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WE MUST ADDRESS THE PUBLIC 
MISCONCEPTION ABOUT US 
BY TEACHING PEOPLE A NEW 
NARRATIVE TO REPLACE THE 
CURRENT ONE. THIS CANNOT 
BE ACCOMPLISHED SOLELY 
THROUGH POLITICAL LOBBYING.



2. Invite elected officials to your graduation 
ceremonies. Invite all of them, every time – from the 
city council on up to senator. Mostly, they won’t come. The 
most important thing is that they get the invitation. You can 
invite them to be a keynote speaker – but remember, the more 
prominent they are, the more invitations they get. Mayors are 
relatively easy to persuade; governors and senators are pretty 
difficult. Politicians are also more likely to accept invitations 
from schools with which they are familiar or whose names 
they recognize. Most of us can’t give out honorary doctorates, 
and honorary technical certificates just make very little sense. 
However, if you can find a reason to give an award to an 
elected official, especially about something that he or she cares 
about, then that increases the chance that person will attend 
your ceremony.

3. Join community organizations. Join the Chamber 
of Commerce, the Rotary Club, Kiwanis Club, etc. Attend the 
meetings. If you have space, offer it for meetings. This is a 
good place to meet politicians, aspiring politicians, and their 
political allies and supporters. It helps them put a face to your 
school – instead of it being a faceless part of an “axis of evil.” 
This is another opportunity to change the narrative and to 
make friends and allies.

4. Support local charities. You should be doing this 
anyway – it’s good for your students, it’s good citizenship, and 
it’s also good politics. When your school undertakes a project 
or event in support of a charity, send out a press release (see 
item 1 for whom to send it to) or, even better, get the charity to 
send it out. This is another opportunity to change the narrative 
and make friends and allies. Politicians generally have several 
charities that they support, so being involved with charities can 
give you opportunities to interact with the politicians who also 
support them. Another benefit of working with a charity is that 
it can provide a reason to give an award (see item 2 above) at 
your graduation ceremony.

5. Invite elected officials onto your boards. You  
have advisory boards. Why not invite elected officials to sit 
on one – maybe not a program advisory board, but a general 
advisory board. You can make them honorary members if that 
works better.

Throughout the last 20 years, Don Arnoldy has 
worked at several for-profit career colleges as 
an Instructor, Department Chair and Dean. He 
is currently an Instructor at Carrington College 
in Portland, Oregon. You can reach Don at  
Don@Arnoldy.us
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Generate new enrollments from your 
existing inquiry data.

If 10% of your incoming inquiries go on to 
become students, that means 90% of your 
marketing budget is spent building a list of 
unconverted inquiries. Find out how you can 
extract value from this data with an automated 
Inquiry Nurturing Program with MDT Marketing.  



MAY 2015    |   54

mike mchugh

2015
EDUCATION
MARKETING
BENCHMARKS
How does your institution compare to the 
trends shaping the education vertical?

By Mike McHugh, PlattForm

Have you ever heard the story of the marketer who’s data rich 
and information poor?

We’ve all heard it. Many of us have lived it. This year, PlattForm 
created a report: “2015 Education Marketing Benchmarks,” which 
will be an annual, reference-worthy resource, combining some of our 
favorite industry stats with insights from our exclusive set of data – 
data that spans multiple institution types and our more than 25 years 
of experience in recruiting nontraditional students.

In this article, you will find a sample of the data available in the 
complete white paper, which is available for download here: 
info.plattform.com/the-2015-education-marketing-benchmarks.

You know as well as I do that this is a turbulent time in education 
marketing and recruiting. As it continues to do in other fields, 
technology is changing the way prospective students are consuming, 
interacting with, creating and viewing advertising messages at a time 
when the fundamental value proposition of education is in question. 
And that has created an outcome of its own – the flat overall domestic 
enrollment trend.

However, if you look deeper into the market, there’s still growth in 
online programs and increasing numbers of adult learners. To find 
and capitalize on these opportunities in challenging times, we need to 
reframe our conversation in terms of the student journey.

We understand it’s taking longer for prospective students to inquire, 
but it’s important to know why. Working in tandem with the advice of 
family and friends, students have more information, tools and options 
than ever before, and they’re really looking for the “right” fit for them. 
In short: Marketers have an incredible opportunity to take stock of the 
situation and provide value.

