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Using Word-of-Mouth Strategies to Expand the Enrollment Funnel 

The Power of Word of Mouth in Recruitment

Traditionally, mission-aligned families have been familiar with the value of an independent school education and 
have actively pursued it for their children on their own. Recently, increased competition and the rising cost of tuition 
have resulted in a need for independent schools to actively recruit prospective families and sell them on the benefits 
of an independent school education. Among the various marketing and recruitment strategies best-suited for 
independent schools, word-of-mouth marketing remains one of the most effective, affordable techniques available. 
However, many admissions offices have underinvested the time and planning needed to boost referrals through 
word of mouth, which has limited the potential of word of mouth in recruitment. This toolkit aims to help admissions 
teams to develop a structured approach to word of mouth in an effort to maximize its impact on recruitment.

…But Schools Spend Little Time 
Developing this Tool 

The Current State of Word of Mouth at Independent Schools

75%
Of applicants for independent schools 
come through referrals from current 
families or families of alumni

10%
Of admissions teams’ time is spent 
on fostering strategies for word-of-
mouth referrals 

Word of Mouth is a Powerful 
Recruitment Tool…

Key Elements to Developing a Structured Approach to Word of Mouth Included in this Toolkit

Investing additional time and effort into word-of-mouth strategies provides schools with a 
strong, unified message that is amplified through a powerful existing recruitment channel. 

Tool #1
Word-of-
Mouth Audit

Complete the audit 
to assess your 
current use of 
word-of-mouth 
practices and 
identify appropriate 
word-of-mouth 
tools to expand the 
enrollment funnel

Tool #2
Clarifying Your 
School’s Key 
Messaging
Brainstorm ways to 
help parent 
ambassadors dispel 
misperceptions and 
convincingly 
describe 
the value of an 
education at 
your school

Tool #4
Parent Ambassador 
Network Guide

Use a training guide 
to outline parent 
ambassador 
responsibilities and 
help ambassadors 
present a consistent 
and powerful 
message to 
prospective families 

Tool #3
Net Promoter 
Score® Guide

Implement a 
system that 
identifies all 
potential parent 
advocates and 
allows the 
admissions team 
to track parent 
sentiment towards 
the school

Tool #5
Exemplifying 
Value Proposition

Distribute a 
resource to parent 
ambassadors that 
provides specific 
examples of how 
current families, 
faculty, and alumni 
experience the 
value of the school

https://www.eab.com/
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Questionnaire to Help You Navigate the Toolkit

Tool #1: Word of Mouth Audit

Word-of-Mouth Audit

This audit is designed to help you assess the effectiveness of your school’s use of word of mouth for recruitment 
purposes and identify areas for improvement. 

1. Read each statement and place a check in the box that best describes your current use of word-of-mouth 
practices. 

2. Refer to the corresponding grey box to determine which tools would be most helpful for your school.

1 Parents of currently-enrolled students are able to articulately speak to prospective 

families within their networks about our school to encourage them to apply.

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neither Agree
Nor Disagree

Agree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

Considerations and Next Steps for Improving Word-of-Mouth Strategies

Independent schools report that 75% of their applicants come from referrals; therefore 
it is important to strategize about how you can use current parents to increase the 
brand awareness of your school, address negative perceptions, and reiterate the value 
of an education at your school to prospective families.

 If you selected a box that has a value of less than 5, see Tool #2: Parent 
Information Card on page X.

2
The marketing materials given to our current families to share with their friends, 

colleagues, and others in their networks provides information that promotes the 

value of the school’s education, while also dispelling misconceptions.

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neither Agree
Nor Disagree

Agree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

Considerations and Next Steps for Improving Word-of-Mouth Strategies

Maintaining updated marketing resources that address not only the positive aspects of 
your school, but also negative perceptions ensures that parents are sharing a clear, 
comprehensive message about your school with prospects. 

 If you selected a box that has a value of less than 5, see Tool #2: Parent 
Information Card on page X.

https://www.eab.com/


©2018 EAB Global, Inc. • All Rights Reserved 5 eab.com

Tool #1: Word of Mouth Audit

Word-of-Mouth Audit (cont.)

