Enrollment Management:  

Key Elements for Building and Implementing an Enrollment Plan

By Janet Ward

Just as every institution has a mission statement that expresses its purpose (educational goals and market segment), there needs to be a road map that shows where you’ve come from, where you are and where you are going.  The enrollment plan is the road map for the mission, as it outlines goals, strategies and tactics.  While creating a comprehensive enrollment plan is an all-institutional commitment, it’s important to recognize that there are internal factors, that if in place, will simplify the development, implementation and management of the plan This article will first outline some institutional traits that will enable enrollment leaders (e.g. marketing, admissions, financial aid, advising, registration and records, research, retention strategies, etc) in navigating their road map. Secondly, information will be presented that provide the basic elements for developing a comprehensive enrollment plan. 

Institutional Traits: In Support of the Enrollment Plan

The first challenge in developing an enrollment plan depends on the clarity and commitment to the institution’s vision.  What are the goals and aspirations of your institution?  What market niche are you serving or hope to serve in the future?  What sets you apart from your competitors? Where do you hope to be in five, ten or twenty years?

Having spoken several times on this topic, the most challenging question raised has been, “What if your institution does not have a clear vision?”   This is the critical first step, as all members of the community (from front-line staff in the registrar’s office to the staff in the development office to the faculty) must be able to see how their work is important to moving forward to achieve the vision.  

· Vision and President’s Leadership:  The president is viewed as the champion of the vision and constantly reinforces its message to key stakeholders (Board of Trustees, donors, alumni, parents, students, faculty and staff).  Branding the vision via printed and electronic media is critical – what appears on letterhead, web pages, in publications, etc.  As an example – here’s Seattle Pacific University’s vision:

Engaging the Culture, Changing the World 

By Graduating More Students of Competence & Character

While simply stated, faculty and staff across the community at SPU have been able to latch on to this statement and have been able to express how their work supports this vision.

· Key Leaders Buy-in and Commitment to the Vision and Goals:  While the president’s sponsorship is a crucial first-step; the achievement of the vision requires an all-University effort.  While easy to say, the level of commitment becomes evident when “feet” are placed to the vision.  Typically, institutions have guiding documents from core divisions within the institution, such as an enrollment plan, academic plan, facilities plan, endowment plan, student life plan, etc.  The “rubber hits the road” when these plans begin to compete for finite resources and the level of buy-in to the institutional vision is tested when choices are made on which priorities are to receiving funding (“feet”).  Will funding be available to increase financial aid to students or should more funding go to hire more instructors or should it be redirected to help renovate a building?  Buy-in and commitment by key leaders is demonstrated through the development of:

· Institutional Plans with Key Benchmarks:  What are the enrollment goals out five, ten or twenty years?  Goals need to be stated and monitored.  If you did not hit the first year persistence goal for freshmen, then you can ask second level questions to understand why the goal was missed.  

· Collaborations among Plans:  How will goals in the enrollment plan impact the academic or facilities plan?  For example, on my campus a question about enrollment growth challenged as more students brought with it an increased need in faculty, residential facilities, parking, financial aid, etc.  Through conversations with leaders in academics, facilities, residence life, student life and other student support services, the question of growth also included the impacts on the other plans, as each of these had a price tag.  This resulted in developing additional enrollment models (no growth, slight growth, growth) with their corresponding cost structures from all the impacted areas of the university.

· Budget Planning and Resources:  To move forward, what items must be funded in the next budget cycle?  While effective managers re-engineer operations annually in order to keep departmental resources focused on priorities, at times an investment of new dollars is required.  You have heard the phrase – “follow the money.”  This expression is true when looking at the institutional commitment to achieving the institutional vision; the money goes to fund the priorities.

· Structure, Responsibility & Authority:  The operational and political climate on a campus may either support or hinder the achievement of the vision.  While no one administrative structure is superior to another, the key to success does depend on the clarity of the structure as well as the clarity of the responsibilities and authority for each leadership position.  Questions to consider::

· The Individual – Are the key leaders prone to be team players or lone wolves?  Are they willing to work toward the institutional achievements or are they more focused on personal victories?