Our goal in developing this benchmarking report was to help 
institutions calibrate their activities and get a sense of the “new 
normal.” So, let's begin at the beginning.

Beginning the benchmarks
The path to inquiry is more complex, with increasing numbers of 
consumer touch points and longer response times. In our analysis, 
11 percent of prospective students encountered 10 or more touch 
points before inquiring. Numbers like this should give even the most 
experienced of marketers pause.

Two clear themes are driving this change and in many ways converging: 
the growth of mobile and social engagement. Virtually any analysis of 
marketing trends highlights the growth and adoption of mobile devices, 
including tablets. This trend is absolutely represented in our analysis 
of the education sector. Much of that mobile activity is happening on 
social media sites that have transitioned from  being places for friends 
to engage in casual chatter to recommendation engines and essentially 
the “digital storefront” for institutions.

Knowing that social media continues to be a more popular way for 
prospective students to perform research, we sought to find the first 
way to benchmark the levels of social engagement for a school along 
with looking at the relative engagement levels across social platforms.
In response to a more media-savvy prospect, institutions are taking a 
more integrated approach to their marketing mix. While the popular 
sentiment from marketing circles is that TV is a dying medium being 
replaced by digital options like Hulu and YouTube, the data tells a 
different story. In fact, television is holding its own and even growing 
in total education marketing spend. 

Marketers recognize TV’s brand-building ability, and what we see 
is a shift in spending by daypart – flat in daytime, less in overnight 
and more in prime time – which speaks to a renewed focus on brand-
oriented advertising over direct response.

Search continues to see lifts in spending as marketers move away from 
generic and pure brand keywords toward degree- and program-related 
terms. Programmatic search, especially, has seen an uptick in terms of 
what users are searching for. Though we’ve seen escalated costs in this 
channel, we’re also seeing marketers reach larger audience pools.
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The results on the conversion side of the story are some of the most interesting and 
counterintuitive to our expectations in developing this report. For our purposes 
here, we are defining conversions as the rate at which prospective students move 
from an inquiry stage with an institution to an enrollment at that same institution.

Web-based channels with inquiries sourced directly from an institution’s 
website – either from direct search engine traffic or digital marketing activities – 
continue to perform the best overall. What is surprising, though, is that their rate 
of generating enrollments has actually declined year over year, while inquiries 
sourced from third-party vendors have actually improved. Digging further into 
the data, it appears that the third-party inquiry improvement can be attributed to a 
shift from electronically delivered inquiries to live transfers, the latter representing 
increased engagement on the part of the prospective student.

On the search side, the data suggests that as institutions have become more 
aggressive search marketers, they have “consumed” the low-hanging fruit of 
ready-to-convert prospective students. The institutions seeing growth in search 
are competing for more degree- and program-related keywords and investing in 
top-of-funnel marketing activities to build brand awareness that filters through 
search. Evolving user behavior and marketers trying to stay one step ahead will 
drive change in the education vertical. Those that succeed will be looking at more 
than just individual channel performance. They will be looking at the alignment of 
advertising spend and consumer behavior, the role of social media in prospective 
student decision-making and their own social media footprint, brand-building
factors influencing search, and more.

In parting, let me leave you with what we see as the takeaways for 2015:

• �Domestic enrollment trends will remain flat, but there are opportunities with 
online programs and nontraditional students.

• �Prospective students are using more time, devices and touch points before 
inquiry, ensuring that they will pick the school they feel is right for them.

• �Advertisers will compete more aggressively on program-specific keywords and 
supplement search strategy with top-of-funnel efforts to drive overall search 
activity.

• �Social media will prove itself as many things – a tool for prospective students, a 
two-way dialogue, a complement to other advertising and a necessary ingredient 
of an integrated marketing mix.

• �Successful marketers will break down the silos, integrate their efforts and 
ultimately pioneer new methods of measurement.

Mike McHugh is Executive Vice President of Operations 
at PlattForm. He holds a B.S. degree in Business with an 
emphasis in Marketing from Emporia State University. 
Mike has been with PlattForm for more than 15 years. 
After cutting his teeth in media, Mike honed his marketing 
skills in Client Services. He also previously served as the 
Chief Interactive Officer and Chief Operations Officer 
with PlattForm.

