision-making in the recruitment 
process produced record enrollments. New student 
enrollments grew by 70% in a single cycle. The university 
did not change its location, did not initiate any new 
academic programs or co-curricular activities that year, and 
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did not enhance the physical plant. The only change was 
the design and implementation of a number of new 
comparative weekly reports and accountability metrics 
along with the willingness to adjust strategies and tactics 
on a weekly basis in response to the trends illustrated by 
these reports.  
 
Randall Langston. At our institution we are especially 
gratified to have successfully integrated predictive 
analytics into the approaches for CRM. No longer do we 
have two separate systems working autonomously from 
each other. Our EM planning and approaches integrate 
these two powerful technologies in order to leverage 
recruitment and statistical data analytics into one method 
that is exclusively data-driven. We are now able to 
engage in empirical statistical data analytics related to 
predictive likelihoods of students at the individual level at 
all parts of the admissions funnel, with the CRM 
intuitively pushing out messages. This approach has 
completely revolutionized the way we recruit students 
and is one major factor that has contributed to some of 
our highest enrollment numbers in over thirty-five years 
on our campus. 
 
Practical Advice for Other Institutions 
 
Sarah Seigle. What are 1-2 pieces of practical advice 
that you would offer to institutions that are currently 
striving to become more data-informed in their approach 
to SEM? 
 
Brian Williams. First, start general. Just start 
gathering and using data. When you are dealing with real-
time data sets, it will be messy; there will be anomalies. 
You can spend a lot of time obsessing about data quality, 
or you can start visualizing data to get a general sense of 
trends and patterns, and then gather and clean more 
precise data later to affirm your hunches and instincts. 
Related to that, the most important part of working with 
data is asking and framing good questions. I have found it 
essential to frame good questions at every step of the 
analytic process. A good question helps gather the right 
data, involve the right people, and provide a direction for 
analysis. When you do not start with a good question, it 
is easy to cross the fine line between necessary 
exploration and data "wandering." 
 
John Dysart. Data-informed decision-making in 

enrollment management is possible even for smaller 
colleges and universities with limited resources. While you 
may not have the capability of a fully staffed IT department, 
this does not mean that you will be unable to utilize data to 
improve outcomes. 
 
Be realistic. Start with the basics by tracking elements 
readily available: 
 

 Admission operations should keep an eye on 
comparative totals for inquiries, applications, 
acceptances and deposits on a weekly basis for the 
last five years. Calculate and compare year-to-date 
conversion and yield rates. Be prepared to take 
immediate action if the comparative analysis 
reveals shortfalls or disappointing results at any 
stage in the recruitment funnel. 
 

 Financial aid officers should produce weekly 
processing reports to track the number and 
percentage of admission applicants and currently 
enrolled students who have applied for financial 
aid, the number and percentage who have been 
packaged, and the number and percentage with 
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completed folders ready for disbursement. Set 
monthly goals for each stage in the financial aid 
process and be prepared to take action if the 
institution is struggling to meet those goals at any 
of these stages. 

 

 The majority of colleges and universities have 
early alert systems in place, but make sure that 
your institution is adequately staffed to 
intervene appropriately when challenges arise. 
Noting that a student is experiencing academic 
difficulties is not useful unless professionals are 
available to provide proactive assistance. 

 
Randall Langston. I would recommend that the college 
first establish a "vision document" that maps out the 
direction the school is seeking to go with their data. This 
document should include, but not be limited to, the vision, 
the goals they seek to meet, steps for planning and 
implementation, and outcome measures. Teams of staff 
(with appropriate skill sets) should be included to engage in 
discussion and be credible stakeholders in the process of 
producing this vision document. 
 
I would also recommend that schools do the necessary 
legwork that places them in an optimal position during pre-
data collection, while they are gathering data, and later in 
the environment informed by that data: 
 

 Before data collection: The school should 
identify data stewards and strategic high-level staff 
who could perhaps attend a conference on data 
analytics, or research topics empirically through 
published materials readily available on the web. 
These individuals could meet with colleagues at 
other institutions to gather examples and 
information about how to implement analytics. 