3 Our system for identifying parent ambassadors works to integrate diverse 

perspectives from within the school community, including parents who may not be 

vocal, but are still strong supporters of the school.

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neither Agree
Nor Disagree

Agree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

Considerations and Next Steps for Improving Word-Of-Mouth Strategies

Having a system to identify parents ambassadors from various backgrounds ensures 
that diverse perspectives are communicated and reach broader networks of prospective 
mission-aligned families.

 If you selected a box that has a value of less than 5, see Tool #3: Net 
Promoter Score® Guide on page X.

4 Our school has a formal Parent Ambassador Network that is directed by the 

admissions team and has a clear and active role within the recruiting process.

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neither Agree
Nor Disagree

Agree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

Considerations and Next Steps for Improving Word-of-Mouth Strategies

Organizing a formal group of parent ambassadors with clear roles, responsibilities, and 
calls-to-action is a necessary step to maximize the potential of word of mouth for 
recruitment purposes.

 If you selected a box that has a value of less than 5, see Tool #4: Parent 
Ambassador Network Guide on page X.

5 Our parent ambassadors have resources to support their conversations with 

skeptical prospective families.

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neither Agree
Nor Disagree

Agree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

Considerations and Next Steps for Improving Word-of-Mouth Strategies
Training parent ambassadors on how to handle tough questions from prospective 
parents enables them to share a clear message about your school’s value even when 
faced with skeptics.

 If you selected a box that has a value of less than 5, see Tool #4: Parent 
Ambassador Network Guide on page X.

https://www.eab.com/
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Tool #1: Word of Mouth Audit

Word-of-Mouth Audit (cont.)

6 Our parent ambassadors are able to provide prospective families with 

specific, concrete examples about how the educational experience at our school is 

unique.

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neither Agree
Nor Disagree

Agree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

Considerations and Next Steps for Improving Word-Of-Mouth Strategies

Sharing authentic, detailed stories that illustrate the value proposition of your school 
helps parent ambassadors to better communicate what makes your school different.

 If you selected a box that has a value less than 5, see Tool #5: Exemplifying 
Value Proposition on page X.

7 Our marketing and communications team has identified several key features of our 

school that we consistently message to prospective families (e.g. inquiry-based 

learning, maker spaces, STEM) that make us stand out from our competitors.

Strongly Disagree Disagree Neither Agree
Nor Disagree

Agree Strongly Agree

1 2 3 4 5

Considerations and Next Steps for Improving Word-Of-Mouth Strategies

Providing resources that ensure your current families are able to discuss distinguishing 
features of your school with prospective families allows for more meaningful and 
memorable conversations about your school.

 If you selected a box that has a value less than 5, see the following:

– Tool #2: Parent Information Card on page X

– Tool #4: Parent Ambassador Network Guide on page X

– Tool #5: Exemplifying Value Proposition on page X

https://www.eab.com/
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Guide for Developing a Value Proposition Resource for Parent Ambassadors

Tool #2: Clarify Your School’s Messaging

Clarify Your School’s Key Messaging

Identify Unique School 
Programming Offered, 
and Myths or Misperceptions 
about School

Record Faculty Stories 
Illustrating Value 

Develop Resource to 
Communicate Value of 
School, Address 
Negative Perceptions

1 2 3

Select and share the top 10 most 
influential stories--preferably 
those that illustrate value across 
grade levels--with parent 
ambassadors as an additional 
word-of-mouth resource; 
include information that counters 
negative perceptions

Survey faculty members for 
specific examples that 
demonstrate the real-world 
impact of the value proposition

Determine two to three programs 
that align with the school mission 
and distinguish the school from 
its competitors, and identify any 
negative perceptions that may 
exist about the school

Independent schools’ academic and extracurricular programs have a great deal to offer students, and admissions 
teams often rely on traditional marketing materials to convey information about the positive educational 
experiences students can have at their school. However, these materials may not sufficiently help this value come 
to life for prospective families who have not already bought into the idea of an independent school education. Nor 
do these marketing materials typically tackle the myths and misperceptions that may prevent mission-aligned 
families from considering an independent school education. Admissions teams should consider how word of mouth 
can play a role in both conveying the value of an independent school education and addressing negative 
perceptions. Communicating about both of these can be one of the responsibilities of your parent ambassadors. 

