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Strategic Enrollment Management
Magnet schools attract students across traditional school boundaries 
with innovative curricula to desegregate racially isolated schools. 
However, as the public school choice market becomes more competitive, 
magnet schools must leverage unique program characteristics and build 
organizational capacities to achieve sustained success. 

Strategic enrollment management 
(SEM) is a holistic systems 
approach to school enrollment. This 
schoolwide process focuses less on 
“selling” the magnet school and more 
on being responsive to students’ 
and families’ needs from inquiry to 
graduation. SEM embraces every 
aspect of a magnet school’s function 
and culture to achieve and maintain 

optimal recruitment, retention, and graduation rates of students as defined within 
the magnet school context. 

When done well, SEM aligns enrollment management goals with academic goals to 
optimize school resources and improve access to and the quality of magnet services. 
It results in greater student and family satisfaction, higher student outcomes, 
and more stable enrollments. In addition, SEM facilitates effective teaching and 
learning environments that focus on cross-cultural sensitivity, inclusion, and 
personalized learning. 

This issue of The Magnet Compass will help you build a comprehensive 
approach to serving students and help your magnet program meet its goal of 
preparing diverse students to achieve at high levels in college and career. Use SEM 
to sustain the magnet mission and brand, and to build long-term loyalty and trust 
among stakeholders.
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Managing the Approach
The strategic enrollment management 
(SEM) initiative must become part 
of the school organizational structure 
to be successful. Be clear about who 
is responsible for leading the day-
to-day work to bridge gaps among 
departments and build teamwork, and 
who has authority over final decisions. 
From these three methods, select the 
one that works best for your school.

• Coordinator. One person, such 
as a magnet coordinator, lead 
teacher, or outreach specialist, leads 
implementation using the SEM 
approach. Because a large amount 
of time will be spent implementing 
identified strategies, this person’s 
daily work should already involve 
providing school services. 

• Manager. An administrator leads 
the SEM approach to program 
implementation. This person likely 
cannot dedicate a great deal of time 
to implementing services directly 
but manages the work of lead staff 
(e.g., for curriculum or marketing).

• Committee. Representatives 
of each school department raise 
awareness of how and why the 
SEM approach is used and guides 
magnet school implementation. 
The committee includes a mix 
of administrators and staff who 
provide direct services.

Promoting diversity, 
academic excellence 
and equity through 
magnet schools



A Message From the 
Magnet Schools Assistance Program

Anna Hinton, Director of Parental Options and Improvement; 
Jennifer Todd, MSAP Program Officer, Supervisory Education 
Program Specialist; Justis Tuia, MSAP Program Officer, 
Management and Program Analyst; and Tiffany McClain, MSAP 
Program Officer, Management and Program Analyst

“In addition to enrolling a diverse student 
body or reducing racial isolation, school 
districts will want to preserve those 
gains. Therefore, districts may employ 

mentoring, tutoring, retention, and 
support programs to maintain diversity 
or reduce racial isolation.” In this joint 
statement, the U.S. Department of 
Education (ED) and U.S. Department of 
Justice recognize the need for a holistic 
approach to student enrollment that 
sustains diversity by improving services. 
For this reason, the Magnet Schools 
Assistance Program encourages magnet 
schools to adopt a strategic enrollment 
management (SEM) policy that can 
help meet the program’s dual purposes 
of desegregating schools and improving 
student achievement.

Magnet schools often plan and implement 
recruitment and instruction separately, 
with decisions about each based on 
different sets of data. The SEM approach 
blends these two key areas of magnet 
schools to create a cohesive culture that 
helps the school work toward program 
goals that fully integrate diversity and 
academics. Because the SEM approach 
connects everything, it does not necessarily 
require you to do more, it just requires you 
to do things differently. 

SEM also provides a structure that 
facilitates the change required to transform 
the school into a successful magnet 
program. The SEM framework guides 
stakeholders as they implement a well-
researched, responsive, and effective 
magnet program. With SEM, staff 
thinking will shift from focusing solely 
on program implementation to focusing 
on student service — that is, addressing 
students’ needs before, while, and after 
they are enrolled. 

Everyone should understand that all 
magnet program activities are interrelated: 
as instruction improves, more students 
will enroll in the program. Then, as more 
students enroll and diversity increases, 
learning environments will improve 
further, leading to more student success 
and increased enrollment stability, and so 
on.

This issue of The Magnet Compass will 
help you develop a strategic, whole-school 
approach to recruiting and retaining 
students that will help improve student 
outcomes, enhance the magnet program’s 
relationships with students and families, 
and achieve magnet goals. Taking the 
time to carefully develop SEM structures 
within your magnet school will benefit the 
students it serves —  and the program — 
for many years to come. 