Our goal in developing 
this benchmarking 
report was to help 
institutions calibrate 
their activities
and get a sense of the 
"new normal."
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How did you begin your career in higher education?
In August 2011, I retired from a 32-year career in law enforcement. 
One of my duties consisted of instructing law enforcement agencies 
across the United States. My law enforcement career was split between 
enforcement actions, commanding drug task forces and instructing 
adult learners. After retirement, I earned my Bachelor’s degree in 
Criminal Justice from American Military University, and I am now 
serving as Director of the Criminal Justice program at Carrington 
College in Citrus Heights, California.

What part of your job brings you the most personal 
satisfaction?
I enjoy facilitating the learning process. I am presenting course 
curriculum in a real-world, accelerated format for an Associate of 
Science Degree in Criminal Justice. I spend 12 hours a week with 
my students in morning and evening classes. I enjoy the challenge of 
developing daily “Roll Call” trainings where I play law enforcement 
officer survival videos for the students to discuss. Most of all, I enjoy 
the interaction with my students. I want to provide them with a glimpse 
of what it’s like inside the profession, something that’s difficult to 
achieve solely through textbooks or lectures.

What advice do you have for fellow educators in 
the career college sector of higher education?
I am honored to work alongside highly dedicated professionals in the 
higher education field, as well as driven, inspirational students. We 
have students from all ages and backgrounds who are completely 
dedicated to the learning experience; however, personal circumstances 
sometimes interfere with academic life. I work within the policies and 
guidelines of the institution while being an advocate for my students’ 
success. My advice for fellow educators is to keep focusing on enriching 
the learning experience for students while providing strategic guidance 
and support on how to apply new skills to the career they want to build. 
We are the champions for their success. Even though they may not 
believe they have a support system, we are there to help them succeed.   

Why are professional development and continuing 
education important to you?
Professional development is key to the success of any institution or 
educator. Technology and instructional techniques are constantly 
evolving, and I am very appreciative of Carrington’s dedication to 
professional development. 

What is one thing you think career education leaders 
can do to improve institutional performance?
Maintain an atmosphere of excitement in the learning process with the 
student body and the institutional staff. Receiving structured feedback 
from students is a “pulse rate monitor” for the institution. Excitement 
is contagious; showing interest in a student’s performance is infectious. 
When students feel vested in their learning process, along with having 
support from educators, their academic path becomes fulfilled. Career 
colleges have a solid footing in adult education when instructors and 
staff are dedicated to both the success of their students and building a 
supportive and passionate campus environment.

WHY I STRIVE
FOR EXCELLENCE

JACKIE LONG
CERTIFIED HIGHER EDUCATION PROFESSIONAL (CHEP) IN TEACHING
CARRINGTON COLLEGE, CITRUS HEIGHTS – CALIFORNIA

The CHEP certification is awarded by the National Association of State Administrators and Supervisors of Private Schools (NASASPS), an 
association of state regulatory agencies that govern private postsecondary education in the U.S. The CHEP certification recognizes employees 
of career schools, colleges and universities who strive for excellence in their respective positions with the ultimate goal of enabling institutions to 
develop high-performing, compliant and ethical employees to better serve students. CHEPs have successfully completed 48 hours of approved 
training in their area of concentration and are required to complete eight hours of approved training annually to maintain their certification. Visit 
www.nasasps-certified.org to learn more about the CHEP certification.



DOES YOUR DEFAULT 
MANAGEMENT PROVIDER 
MAKE THE 
GRADE?
Here’s a higher education trend no one welcomes: the rise of student loan default. Certainly the stakes are high ― the financial well-
being of borrowers and the success or failure of schools hangs in the balance. That’s why many career colleges have taken the offensive 
and hired default management providers. Making such an investment is critical for many schools, but making sure the investment pays 
off is just as critical. We at HigherEDGE® Default Management Solutions understand the risk schools take on when they hire a service 
provider. We also know the best way to support schools and borrowers. If you rely on an outside firm for default management, give 
your provider a periodic performance check-up. 

Here is a set of criteria to use in your evaluation along with HigherEDGE’s offering as a benchmark.

What to ask Key expectations How HigherEDGE helps
1. Is your provider 

doing right by your 
borrowers?

• Targets support to 
early withdrawals.

• Doesn’t overuse deferment 
and forbearance.

• Customizes help based 
on borrower need.

Priority #1 for HigherEDGE counselors: listen to borrowers and 
counsel them based on their situation. We focus in particular on 
withdrawn borrowers, advocating a return to school so they can 
earn that all-important career credential. But we serve borrowers 
throughout repayment, offering advice ― including a different 
repayment plan ― that helps them succeed in the long term. 