To support ambassadors in this process, admissions teams must first determine which aspects of the school to 
emphasize in messaging and what information could be used to challenge detractors’ assumptions. As a next step, 
they should collect examples from faculty to illustrate the school’s educational value in the classroom, and identify 
information and key facts about the school to help counter negative perceptions. Finally, this information should be 
strategically shared in a resource developed to support parent ambassadors.

This tool is intended to help enrollment managers and marketing directors brainstorm how to develop a 
focused message about the school that parent ambassadors can share with prospective mission-aligned 
families via word of mouth. An overview of the process, sample resource for parent ambassadors, and planning 
document are all provided.

Process to Create a Document Communicating Your Value Proposition for Parent Ambassadors  

https://www.eab.com/


©2018 EAB Global, Inc. • All Rights Reserved 8 eab.com

EAB interviews and analysis.

Sample Resource: Parent Information Card

Harpeth Hall Designs Information Card to Deliver Key Messaging about School
Before you begin brainstorming with the help of our planning worksheet, we have provided you with an example of 
a parent ambassador resource created by Harpeth Hall. Harpeth Hall’s admissions team created a 5x7 inch 
information card to share with parent ambassadors to help them deliver key messages about what Harpeth Hall has 
to offer. The card includes information to both promote the value of the school’s education and address potential 
myths and misperceptions about Harpeth Hall, including student demographics, information about financial aid, facts 
about girls’ schools, and details about school programming.

Review Harpeth Hall’s parent information card as a sample resource by which to disseminate this information to 
parent ambassadors, then use the Strategic Messaging Planning Worksheet (pages 4-6) to brainstorm how best to 
communicate your school’s unique educational value and address negative perceptions about your school to 
prospective families.

Highlights information that 
may challenge prospects’ 
perceptions about school, 
such as the student body’s 
geographic and 
demographic diversity

Demonstrates the 
broader value of the 
school and its approach 
to education

Connects school-specific 
offerings with metrics of 
student success

Includes admissions team 
contact information, 
school address, and 
website to encourage 
follow up

Front of Harpeth Hall Information Card

Showcases the 
availability of financial aid 
across levels of need

Tool #2: Clarify Your School’s Messaging

https://www.eab.com/


©2018 EAB Global, Inc. • All Rights Reserved 9 eab.com

Tool #2: Clarify Your School’s Messaging

EAB interviews and analysis.

Sample Resource: Parent Information Card

Back of Harpeth Hall Information Card 

Tips to Effectively Share a Parent Information Card

Distribute at the front office

Circulate at admissions 
team events

Email or mail to current parents 
at the start of the year

Provide printed and PDF copies 
to parent ambassadors

Describes academic and 
extracurricular offerings 
unique to the school 
among competitors in 
the market 

https://www.eab.com/
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Tool #2: Clarify Your School’s Messaging

Strategic Messaging Planning Worksheet

4
What types of programs, initiatives, facts, or anecdotes counteract the negative misperceptions associated 
with your school? 

Address Common Misperceptions

3
• What are the aspects of your reputation that you believe to be misaligned with your school community? 

• What misperceptions are you trying to combat?

Identify Common Misperceptions

2
What programs/initiatives do you offer that distinguish you from other schools in the area (e.g. mandatory 
student wilderness experience)?

Identify Your Value Proposition

1
Include information that may challenge existing perceptions about your school community.

Share Key Characteristics of School Community

Percentage of families receiving 
financial aid at your school

Demographics of student 
population

Range of income levels of families 
receiving financial aid

Admissions directors should use this worksheet as a thought exercise about what to communicate to 
prospective families about your school. The questions below will help you to brainstorm the information 
to include.