· Decision-making – Is there a clear understanding when decisions are yours alone, or to be shared with others, or rests with solely with the supervisor?  Truthfully, as my career has progressed up the career ladder, I have found that the more critical the decision, the more likely it has been a collaborative one of among key stakeholders.   

Individual Leadership Traits:

While the vision may be clearly articulated and embraced by the campus community, to achieve institutional goals rests upon the actions of individual leaders within the organization and their teams.  The following characteristics apply to all leaders within the organization, whether a program manager, lead counselor, associate director or vice president.  From my perspective, when hiring opportunities arise, these are the characteristics to look for beyond the technical expertise or professional experience:

· Ability to Forge Collaborations across the Institution:  To achieve the goals within the enrollment plan requires input from different areas of expertise, with each area likely preferring different ways of doing business and/or different priorities.  The keys to building effective collaborations require:

· Taking the Time to Build Relationships – While achieving tasks and assignments are important, it is just as important to spend time on building relationships.  Identify those individuals who will help you achieve the goals in the enrollment plan, and take time to get to know them as individuals as well as what they hope to achieve on your campus.  By understanding their hopes and aspirations, you may find a way to help them achieve their goals, and in the long run, they may be more willing to support your goals.
· Building your “Trust” Bank Account – your track record will speak volumes as it is based on your integrity and the consistency of your actions.  Ways to build trust include helping others achieve their goals, giving away the credit for successes, meeting commitments and deadlines, and insuring that your actions support your words.

· Being Proactive – Take the initiative rather than waiting for things to come to you.  In building collaborations, step out of your comfort zone and meet with a colleague to discuss a new idea, seek someone’s support, or ask another to join your project.

· Holistic Perspective:  While understanding your operation is important, is it also important to understand the big picture and the long-term goals.  Look for the inter-relationships among goals and tactics, and strive to find ways where your operation or the enrollment plan may support others.
· Communication Style – Become a Facilitator:  The challenge for many is that as we have progressed up the career ladder, our promotions were based on our own achievements.  However, to gain the respect and confidence across campus, a more collegial style may serve you better.  

· Ask Probing Questions. Explore what is behind various viewpoints or ideas.  Be open to new ideas.

· Synthesize Information.  When listening to diverse perspectives develop the ability to synthesize what has been stated and then re-state the key ideas in a way to help others understand the salient points. 

· Teachable Moments.  When things are not going well, instead of losing patience, use these times as teachable moments. Instead of judging others, use this as a moment to expand the teams or individual’s knowledge. 

· Communication Conduit.  Become a transparent communicator by sharing information in all directions within the organization.  My view is that the only information I am unwilling to share is connected to personnel actions and confidences.

· Energy Committed to Institutional Goals vs. Personal Advancement:  While career advancement is sought by many, wise organization promotes the person focused on understanding institutional priorities and commits time and energy to their attainment.  This is the person who willingly goes the extra mile for a student, or sees a problem and pursues a solution that permanently removes the difficulty so others will not need to experience it.

The Elements of the Enrollment Plan

The goal for developing an enrollment plan is to provide a tool that outlines the primary goals to be achieved over a five, ten or twenty year time-line.  The plan supports the institution’s vision and complements the other plans within the organizations (e.g. academic, facilities, student life, endowment, etc.) as all work together to achieve the vision.    At Seattle Pacific University, the key documents for enrollment planning and assessment are:

· The Enrollment Plan

· Executive Summary with Strategic Enrollment Indicators

· 10-Year Enrollment Growth (Fall Headcount)

The Enrollment Plan: 

Vision Centered - Engaging the Culture, Changing the World 

This document states institutions aspirations and the goals to be attained over multiple years.  What are your goals in ten years?  In five years?  To be effective in guiding decisions on strategies, tactics and resources, the plan needs to be supported and understood by all enrollment leaders as well as other key leaders on campus.  Buy-in by senior administration is critical.  While only five to ten pages in length, it should be:

· Comprehensive:  Cover each enrollment area for which you are responsible – such as, undergraduate, graduate, high school completion, continuing education, community service, etc.

