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The Front Door Isn't
Your Website Anymore.

Prospective students are increasingly
discovering institutions through Al-
generated answers, recommendations, and
summaries before they ever visit a website.
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Sarah’s Story.

IT'S A TUESDAY NIGHT. THE HOUSE IS DARK. SARAH’S
DAUGHTER IS ASLEEP, A SOPHOMORE NOW, WHICH MEANS
THE COLLEGE CONVERSATION IS STILL THEORETICAL TO
HER DAUGHTER BUT A LOOMING DECISION FOR SARAH.

There are brochures
on the kitchen
counter. Dreams of
a campus visit. A list
of questions nobody
has answered yet.

Sarah checks her
phone. Not to search
Google. Not to browse
college websites. She
opens ChatGPT and
speaks into the void: My
daughter loves science
and wants a smaller

school. Something
affordable, with real
research opportunities
for undergrads. Where
should we start?

In thirty seconds,

she has a list. Five
schools, each with

a brief summary,
programs described,
distinguishing features
noted, price ranges
estimated. One school
she'd never heard of.

Two she recognized.
One she'd mentally
dismissed, now
reconsidered based on
how the Al described
its financial aid.

She doesn’t click
through to a
single website.

She screenshots the
response and texts
it to her husband.

The Enroliment

Universe
Has Shifted

By the time your
admissions office
opens Wednesday
morning, this family
already has a shortlist.
Your institution is on
It, or it isn't. And you
had nothing to do
with either outcome.

Sarah isn't the only
one up late.



Researched
without browsin
your website

Marcus’ Story.

ACROSS TOWN, MARCUS CLOSED HIS LAPTOP AN HOUR
AGO AFTER HIS THIRD JOB APPLICATION REJECTION
THIS WEEK. HE HAS A BACHELOR'S DEGREE AND
TWO YEARS OF MARKETING EXPERIENCE.

The jobs he's applying
for either want five
years or, increasingly,
aren't there at all,
He's read enough
headlines to know
why. Last month his
company eliminated
the entire content
team. Al handled the
output. Five people
lost their jobs on a

Wednesday afternoon.

-|— ADVANCE EDUCATION

So, Marcus is back
on his phone, not

scrolling, researching.

He's looking at
certificate programs,
an MBA, a data
analytics boot camp.
He wants to know
what's worth the
Investment and
what's just expensive
treading water.

He types his question
into Perplexity and
starts reading.

He's not browsing
your website either.

Marcus represents a
growing cohort that is
reshaping enrollment
demand in ways the
traditional funnel

wasn't built to capture.

Graduate school
INnterest is rising not

because the economy
Is failing, but because
Al is restructuring

it fast enough that
credentials have
become a hedge.
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This is the
enroliment
reality of 2026

Consideration sets are being
built late at night, in living
rooms, by parents planning
earlier and earlier. More than
half of families believe schools
should begin communicating
about post-secondary

options much earlier in

the high school journey.
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MORE AND MORE THEY
TRUST A SYNTHESIZED Al
ANSWER MORE THAN A
BROCHURE THEY REQUESTED
THREE MONTHS AGO.

Fifty percent of
prospective students
now use Al tools at
least once a week

iNn their program
research, and more
than half say they are
more likely to trust
an institution that
appears in an Al-
generated response.
Meanwhile, 78% of
education-related
Google searches now
surface Al-generated
summaries before

a student reaches

a single link.

What makes 2026
different from previous
moments of digital
disruption is the
compounding nature
of the pressure. The
traditional enrollment
base has peaked.

Institutions that rely
on the channels

and strategies that
worked five years ago
are not just losing
ground, they are,

as one enrollment
benchmarking report
put it, adopting the
Most dangerous
strategy available.

At the same time,

the students who

are actively looking,
parents like Sarah
planning ahead, adults
like Marcus responding
to workforce
displacement,
workforce students
pursuing stackable
certifications under
expanded federal
eligibility, are arriving
with sharper

ROl expectations
than any previous
cohort. They are not
browsing. They are
Interrogating. And they
are doing it through
Al intermediaries that
mMay or may not have
accurate, current, or
complete information
about your programs.

Advance Education
works at the
intersection of
enrollment data,
campaign execution,
and institutional
strategy across every
segment of higher
education, four-

year universities,
community colleges,
continuing education
programs, and
vocational schools.
What follows is what
we're seeing, what
the research confirms,
and what actually
moves the needle.