Zip codes represented by 
study body

https://www.eab.com/
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Tool #2: Clarify Your School’s Messaging

Strategic Messaging Planning Worksheet (cont.)

6
• What are the attributes of the typical graduate at your school (e.g. global citizen)? 

• What types of school initiatives, academic requirements, or teaching practices help to shape your students 
(e.g. participation in an international exchange program, community service requirement)?

Detail the Impact of Your School’s Education

5
Include descriptions of programs offered at your school that make your curriculum unique.

• Are there academic or extracurricular programs that are unique to your school?

• What initiatives or programs exist to ensure that students stay connected and contribute to the local and 
global community?

Describe School-Specific Programming 

https://www.eab.com/
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Tool #2: Clarify Your School’s Messaging

Student, Faculty Survey Planning Worksheet
Consider the following ideas to help collect examples and stories about your school’s value:

1. Create a short survey (no more than three questions) using Google Forms or Survey Monkey to record stories 
and anecdotes

2. Send the survey to at least two faculty members from each grade, covering different content areas

3. Select and compile the top ten stories that are detailed, memorable, and span across all grade-levels

Collect Examples from the Classroom of School’s Educational Value

• How does your school emphasize the importance of using the Harkness method in the curriculum?
• How does the Harkness method improve the quality of your lessons?
• How does using the Harkness method differ from other teaching practices you have used at other schools where 

you have taught?
• Do you have any memorable examples, anecdotes to illustrate the impact of this method in the classroom?

Sample Survey Questions for Faculty

Survey Method (e.g. Google Forms,
Survey Monkey):

Use the fields below to plan the survey you will design to collect examples and stories from faculty:

Faculty Survey Question 1:

Faculty Survey Question 2:

Faculty Survey Question 3:

https://www.eab.com/
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Find Quiet Advocates to Expand the Parent Ambassador Network

Tool #3: Net Promoter Score® Guide

“Net Promoter System – Net Promoter System Home,” Bain & 
Company, http://www.netpromotersystem.com/index.aspx.

1) Net Promoter Score is a registered trademark of Bain & 
Company, Inc., Fred Reicheld and Satmetrix Systems, 
Inc.

2) Pseudonym

Identify Parent Advocates Using Net Promoter Scores®

Net Promoter Scores®1 use one basic question to measure the overall satisfaction of a customer: “What is the 
likelihood that you would recommend company X to a friend or colleague?” With a single score, companies are able 
to gauge their performance among current customers as well as their potential for growth within the market. 

By asking this question of parents, schools can similarly collect valuable data on the level of satisfaction of their 
parent community. In doing so, they can use Net Promoter Scores to categorize parents as “Promoters,” “Passives,” 
or “Detractors” based on a 10-point scale. Parents who score a 9 or 10 are considered to be “Promoters,” which 
indicates their higher likelihood of recommending the school to friends and colleagues. Knowledge of parents’ Net 
Promoter Scores® ensures that the admissions office knows which “Promoters” to invite to the Parent Ambassador 
Network, allowing all advocates to be identified, even parents who are less vocal in their appreciation of the school. 

How to Use Net Promoter Scores®

How likely are you to recommend Brent School2 to a friend?

1 2 3 40 5 6 7 8 9 10

Detractors PromotersPassives

Sample Net Promoter Score® Question

Measure Parent Satisfaction

• Include the Net Promoter 
Score® as a trackable 
question on an existing 
parent satisfaction survey

• Ensure parent names are 
recorded with their Net 
Promoter Score® even if 
all other survey questions 
are anonymous

• Reassure survey 
respondents that their 
identity is only tracked 
for the Net Promoter 
Score®, not the remainder 
of the survey

Phase 2Phase 1 Phase 3

Contact “Promoters”

• Contact parents who are 
categorized as “Promoters,” 
and explain how the 
admissions team identified 
them as potential advocates

• Invite parent “Promoters” 
to a Parent Ambassador 
Network training session 
before asking them to 
commit to being ambassadors