· Clearly Articulating Goals: Each enrollment area needs clearly stated goals. Start with the long view – where do you want to be in 20 years, and then work back from there and create goals for ten years, then five years, then next year.  It is important to set benchmarks for five and ten years in order to monitor progress toward the goals.  Goals may include: 

· Size – How many students do you plan to enroll as you look at new students and continuing student retention?  What are the factors important for growth?

· Student Quality (admissions)—SAT score, entering GPA, other factors?

· Mix (admissions and retention based –gender, diversity, by geographic region, other?

· Outcomes-net revenue, persistence rates, graduation rates, debt load at graduation, default rate, other?

Net revenue is a key concept for enrollment leaders to understand and embrace.  While achieving headcount goals are important, from a business perspective, particularly for private institutions that are tuition driven, it is more important to hit the net revenue goal than the headcount goal.  

Net Rev. = Tuition – Discount (% of Tuition used for Financial Aid)

Executive Summary & Strategic Indicators
An executive summary is be created to provide more details on each enrollment area (e.g. undergraduate, continuing education, graduate programs, etc.).  The elements to consider including in each plan would be to clearly identify the:

· Enrollment Drivers – On what will success be measured?  

At SPU, the enrollment drivers are to achieve goals related to admit rate, graduation rate and net revenue.

· Situational Analysis: Threats/Challenges/Opportunities

This includes an internal look at your institution as well as outside.  Consider the impacts of the local economy, changes in state or federal regulations, changes in curriculum, etc.

· Planning Assumptions:  

Outline the planning assumptions for achieving next year’s enrollment goals.  Any assumption that will influence key strategies should be articulated, e.g. change in curriculum may increase the time to degree for some students, or a price increase of x% is factored into the planning for financial aid awarding and net revenue, etc.

· Key Strategies:  The key strategies that support enrollment goals are written in the executive summary to inform various departments of critical tactics for achieving enrolment goals.  Strategies may include:
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An invaluable tool in tracking progress towards strategic enrollment goals is one spreadsheet that lists the various inputs and outcomes. This tool accompanies me to all meetings as it provides key information at my fingertips on historical data/trends, present state (Fall 2002), and future goals (five and ten years).  The following is an extract from the strategic enrollment indicators spreadsheet; data from 1994 through 2012:

	BY 2002-03
	1995
	1998
	1999
	2000
	2001

	UNDERGRADUATES
	Pre Strategies
	 
	 
	 
	 

	NEW STUDENTS
	 
	Actual
	Actual
	Actual
	Actual

	Traditional Undergraduates 
	667
	820
	804
	843
	890

	High School
	403
	584
	570
	612
	647

	Transfers
	264
	236
	234
	231
	243

	Organizational Behavior
	 
	
	
	15
	13

	Professional Studies
	 
	
	
	
	3

	TOTAL:  New Matric UG Headcount
	 
	
	
	858
	906

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	All Data Below Only for New Trad UG
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Admit Rate for TRAD UG (Completed Apps)
	 
	
	
	
	

	HS
	96.7%
	96.8%
	96.9%
	95.2%
	94.3%

	TR
	95.1%
	90.7%
	93.5%
	92.2%
	91.5%

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	Minority -- TRAD UG Programs 
	10.1%
	12.0%
	11.5%
	10.0%
	9.1%

	(U.S. Citizen & Resident Alien)
	67
	98
	92
	84
	80

	African American
	 
	
	
	1.1%
	1.7%

	Hispanic
	 
	
	
	1.4%
	1.3%

	Asian American
	 
	
	
	7.1%
	5.5%

	Native American
	 
	
	