The SEM framework 
guides stakeholders as they 
implement a well-researched, 
responsive, and effective 
magnet program.

This publication is produced by the 
Magnet Schools Assistance Program 
Technical Assistance Center (MSAP 
Center), a technical assistance resource 
for MSAP grantees and the general 
magnet schools community. The 
MSAP Center provides grantees 
and magnet schools with technical 
support by offering tools, information, 
and strategies to assist in planning, 
implementing, and sustaining 
programs. The ultimate goal of the 
MSAP Center is to help magnet schools 
provide communities with educational 
opportunities that promote diversity, 
academic excellence, and equity. 

www .msapcenter .com
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SEM Principles for Cultivating Student Success
Strategic enrollment management (SEM) supports student success and can steer magnet school planning 
and implementation. Understand and use these SEM principles to build a school culture that embraces 
students from prospects to alumni.

Student-centered focus. 
Help all stakeholders take a service-oriented 
approach to their work. Staff and community 

partners must see the school through students’ experiences, 
and improve their practices based on student perspectives. 
Facilitate this approach with strategies and supports that 
build mutually beneficial relationships with students 
at all stages: as prospects, enrollees, persisting students, 
graduates, and alumni. Support student academic and 
social-emotional growth in and out of the classroom. 

Mission-driven environment.
Inspire commitment among stakeholders 
to create student-centered education using 

a mission that clearly states the magnet school’s overall 
purpose, goals, and target student population. Explain how 
the magnet work — whether related to student enrollment 
or learning — links to the mission, achieves goals, and 
supports and benefits students. 

Shared responsibility.
Build a school culture in which internal and 
external stakeholders buy in to the SEM approach 

and share responsibility for realizing the mission. Make 
sure everyone knows how their interactions with students 
and families foster belongingness and encourage student 
enrollment, persistence, and graduation. Collaborate with 
partners to adapt successful strategies from business and 
other sectors to improve magnet school practices and student-
centered services.

Situated in context.
Implement magnet strategies that respond to 
the local school choice market. Collect data on 

competing schools’ enrollment and academics to identify 
ways to improve the program’s relative market position, 
and study external factors that may affect magnet program 
performance. Understand where your magnet program 
fits within that context and what unique magnet program 
qualities will attract students and families to your school 
rather than to others. Use these data to set enrollment targets 
that fit the school’s current situation, focus on students, and 
make sense to staff and stakeholders.
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Planning for and Sustaining SEM
This article features Tom Green, Ph.D., Associate Executive Director, Consulting and SEM at American 
Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers Consulting, which provides SEM resources and 
services to higher education institutions. Green has almost 30 years’ experience with enrollment management. 
In this article, he shares SEM concepts that apply to K-12 schools and strategies magnet leaders can use to 
implement SEM in their magnet programs.

Tom Green, Ph .D ., 
Associate Executive 

Director

Strategic enrollment management 
(SEM) “is about the marriage between 
helping students reach their potential and 
achieving institutional health,” Green 
explained. SEM is forward thinking 
and helps staff to proactively plan for 
future enrollments. In addition, strategic 
enrollment managers use data to “position 
their institutions and practices to take 
advantage of external forces, not be a 
victim of them,” Green said. 

Carefully planning for an SEM initiative is important to 
success. Green advised magnet leaders to establish two 
planning teams that include a variety of stakeholders: one for 
recruitment and one for retention. The teams will use data to 
establish a plan for the next 5 years and will engage staff in 
exercises such as process mapping. This exercise enables staff 
to see “how information or a piece of paper moves through a 
process” using a flow chart and helps to identify areas that may 
be confusing for students or parents. 

For the plan, identify the school’s mission, audience, and 
message so you find and attract students who are the best 
fit for and will benefit most from the school. Analyze data 
to quantify enrollment goals. Also, “think about enrollment 
parameters within the district and how those govern 
strategies,” he explained. “Align mission, demographics, and 
political and economic forces to achieve optimal enrollment” 
by offering programming that resonates with the community’s 
needs and context. He added, “Make sure the plan has 
accountability, meaning you can measure it, you know who is 
responsible, and you are clear about expected outcomes.” 

Green suggested reviewing data to understand what happens 
to students after they enroll. Identify characteristics shared 
by students who stay and those who leave. Also, go beyond 
identifying students who are high-risk to analyzing “the 

experiences of risk” and the supports provided in the school. 
For example, students must do well in algebra to succeed in 
future math classes and maintain interest in math. Therefore, 
provide easy-to-access supports for students so they can get help 
in algebra as soon as they need it. “Catch the student at that 
moment and help them find another path to success so they do 
not end the experience altogether,” Green advised.