• Provide parent “Promoters” 
with alternate forms of 
advocacy if they choose not 
the join the Parent 
Ambassador Network 

Follow Up with Parents

• Identify parents who give 
a score within the range 
of “Detractors”

• Designate members of the 
admissions team to follow up 
with parent “Detractors.” 
Admissions team members 
should ask what led to their 
dissatisfaction and work with 
these families with the goal 
of eventually moving them 
into the “Promoter” category

https://www.eab.com/
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Tool #4: Parent Ambassador Network Guide

Guide to Create a Parent Ambassador Training Guide
A Parent Ambassador Network is an essential component of independent school admissions teams’ approach to 
word-of-mouth marketing. With a strong network of parents, word of mouth becomes schools’ most influential 
recruitment strategy, as parents are often willing and ready to market the school within their social and professional 
networks. However, a lack of guidance for parent ambassadors may prevent admissions teams from maximizing the 
full potential of word-of-mouth marketing. To ensure the effectiveness of parent ambassadors’ messaging, 
admissions teams need to provide them with proper training by creating a guide that clearly establishes roles, 
expectations, and guidance for parent ambassadors.

The purpose of this tool is to assist enrollment managers in creating a training guide that empowers new and 
existing parent ambassadors to effectively communicate with prospective families.

Building a Parent Ambassador Network Guide

Key Components of a Parent Ambassador Network Guide

Provide School ‘At-A-Glance’ 
Quick Facts

Establish Parent 
Ambassador Responsibilities

• Outline roles and expectations 
for parent ambassadors

• Establish goals for the Parent 
Ambassador Network in the 
recruitment process

• Ensure consistent knowledge of 
basic facts about the school, 
such as average class size, total 
number of students enrolled, 
and mission statement 

Prepare Ambassadors for 
Difficult Questions

Communicate the 
Value Proposition

• Describe the unique value 
proposition of the school

• List common questions about 
school programming (e.g. 
describing how the Harkness 
method is used in classes)

• Prepare parent ambassadors for 
difficult questions from skeptical 
prospective families (e.g. how 
does the school make sure that 
families can afford tuition?)

3 4

1 2

Include the following four elements in a comprehensive training guide to prepare parent ambassadors for their 
role in the recruitment process:

Use the Creating a Parent Ambassador Network Guide Planning Document to develop the training 
manual content

Pages 16-17

How to Use this Tool

View Episcopal Academy’s Parent Ambassador Network Training Guide for an example of how to 
structure your guide

Pages 19-29

https://www.eab.com/
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Tool #4: Parent Ambassador Network Guide

Parent Ambassador Guide Planning Document
Complete the planning document below before creating your Parent Ambassador Training Guide. Use the questions 
under each section below to help you brainstorm content to include in the guide.

1
Determine the role you want your Parent Ambassador Network to play within the recruiting process.

Consider the following as you brainstorm:

• What is the primary role of the Parent Ambassador Network (e.g. generating leads, volunteering at open-
house events)?

• Will parent ambassadors be responsible for following up with families they recruit? At what point in the 
recruitment process does their role end?

• Are there other responsibilities parent ambassadors should take on (e.g. calling or meeting with accepted 
families)?

Establish Parent Ambassador Responsibilities

2
Fill in key information about your school below:

Provide School At-A-Glance Quick Facts

Number of total students enrolled; 
percentage of students who 
receive financial aid:

Demographic breakdown of 
student population:

Ranges of financial aid awarded by 
income level:

Percentage of students who speak 
a second language at home:

What is the school’s mission?

What are the transportation 
options available for students (e.g. 
shuttle service, public 
transportation, carpool)?

https://www.eab.com/


©2018 EAB Global, Inc. • All Rights Reserved 16 eab.com

Tool #4: Parent Ambassador Network Guide

Parent Ambassador Guide Planning Document (cont.)
3

Discuss the programming offered at your school that differentiates you from neighboring schools.

Consider the following:

• List out the unique offerings your school provides (e.g. athletic options, range of course offerings, after-
school activities, clubs). Also include information about your campus and facilities.