The goal of this
whitepaper is not to
convince you that

Al matters. You
already know that.
The goal is to give
you a clear picture

of how Al-mediated
discovery actually
works, where most
iNnstitutions are losing
visibility, and what an
intentional response
looks like, whether
you're managing
undergraduate
recruitment at a
regional university or
running marketing for
a workforce training
program serving
adult learners.

You don’t need
to understand
every Al system.

You need to
understand how
they decide whether
to include you and
build accordingly.



The

front door
isn’t your
website
anymore.

FOR A GROWING SHARE OF PROSPECTIVE
STUDENTS AND THE FAMILIES HELPING THEM
DECIDE, THE FRONT DOOR IS WHATEVER

AN Al SAYS ABOUT YOU AT 11 P.M. OR
WHETHER IT SAYS ANYTHING AT ALL.
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SECTION ONE

How Al Assemlgles a
Recommendation.

Before you can influence the
answer, you heed to understand
how the answer gets built.




The Three Things Al Does With Every Query

WHEN A PROSPECTIVE

STUDENT — OR A PARENT, OR
A CAREER-CHANGER — ASKS

AN Al TOOL ABOUT HIGHER
EDUCATION PROGRAMS,
THE SYSTEM DOES THREE
THINGS SIMULTANEOUSLY.
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It interprets intent.

Large language models are built to understand
why a question is being asked, not just what
words appear in it. When Marcus types “is an
MBA worth it if Al is replacing marketing jobs,”
the system understands he's asking about
career insurance, ROI calculation, and program
relevance to an Al-disrupted workforce, not
just requesting a list of MBA programs. The
content that gets surfaced in response is
content that addresses that underlying intent.
If your program page speaks to traditional
career advancement but doesn't address Al-era
workforce positioning, it may not surface at all.

It evaluates trust.

Al systems favor sources that are consistently
referenced across multiple platforms, clearly

structured, and aligned with established entities.

A program that appears accurately described

on your website, your College Board profile, your
Niche listing, your LinkedIn presence, and in
relevant news coverage carries more authority
than one that only exists cleanly in one place.
Consistency compounds. Inconsistency creates
what's called classification friction, the system
can't confidently categorize what you are, who
you serve, and what outcomes you produce,

so it defaults to sources it can categorize.

It synthesizes across platforms.

Al doesn't just read your website. It pulls

from Reddit threads, YouTube descriptions,
Rate My Professors, LinkedIn alumni profiles,
accreditation body listings, news coverage,
social media, and third-party aggregators like
Niche, College Board, and U.S. News. The answer
a prospective student receives is assembled
from all of it. Which means your institution’s
Al-mediated reputation is being built, or
undermined, across a much wider surface than
most marketing teams are actively managing.
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THE VISIBILITY .
PROBLEM. -

Solving for
classification friction.

IF AN INSTITUTION OFFERS THE RIGHT PROGRAM
BUT Al CANNOT MAKE THE CONNECTION, DOES
THAT PROGRAM EXIST FOR THE STUDENT?

Imagine a university's largest academic program  An institution can offer exactly what a student

aligning directly with a prospective student'’s needs and possess the credibility to support
stated field of interest. Yet the institution never that claim. But if its underlying information
appears in the Al response—even after the IS inconsistent, incomplete, or poorly
student identifies the discipline by name. structured, Al may never make the match.
This is classification friction in action. In an Al-mediated enrollment journey,

being qualified is not enough. The

The issue is not program quality, institutional . T :
Prod 4 Y iNnstitution mMust also be legible.

reputation, or academic outcomes. The issue is
whether Al systems can confidently connect the
Institution, its programs, and the student’s intent.

B L

v
i o
Lo PR H L

ADVANCEEDUCATION

1 .

1
P



THIS IS THE VISIBILITY PROBLEM FACING INSTITUTIONS ACROSS EVERY SEGMENT.

It's not about
rogram qualinty.
It's about signal clanity.
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The Signal Map for Higher Education

MOST INSTITUTIONS ARE
ACTIVELY MANAGING TWO OR
THREE OF THESE. THE ONES
WINNING Al VISIBILITY ARE
MANAGING ALL OF THEM,
WITH CONSISTENT LANGUAGE,
CURRENT INFORMATION,

AND CONTENT STRUCTURED
AROUND THE QUESTIONS
PROSPECTIVE STUDENTS

ARE ACTUALLY ASKING.
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Owned sources.

Your .edu website,
program pages,
faculty profiles, news
and events pages,
and any structured
data (schema
Mmarkup) embedded
IN your site code.