There may be “other factors about student performance or 
students’ lives that prevent them from being successful,” Green 
noted. To retain students through difficult times, “there must 
be more reasons for the student to stay than there are reasons 
to leave,” he said. Provide reasons to stay by working to ensure 
all students “are attached to the school in some way, through 
a student organization, a faculty or staff member,” or an 
important role the student takes on within the school, he said.

Once a sustainable SEM structure is established, the school sees 
multiple benefits, Green said. “First, because it is a long-range 
plan, people feel they are working on an initiative that is not 
going to change every year. Second, SEM helps you understand 
and focus on your real audiences. Third, you establish a more 
predictable enrollment cycle, so you can, for example, more 
confidently plan budgets and facilities. The school believes it 
can achieve its enrollment goals because it has a history of doing 
so,” Green concluded.

Strategic enrollment management 

helps schools establish a more 

predictable enrollment cycle.
Tom Green, Ph.D.
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Strategies for  
Successful SEM
For strategic enrollment management (SEM) to be 
successful and to guide implementation, it has to be 
carefully planned. Use the strategies below to plan 
your SEM approach to achieve optimum enrollment 
and student success. 

Establish a standard  
of quality.  
Ensure everyone in the magnet school 

understands the connection between quality of magnet 
school services and building sustainable enrollment, as 
well as staff members’ individual roles in achieving quality. 
Set clear expectations and create professional development 
that will help staff achieve those expectations and tailor 
their work to students’ needs. Use the SEM model to build 
a shared understanding that program services are integral 
to attracting students and strengthening their satisfaction 
with the magnet school. Deliver this message through all 
internal and external communications until it becomes 
instituted in the school culture.

Differentiate program 
characteristics. 
Identify your school’s strengths, such as a 

diverse student body and teaching staff, a rigorous theme-
based curriculum, partnerships with reputable community 
organizations, academic support services, and increased 
academic achievement. Specify qualities that are unique 
to your school and that distinguish it from others in 
the area. For example, while another school may have a 
STEM theme, perhaps your program is the only one in 
the area that focuses on robotics; while other schools may 
also have business partnerships, it could be that yours is 
with an industry leader. Use these strengths as the central 
message that all stakeholders share to promote the school 
and attract students; articulate how those characteristics 
benefit students. 
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Enhance services. 
Tailor the magnet school services to the needs of 
diverse students. Understand the range of students’ 
experiences in your school, their interests, 

and their needs to determine the appropriate services and 
approaches that will provide them with academic, social, 
and cultural opportunities to enhance their learning and 
development. Ensure strategies and practices help to create 
a safe environment; strengthen and sustain relationships 
among magnet personnel, students, families, and community 
members; and facilitate learning and development. Create 
integrated strategies that will move the entire program 
forward. Continuous improvement of services will help the 
magnet school increase diversity and improve the lives of 
students.
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Integrating Academic and Enrollment Data
In strategic enrollment management (SEM), both academic achievement and enrollment data are considered 
together to create solutions and strategies that address all magnet program components. The graphic provides 
examples of the types of data to look at in each category and the types of integrated decisions the data will help 
magnet leaders make.

Academic  
data

Analyze  
academic
data on...

• Student achievement 

• Student engagement 

• Prospective and current 
students’ academic needs 
and interests 

• How families support 
learning 

• How partnerships affect 
learning 

• Success of academic 
supports within the  
school

Enrollment  
data

Analyze  
enrollment
data on...

• Numbers of prospective 
students, inquiries, 
applicants, admits, 
enrollees, and persisting  
students

• Why and when students 
decide to enroll or not 
enroll in the magnet 
school

• Why students leave the 
magnet school

• Faculty participation in 
enrollment activities

• Success of alumni

Strategies

Use the data to design strategies 
that, by helping students meet 
their academic goals, will help 
the school attract, enroll, and 
retain targeted students. For 

example, use data to determine

• Which theme-based courses  
will attract prospective students 
and engage current students  
so they persist until graduation; 

• Ways to improve and  
personalize instruction to 
increase achievement; 

• How to expand partnerships  
to provide experiences that  
will prepare students for college 
and career; 

• How to best market the school’s 
academic programs to address 
community needs; 

• How to improve communication 
with prospects and applicants to 
ensure they enroll; 

• How to build relationships and 
belonging within the school; and 

• Ways to build lasting relationships 
with families and alumni.