• How are these different from those of other schools in the area (including independent, public, charter and 
magnet)?

Communicate the Value Proposition

4
Anticipate questions asked by skeptical mission-aligned families who have not yet bought into the idea of an 
independent school education for their child.

• How diverse is your school? What steps is your school taking to increase student and faculty diversity?

• How does your school handle discussions about differing political ideology?

• Isn’t it only low-income families who receive financial aid? How much aid is available for families making 
six-figure salaries?

• Is there an elitist attitude or narrow perspective among students and parents? How do you expose 
students to different perspectives and life experiences?

Prepare Ambassadors for Difficult Questions

https://www.eab.com/
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Episcopal Academy, Trevor Day School Create Helpful Tools for Enhancing Parent 
Word of Mouth

Sample Resources: Parent Ambassador Network Guide, 
Custom Message Toolkit 

In addition to the four tools provided in this Word-of-Mouth Toolkit, we have also included two samples resources 
that provide helpful examples of how schools can support their parent ambassadors to spread important 
messages about their schools.

This guide provides detailed information to help train new parent ambassadors and support existing 
parent ambassadors at Episcopal Academy in sharing key messages about the school. The guide 
helps to clarify the parent ambassador role and responsibilities, shares key facts about the school, 
details important information about the school’s value, and prepares parent ambassadors for difficult 
questions from prospective parents.

We recommend reviewing this resource after using Tool #4: Parent Ambassador Network Guide.

Resource #1 found on pages 19-29

Resource #1: Episcopal Academy’s Parent Ambassador Network Guide 

In an effort to provide concrete examples about its educational value—specifically its use of inquiry-
based learning—Trevor Day School decided to collect and disseminate authentic examples of inquiry-
based learning in different grade levels. The custom message toolkit provided showcases 20 
examples that parents can cite when speaking to prospective families.

We recommend reviewing this resource after using Tool #2: Key Message Development Tool.

Resource #2 found on pages 30-31

Resource #2: Trevor Day School’s Custom Message Toolkit 

https://www.eab.com/
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The Episcopal Academy’s Parent Ambassador 
Network Guide

https://www.eab.com/
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The Episcopal Academy’s Parent Ambassador 
Network Guide (cont.)

https://www.eab.com/
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Source: The Episcopal Academy, Newtown Square, PA.

The Episcopal Academy’s Parent Ambassador 
Network Guide (cont.)

https://www.eab.com/
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The Episcopal Academy’s Parent Ambassador 
Network Guide (cont.)

Source: The Episcopal Academy, Newtown Square, PA.

https://www.eab.com/
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The Episcopal Academy’s Parent Ambassador 
Network Guide (cont.)

Source: The Episcopal Academy, Newtown Square, PA.

https://www.eab.com/
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The Episcopal Academy’s Parent Ambassador 
Network Guide (cont.)

Source: The Episcopal Academy, Newtown Square, PA.

https://www.eab.com/
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The Episcopal Academy’s Parent Ambassador 
Network Guide (cont.)

Source: The Episcopal Academy, Newtown Square, PA.

https://www.eab.com/
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The Episcopal Academy’s Parent Ambassador 
Network Guide (cont.)

Source: The Episcopal Academy, Newtown Square, PA.

https://www.eab.com/
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The Episcopal Academy’s Parent Ambassador 
Network Guide (cont.)

Source: The Episcopal Academy, Newtown Square, PA.

https://www.eab.com/
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The Episcopal Academy’s Parent Ambassador 
Network Guide (cont.)

Source: The Episcopal Academy, Newtown Square, PA.
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The Episcopal Academy’s Parent Ambassador 
Network Guide (cont.)

Source: The Episcopal Academy, Newtown Square, PA.
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Source: Trevor Day School, NY, NY.

Trevor Day School’s Custom Message Toolkit

https://www.eab.com/
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Source: Trevor Day School, NY, NY.

Trevor Day School’s Custom Message Toolkit (cont.)
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