2. Does your provider 
understand your 
campus needs?

• Considers school 
default history.

• Offers campus consulting 
on the best way to prepare 
borrowers for repayment.

HigherEDGE consultants work with you to identify borrowers 
who are more vulnerable to default. Using this analysis, we 
help you draft a default management plan that outlines how to 
provide your borrowers a foundation in successful repayment 
even before they leave school. 

3. Do you know what 
you’re paying for?

• Doesn’t charge a high fee 
for borrowers who return 
to repayment on their own. 

HigherEDGE charges a low monthly fee for ongoing borrower 
support, not a pricey resolution fee even for borrowers who 
haven’t been contacted.

4. Are you getting 
reports to track 
performance?

• Provides cohort default 
rate (CDR) forecasts 
based on actual data, 
not generic estimates.

HigherEDGE reports offer an easy-to-read dashboard on 
monthly performance, including forecasts of future CDRs 
based on careful analyses of delinquency data. 

Make sure your default manager makes the grade! 
HigherEDGE has the regulatory expertise, breadth of services, commitment to customer care, and robust infrastructure to help you 
manage your school’s default rate. If you’re searching for a default management provider that understands the needs of students and 
career schools, you just found it. 

Contact HigherEDGE at (800) 252-9743.
You can also reach us at www.HigherEDGE.net.
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GAINFUL
RAMIFICATIONS
An overview of gainful employment regulations 
and impacts

By Don Arnoldy, Contributing Writer

On Oct. 31, the Department of Education (DOE) published 
the final version of its new gainful employment regulations. A 
little more than three weeks later, the legislative affairs team 
at the Association of Private Sector Colleges and Universities 
(APSCU) presented the first of a planned series of webinars 
to explain what the rules mean and how career colleges can 
comply with them.

The regulations have three parts: the reporting requirements, 
an accountability framework and the disclosure requirements.

Reporting requirements
Although the regulations don't take effect until July 1, 2015, 
depending on the outcome of the two suits filed in opposition, 
they will require data for the 2008-09 through 2013-14 
academic years to be reported within a month of that date. 
Schools should not wait until July to assemble that data.

For each student in a covered program who received Title IV 
funds, the school will need to report the student's ID info (Social 
Security number); the total tuition and fees for enrollment 
in the program as well as the total for books, supplies and 
equipment included in the cost of attendance for each year; the 
date of initial enrollment, attendance dates, status, and whether 
they were full or part time on first day of enrollment; the date 
of completion or withdrawal; the total amount of private 
loans and institutional debt; the Classification of Instructional 
Programs (CIP), credential level and length of the student's 
program; placement rate for the program calculated using the 
methodology required by the school's accrediting agency or 
state and the name of that accrediting agency or state; and 
other information the secretary requires if published in the 
Federal Register.

Disclosure requirements
There is an extensive list of items that schools need to disclose in 
online and printed promotional materials that identify a covered 
program by name. The disclosure must use a template created by 
the DOE and be updated at least annually. 

These items include primary occupations for which the program 
will prepare the student (by name and SOC code) and a link to 
profession profiles on O*Net; the program length in calendar time 
and clock or credit hours; the total cost for completing the program 
on time; the annual earnings rate of graduates; the placement rate 
of the school for that program; the name of the programmatic 
accreditor, if applicable; whether or not the program satisfies 
the prerequisites for licensure in the state in which the school is 
located (and any other state included in the school's metropolitan 
statistical area); if the institution has made a determination that 
the program meets the applicable educational prerequisites for 
licensure or certification in any other state and a list of those states; 
and a statement saying for which states the school has not made 
a determination regarding licensure or certification requirements. 

The disclosures continue with the total number of enrollees in most 
recent award year; programmatic completion rates for full-time 
and less-than-full-time students and withdrawal rates; the percent 
of enrollees who incurred debt; the median loan debt (by total 
enrollees, completers and withdrawals); the loan repay rate (by 
total, completers and withdrawals); the mean or median earnings 
(by total, completers and withdrawals); the cohort default rate; a 
link to College Navigator; and any warnings to students that may 
be required by the department.

Accountability framework
In order to maintain Title IV eligibility, covered programs will be 
required to meet minimum standards for the education-debt-to-
earnings ratios of their graduates. 
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