Leveraging Strategic Enrollment Management
This article features Heather Hoerle, Executive Director and Chief Executive Officer of The Enrollment 
Management Association in Princeton, NJ, a nonprofit that serves independent schools. Hoerle has worked 
in school admissions and with national associations for over 20 years. In this article, she shares her experiences 
with SEM in K-12 schools and discusses strategies magnet schools can apply to manage student enrollments.

Heather Hoerle, 
Executive Director

Hoerle defines SEM as “an integrated 
system that uses every lever possible 
to build enrollment strategy and drive 
success. It is an organizing mechanism 
to help you think about what all parts 
of your school contribute to ensuring 
stable, strong enrollment.” She has seen 
SEM help schools identify and respond to 
data trends before they become issues, so 
schools stay relevant in the marketplace 
and set achievable enrollment goals.

As you start, think about leadership. Hoerle stated that 
implementing SEM “starts at the top,” and requires leaders 
to actively lead strategy; she also recommended “a team 
approach.” One person manages and coordinates the team, 
and you want “the right person in that role who can think 
strategically.” Even “a small group can make a big difference if 
they understand that SEM will help them succeed, and if they 
take the long view,” she said. 

Always use data to inform strategy. Ongoing market research 
can identify where your magnet program fits with school 
choice and community needs. Also, “understand what you 
are promising” in terms of outcomes and benefits to students, 
“and have data to back up the promises,” Hoerle said. Use data 
to set enrollment goals and diversity targets. “Market research 
will tell you what is possible and help you plan,” she explained. 
Identify transportation and partnership strategies to help meet 
goals. In addition, share data and research with prospective 
families and feeder schools to promote and help everyone 
understand why the strategies and goals were selected.

Also, work on student recruitment and decide how to respond 
to data about enrollment trends. When targets are not met, 
“Maybe there are not enough students in that subgroup in 
the area anymore. Or, maybe the program does not attract 
families in that subgroup. Examine possibilities and implement 
strategies to message differently, to change the program,” or to 
identify where to find the needed students.

“Retention is the other side of admission,” Hoerle continued. 
“Focus on current families, and find small changes to 
increase loyalty and satisfaction. Those changes produce more 
market-facing in your school.” In market-facing, the school 
culture puts students’ needs first in everything, to make 
the school “more responsive to family needs” and develop 
better relationships. Retention strategies enable the school to 
“build on a solid foundation” rather than filling spots left by 
departing students, she explained. 

“It takes time to build a SEM infrastructure because it takes 
time to learn, to know what tools are available, and to analyze 
regional demographics and trend data,” Hoerle explained. 
But the investment of time will be worth it. She concluded, 
“You want students to be there. You want to have impact. 
Enrollment is everyone’s concern; it is the lifeblood of any 
institution.”
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Enrollment is everyone’s 

concern; it is the lifeblood 

of any institution.

          Heather Hoerle

More Information
For more information on student recruitment, view the Student Recruitment Toolkit . 

http://msapcenter.com/TA_toolkits.aspx


 
 

SEM and the Classroom  
Because they interact closely with students, teachers 
are critical to managing enrollment. Involve them in 
planning, recruiting students, and helping to build lasting 
relationships with students and families. Engage teachers 
in this process using the suggestions below to improve 
services and meet magnet program goals.

Involve teachers in SEM planning, data collection, 
and data analysis. 
• Share data about current and future student needs and 

preferences with instructional staff, and encourage 
them to use those data to design student-centered 
curriculum and course offerings that relate and 
respond to the needs. Explain how these data show 
that the teachers’ efforts are improving student 
services.

• Listen to teachers’ feedback on ways the magnet 
program can better connect with, support, and 
instruct students, and then integrate that information 
into future plans.  

Use teachers’ expertise to market the school and 
recruit students. 
• Have teachers present at open houses, feeder schools, 

community meetings, new student orientation 
or summer programs, and other events where the 
teachers’ passion for their subjects and the school can 
help excite potential students and families. 

• Have teachers participate in telephone campaigns 
to get students who have inquired about the magnet 
program to apply, and to get students you have 
accepted to the magnet program to enroll.

 
Leverage teacher-student relationships to 
retain students.
• Create student-teacher mentorship systems to support 

students and encourage them to persist in the magnet 
program.

• Provide systems and incentives that encourage teachers 
to interact with students outside the classroom 
in afterschool activities, teacher-student projects 
and presentations, learning experiences at partner 
organizations, and other opportunities.
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For technical assistance,  
contact the MSAP Center.

Call toll-free:  
1-866-997-6727

E-mail: msapcenter@leedmci.com 

Visit:  www.msapcenter.com
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