 

 At the data-gathering stage: Schools should 
be constantly assessing the data and linking it 
directly back to the goals and objectives outlined 
in the vision document. Often, data begets more 
data, and there is the risk of running in many 
different directions, chasing hypotheses related to 
the data. For that reason, schools should start by 
trying only to manage that information that they 
can readily assess. Then, they can work their way 

up to more complex data-gathering approaches 
and hypothesis generation. 

 

 Finally, after data has been gathered: How 
the school uses the data will be key. If the school is 
following their strategic planning process 
effectively, they should be able to "make meaning” 
of the data and apply it (implement it) to their 
specific areas of concern. 

 
Learn more about the Effectively Leveraging Data in 
Enrollment Management conference by going to the 
Academic Impressions website academicimpressions.com. 
 
 

 

Transforming the 

Enrollment Machine:  

When Presidential 

Leadership Matters Most 

 

Dr. Marylouise Fennell 
Principal 
Hyatt-Fennell 
 
Dr. Scott D. Miller 
President 
Virginia Wesleyan College 
 
Stay on message. 
 
In the ferocious competition for students today, effective 
presidents ensure that their enrollment teams not only 
understand the recruitment message, but that they also 
promote it effectively in each and every communication 
distributed to prospective students, parents and families—
alumni, too.  
 
Because the best marketing strategies derive from strong 
and consistent messaging, presidents must insist on hiring 
enrollment staff who are fully briefed and conversant on 
the institutional brand, programs and unique features. 
Other institutional stakeholders can help you. 
 
Here are some tips for making sure that your enrollment 
team is walking in step with your presidential vision and 
direction: 
 
Craft a vision that can be understood by every 
member of the campus community. If your “elevator 
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speech,” the 25 words or less that sum up your mission, 
uniqueness and special opportunities, is truly effective, 
everyone on campus is potentially a sales associate. Endorse 
the vision as president, then share it with current students, 
their parents, faculty, staff and graduates. The enrollment 
team can and should include those in your wider 
institutional universe. Empower them.  
 
Monitor performance daily. Every member of the 
enrollment staff should be held fully accountable for the 
flow of inquiries, applications and deposits. Establish data-
driven performance metrics and ensure that objectives are 
met daily, weekly and monthly. Be a visible and frequent 
presence in their suite of offices. Remember, the “annual” 
enrollment cycle is short; effectively you have under five 
months to seat your next class. 
 
Be the top salesperson. Once you’ve established the 
targets and messaging that contribute to a successful 
enrollment cycle, be sure that you are the public face of 
recruitment. At open houses on campus and other 
promotional events, the president has the visibility and 
ultimate responsibility of turning applications into deposits, 
of sealing the deal. Enrollment call centers and knock-out 
communications are vital, but prospective students and 
their families expect to be won over by the president in 
person. 
 
Freshen up your act. Consider how prospective students 
process what you’re telling them. At Scott’s current 
college, located about 15 minutes from the Atlantic Ocean, 
the enrollment strategy was upgraded from inviting 
students to enroll in “Hampton Roads,” a regional reference 
that few outside Virginia—and including some in-state 
residents—understood.  “Coastal Virginia” with all the 
connotations of sun, fun and beach, and complemented by a 
redesigned, interactive website, has proved to be far 
“sexier” as a branding device.  
 
Focus on your strengths. You don’t have to walk in 
sand to capitalize on the attractiveness of your institution. 
What do you do best? Are you effective with non-
traditional students? Do you have energized alumni who 
can make the collegiate experience and its lifelong benefits 
and connections come alive? Historic buildings with their 
suggestions of a storied and dignified campus can often 
speak volumes to those seeking a place that “looks like a 

college.” Perceptions of location—not just locations 
themselves—are critical. 
 
Speak to value, not cost. You can have the prettiest 
campus, the friendliest faculty and the sharpest 
communications, but cost remains for most families the 
single most important deciding factor when choosing a 
college. (It is also vital in retaining students once they’re 
enrolled.) Your job as president is to speak to the value of 
their investment in a four-year degree program. Assure 
them, first, that the tuition sticker price is reduced through 
institutional grants and scholarships. Then talk up the value 
of completing the students’ degree programs in four years 
or sometimes less, of earning more over the course of their 
careers with a college diploma and of being prepared not 
only for their first job, but the ones after that—and for the 
life success that derives from a quality educational 
experience that includes networking with other successful 
graduates of your institution. 
 