	0.4%
	0.6%

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	International -- TRAD UG Programs
	3.1%
	1.5%
	1.9%
	1.2%
	1.3%

	Number
	21
	12
	15
	10
	12

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	Children of Alumni
	NA
	7.4%
	6.9%
	7.8%
	8.9%

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	% Outside WA (US Citizens)
	21.9%
	36.5%
	41.7%
	46.3%
	40.4%

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	Gender - % Male
	35.5%
	35.0%
	31.0%
	32.3%
	32.6%

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	Academic Ability (exclude ACCESS)
	 
	
	
	
	

	Avg. FR -PGPA
	3.03
	3.21
	3.19
	3.20
	3.19

	Avg. TR- GPAT
	3.04
	3.23
	3.16
	3.19
	3.18

	Freshman SAT Score
	1110
	1142
	1140
	1145
	1146

	% Enter with 1000 SAT or above
	73%
	85%
	85%
	87%
	80%

	% Enter with 1100 SAT or above
	50%
	61%
	62%
	63%
	58%

	HS GPA
	3.52
	3.57
	3.58
	3.60
	3.58

	# in ACCESS
	NA
	31
	17
	18
	36

	OUTCOME:  First Quarter SPU GPA -- Fall
	 
	
	
	
	

	HS Student
	 
	
	3.21
	3.28
	

	TR Student
	 
	
	2.99
	3.11
	

	Faith
	 
	
	
	
	

	Free Methodist
	4.2%
	3.3%
	2.8%
	3.6%
	3.3%

	Number
	28
	27
	23
	30
	29

	Christians
	 
	
	
	
	

	Profession of Faith (WOASCHL Score: 3-5)
	NA
	93.3%
	93.6%
	97.1%
	94.8%

	With Church Involvement (WOASCHL Score: 4-5)
	 
	80.1%
	73.2%
	67.7%
	77.2%

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	High School New Students (PGPA)
	 
	
	
	
	

	Merit National Merit
	 
	
	5 / 3.71
	6 / NA
	

	Trustee (3.60 +)
	 
	
	15 / 3.69
	56 / 3.65
	

	President (3.51 -3.59)
	 
	
	46 / 3.69
	61/ 3.65
	

	Provost (3.26-3.50)
	 
	
	186 / 3.47
	174 / 3.48
	

	Dean's (3.0-3.25)
	 
	
	159 / 3.10
	150 / 3.24
	

	None
	 
	
	152 / 2.80
	176 / 2.84
	

	HS Student /Average SPU GPA
	 
	
	563 /  3.21
	611 / 3.28
	

	F96 Entering HS PGA
	 
	
	
	
	

	Transfer New Students (TGPA)
	 
	
	
	
	

	President (3.76 +)
	 
	
	24 / 3.51
	27 / 3.6
	

	Provost (3.51-3.75)
	 
	
	30 / 3.37
	31 / 3.45
	

	Dean's (3.0-3.50)
	 
	
	67 / 3.13
	89 / 3.12
	

	None
	 
	
	108 / 2.67
	77 / 2.87
	

	TR Student / Average SPU GPA
	 
	
	229 / 2.99
	224 / 3.14
	

	F96 Entering TR GPA
	 
	
	
	
	

	BY 2002-03
	1995
	1998
	1999
	2000
	2001

	UNDERGRADUATES
	Pre Strategies
	 
	 
	 
	 

	All Undergraduate Students
	 
	Actual
	Actual
	Actual
	Actual

	Total Matric--Traditional UG
	2326
	2507
	2531
	2603
	2703

	Continuing
	 
	1687
	1727
	1759
	1813

	DCP & Prof. Studies
	 
	
	
	29
	52

	TOTAL MATRIC -- TRAD, DCP, PF
	 
	
	
	2632
	2828

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	All Data Below Only for TRAD UG Students
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Minority -- TRAD UG Programs 
	10.3%
	11.6%
	10.7%
	10.5%
	9.5%