Third-party
aggregators.

College Board, Niche,
U.S. News & Worlad
Report, Peterson’s,
and for graduate
programs, sites like
Poets&Quants. These
are sources Al tools
reference heavily
and frequently pull
from verbatim.

Peer and social
platforms.

Reddit (particularly
r/ApplyingToCollege,
r/GradSchool,
r/lcommunitycolleges),
YouTube, and Rate
My Professors. These
platforms carry
disproportionate
weight in Al responses
because they
represent unfiltered
peer experience.

Professional
networks.

LinkedIn alumni
profiles, employer
reviews on Glassdoor
that mention your
graduates, and
industry publications
that reference

your programes or
faculty research.

Accreditation and
outcomes data.

Regional accreditation
body listings,
programmatic
accreditation
databases (AACSB,
CCNE, ABA, etc.),
and any publicly
available outcomes
data including
licensure pass rates,
employment rates,
and salary outcomes.

News and media
coverage.

Local and regional
journalism, trade

publications, and

higher education

press coverage of
your institution.

For community
colleges and
continuing
education
programs this
map expands to
include workforce
development
boards, O*NET
occupation
data, employer
partner pages,
and industry
certification
body listings.




These are sources that
higher education institutions
rarely think about but are
highly relevant when Al
is assembling answers for
career-focused queries.
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SECTION TWO

The Legibility Problem.

Al systems don’t browse.
They retrieve, evaluate, and assemble.




That distinction changes
everything about how you should
think about your content.

A beautifully designed program page

that uses aspirational language,
award-winning photography, and

compelling video is built for a human

visitor who has time to absorb it.
An Al system parsing that same
page is looking for something else
entirely: clear answers to specific
guestions, structured in a way that
can be extracted, summarized,
and repeated accurately.

ADVANCEEDUCATION

When that structure
Is missing, one of two
things happens:

The Al skips your content in
favor of sources it can parse
more easily. Or it uses your
content and gets it wrong.
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When Al Gets It Wrong

AT ONE MAJOR RESEARCH
UNIVERSITY, A SENIOR
ADMISSIONS LEADER ASKED
AN Al CHATBOT A QUESTION
ABOUT FINANCIAL AID FOR
INCOMING FRESHMEN WHILE
PREPARING A PRESENTATION.

The response looked accurate until the final
section, where the system had quietly blended
graduate and transfer student information
INnto what appeared to be first-year data.

A prospective student or parent encountering
that response wouldn't know the difference.
They'd form an impression of costs, of

ald availability, of how accessible that
Institution is, based on information that was
partially wrong. And they'd form it before
ever contacting the admissions office.

This is what happens when content is organized
around institutional priorities instead of student
questions. The financial aid page was accurate.
It was just structured in a way that made it

easy for an Al to mix contexts because the

page wasn't designed with retrieval in mind.
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What Legibility Actually Means.

STRUCTURING FOR VISIBILITY.,

WHAT Al READS WHEN IT FIELDS THAT MATTER THE MOST
CAN’'T READ EVERYTHING.

In higher education, legibility means structuring
your content so that an Al system can
accurately extract, classify, and repeat the most
important facts about your programs without Delivery format (on-campus, online, hybrid, accelerated)
needing the context of a full website visit,

Degree type and full official program name

These are not the things most program

pages lead with. They're buried in PDFs, Time to completion
scattered across multiple pages, or

described in language optimized for human

reading rather than machine retrieval. . .
Total cost of attendance and available aid

Licensure pass rates where applicable (NCLEX, bar exam, CPA, etc.)
Employment outcomes and average starting salary

Employer partners and clinical or internship placement rates
Application deadlines and prerequisites

Accreditation status and body

-|— ADVANCE EDUCATION

IMPACT ON VISIBILITY

Al systems use exact program names to match queries; unofficial

titles cause mis-attribution or omission.

Format is the first filter most prospective students apply, missing it

means your program disappears from relevant results.

Completion time directly affects enrollment decisions and is one of

the most frequently hallucinated fields when absent.

Cost is the highest-stakes decision variable; institutions that omit

it cede the comparison to competitors who don't.

Pass rates are the primary proxy for program quality in regulated fields

and carry significant weight in Al-generated comparisons.

Outcome data shifts the conversation from cost to ROl — the

frame most likely to convert a skeptical buyer.

Named partners signal program credibility and real-world

integration in ways that generic claims cannot.

Missing deadline data is a direct enrollment barrier; Al systems that surface

incomplete information send prospective students elsewhere.