Recruiting an enrollment team that includes more than just 
staff is vital in keeping the admissions machine running 
smoothly. There is room for many engineers of success. 
 
Dr. Scott D. Miller is president of Virginia Wesleyan College in 
Norfolk/Virginia Beach, Virginia. He was previously president of 
Bethany College, Wesley College, and Lincoln Memorial 
University. He is chair of the Board of Directors of Academic 
Search, Inc., and serves as a consultant to college presidents and 
boards.  
 
Dr. Marylouise Fennell, RSM, a former president of Carlow 
University, is senior counsel for the Council of Independent 
Colleges (CIC) and principal of Hyatt Fennell, a higher education 
search firm. 
 
           
 

It is Time to Prepare for 

Increased competition 

 
John W. Dysart 
President 
The Dysart Group 

 
Competition has been fierce for most colleges and 
universities over the last decade.  Changing demographics, 
increased costs and stagnant investment in financial aid at 
both the state and federal levels have made it harder for 
institutions to even maintain their enrollments, much less 
realize material growth.  The evolution in the market  
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taking place in recent years, and likely to continue, is 
making things even more challenging. 
 

 Declines in state support for financial aid 
continue.  We are seeing a real change as states 
shift responsibility for providing access away 
from the local community and toward the 
federal government.  This problem is 
exacerbated by the fact that the federal 
government does not seem interested in greater 
investment in financial aid. 

 

 Historic drops in state support for higher 
education in the form of subsidies for public 
colleges and universities is transforming the 
competitive landscape.  Many public institutions 
are implementing enrollment management 
models and are becoming much more aggressive 
in recruiting both in-state and out-of-state 
students. 

 

 Changes are also occurring in the market for 
international students.  Colleges are already 
reporting some apprehension in the interest of 
international students in attending American 
college and universities, given the recent 
political changes in this country. 

 

 Watch for greater competition from Canadian 
schools as many of them are also now adopting 
enrollment management models.  Tuition 
discounting is becoming much more popular in 
the Canadian market. 

 
The reality of competition is nothing new.  Forces are in 
play, however, that are likely to make an already 
competitive market even more so. 
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Schedule a time to meet with 
John Dysart, President of  
The Dysart Group 

to discuss your enrollment and 
revenue needs at these upcoming 

conferences: 

 
Council for Christian Colleges 

and Universities 
Presidents Conference 

January 25-27, 2017 
Capital Court Hotel 

Washington, DC 
 
 

Academic Impressions 
Effectively Leveraging Data in 

Enrollment Management 
February 1-3, 2017 
Grand Hyatt Denver 

Denver, CO 
 
 

Association of Business 
Administrators of Christian 

Colleges 
Annual Conference 

February 14-16, 2017 
Marriott Renaissance Golf Resort 

St. Augustine, FL 
 
 
 
 

The Dysart Group 

112 S. Tryon Street 
Suite 760 

Charlotte, NC 28284 
704-335-1199 

thedysartgroup@aol.com 
www.thedysartgroup.com 
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The Dysart Group, Inc. is a higher education consulting 
firm specializing in enrollment management.  We have provided 
services to more than 170 colleges and universities throughout 
the United States with extraordinary results. 
 

Enrollment Management 
 

We have worked collaboratively with colleges and universities 
to significantly grow enrollment, enhance academic quality, 
reduce attrition and increase net revenue. 

 

Financial Aid/Pricing 
 

Client institutions have been able to transform policies and 
practices to significantly improve operational efficiency, 
stabilize or reduce discount rates and utilize scarce institutional 
aid resources to support recruitment and retention objectives. 
 
 

www.thedysartgroup.com 
(704) 335-1199 

thedysartgroup@aol.com 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

Premier Communications has specialized in 
direct mail. E-mail. Text messaging, database 
management, search design and fulfillment for 
college admission recruiting for 25 years. 
 
Please join us in welcoming these outstanding 
institutions to Premier’s clientele of success: 
 

 Georgia Institute of Technology 
 University of the Pacific 
 Pfeiffer University 
 South University 
 Mary Baldwin College 
 Troy State University 

 
www.premier-advantages.com 

1-800-231-8782 

excellence means being the best 
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