	(U.S. Citizen & Resident Alien)
	240
	291
	271
	267
	254

	African American
	1.8%
	1.9%
	1.6%
	1.5%
	1.6%

	Hispanic
	1.7%
	1.9%
	2.3%
	2.0%
	1.6%

	Asian American
	5.1%
	6.2%
	5.5%
	6.2%
	5.4%

	Native American
	0.7%
	1.2%
	1.0%
	0.9%
	0.8%

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	International Students -- TRAD UG Programs
	5.9%
	3.6%
	3.1%
	2.3%
	1.6%

	
	137
	90
	78
	58
	43

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	% Outside WA (US Citizens)
	32.0%
	36.0%
	36.0%
	37.8%
	36.2%

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	Gender - % Male
	36.0%
	35.0%
	34.0%
	34.2%
	34.8%

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	Free Methodist
	5.8%
	5.2%
	4.1%
	4.3%
	3.8%

	
	134
	131
	105
	112
	104

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	
	 
	
	
	
	

	OUTCOMES
	F94
	F98
	F99
	F00
	F01

	Persistence:  FR to SO Year (First Year)
	 
	80%
	81%
	82%
	80%

	Persistence:  FR to SO Year (First Year)
	76%
	80%
	81%
	79%
	80%


Assessment Process:  Closing the Enrollment Planning Loop

After fall quarter statistics are finalized, enrollment leaders begin to analyze progress made toward the enrollment strategic indicators including an environmental scan of internal and external threats and opportunities.  The purpose of this annual assessment is to understand if progress is being made toward goals, and whether or not special actions need to be implemented in the coming year.  The assessment of the enrollment plan feeds into the institution’s planning process for the coming year, which includes budget planning as additional resources may be required to support institutional priorities.  
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Frequency

What is assessed

Methodology/Tool 

Results

Annually

A. Fall quarter headcount

A. 10th day official statistics

A.  Headcount achieved

B. Capacity issues

B. Review Enrollment Model and Strategy

C. University Planning Group reviews data after Fall  

  Quarter Tenth Day (includes university relations, 

B. Capacities issues emerge to influence

  university services, academics, 

  enrollment plan, strategies and 

  student life & residence life)

  institutional resources

D. Situational Analysis - persistence

How does the assessment process work?  

· Decide What Is to Be Assessed.  Review your enrollment plan and look at the items listed as goals and if they are critical for achieving the institutional vision, then the goals and accompanying strategies should be assessed.  The following is an example of one goal from SPU’s assessment process: 

The goal is size – to reach 3000 students by 2010 by managing the growth.  As a result of our assessment process, this goal has been recently revised to slow the rate of growth.  

· Develop the Assessment Process.  After deciding what goals and strategies are to be assessed (remember, not everything needs to be assessed), then identify:

1. How frequently will the assessment occur?

2. What will be assessed?

3. What methodology or tool will be used to conduct the review?  These documents should be maintained to demonstrate that your institutional process was followed.

4. What results will influence future decisions about the enrollment plan?

The following chart provides the assessment process as it relates to the undergraduate student enrollment “size” goal and strategy.


· Recording the Assessment Results.  Decide how to document the process and record the outcomes.  How were the goals or strategies revised? Maintain these documents for the accreditation visit.

Enrollment Management:  Staying Focused to Achieve Goals

Regardless of whether you are creating your first enrollment plan or revising your current plan, challenges await for all of us as we navigate new ideas through our campus communities.  No matter where you are on your path, I encourage you to keep these thoughts before you:

· Focus on what’s important – Be Vision Centered
· Build strong working relationships with key leaders

· Focus on strategic indicators (institutional & enrollment)

· Annually assess and update enrollment plans

· Communicate successes to the community -- Share the Story
· Make a personal commitment to remain energized & open to change
Janet Ward is Assistant Vice President and Dean for Enrollment Management at Seattle Pacific University (WA). The author has over 20 years of experience in higher education administration and has held leadership roles in various professional associations; served as PACRAO President (1995-96). jward@spu.edu   
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