Accreditation is a non-negotiable trust signal for institutional

buyers, employers, and regulatory bodies alike.



Stop asking ‘“what do
we want to say about
this program?.

Start asking “Does our content clearly
answer questions a prospective student is
going to type into ChatGPT at 11 pm?”
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CLASSIFICATION
FRICTION OCCURS
WHEN INCONSISTENT
SIGNALS ACROSS
PLATFORMS MAKE
IT DIFFICULT FOR

Al TO CONFIDENTLY
CATEGORIZE YOUR
INSTITUTION, YOUR
PROGRAMS, OR
YOUR OUTCOMES.
COMMON CAUSES:

—|— ADVANCE EDUCATION

Outdated third-
party profiles.

Your Niche profile still lists tuition
rates from two years ago. Your
College Board page describes a
program that was restructured.
Al tools pull from these sources
regularly and they don't know
the information is stale.

Misaligned language
across platforms.

Your website calls it the "Master of
Science in Applied Data Analytics.”
Your LinkedIn page calls it the
‘MS In Data Science.” Your Niche
profile lists it as "Graduate Data
Program.” Three different names
for the same credential creates
classification friction. Al can't
confidently connect them.

Classification Friction and What Causes It

PDF-heavy content.

Al engines can't reliably parse
PDFs. If your curriculum details,
admissions requirements,

and outcomes data live in
downloadable brochures, they

are effectively invisible to the
systems your prospective students
are using to research you.

Conflicting information
across pages.

Program pages updated at different
times, department sites that

don't match central admissions
iInformation, and microsites that
operate outside the main .edu all
create signal conflicts that reduce
the confidence with which Al
systems will reference your content.

Missing structured data.

Schema markup, the behind-the-
scenes code that tells Al systems
and search engines specifically
what type of content a page
contains, is absent from most
higher education websites. One
community college added it across
Its program pages, embedding
iInformation such as application
deadlines and prerequisites

In structured code. The work
supported an Al-assisted enrollment
strategy that coincided with
curriculum enrollment reaching
the highest level in 15 years.




A Note for Community Colleges
and Continuing Ed Programs.

THE LEGIBILITY PROBLEM How long does it take? Does it qualify for

IS ACUTE FOR COMMUNITY federal aid? What employers in this region
COLLEGES AND CONTINUING hire graduates? Will it count toward a degree
EDUCATION PROGRAMS later? Think about questions your institution
IN A SPECIFIC WAY. should own and you will be on the right track.

The programs most likely to serve students
like Marcus, workforce returners, career-
changers, adult learners responding

to Al-driven displacement, are often

the least legibly described online.

With Workforce Pell eligibility
expanding in July 2026 to cover more
short-term training programs, the
demand signal for these programs

is about to grow significantly.

A cybersecurity certificate program that could

change a laid-off marketing professional’s The institutions that have their

career trajectory needs to be findable by content structured for Al retrieval
someone who doesn't yet know what to search before that expansion hits will capture
for. That means the content must answer a disproportionate share of it.

questions like: What jobs does this lead to?
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SECTION THREE

Operating in a Zero-Click
Enroliment Market.

Four layers of execution: content structure,
third-party profile management, cross-platform
reinforcement, and Al inclusion testing.




Restructure Content Around Student Questions

THE STARTING POINT IS AN AUDIT, NOT OF YOUR WEBSITE'S
DESIGN, BUT OF ITS ANSWERING CAPACITY.

Take your five most important
program pages and ask, for each
one: if a prospective student
typed a specific, intent-driven
guestion about this program
into ChatGPT, would the answer
they receive be accurate,
complete, and favorable?

Then actually do it.

Open ChatGPT, Claude,
Perplexity, and Google's Al
Overview. Ask the questions
your prospective students are
asking. Document what comes
back. Who appears when
you don't? What language
do those programs use that
you don't? What questions
does the Al answer about
them that it can't answer
about you? This becomes
your content gap analysis.
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From there, restructure
program pages to lead with
retrievable specifics rather than
aspirational prose. A nursing
program page that opens with
‘Prepare for a rewarding career
at the forefront of healthcare”
tells an Al system almost
nothing. A page that opens
with “The Bachelor of Science
in Nursing at [Institution] is a
four-year, on-campus program
with a first-time NCLEX pass
rate of 94%, clinical placements
at [Partner Health Systems],
and a graduate employment
rate of 97% within six months
of licensure” gives an Al

system everything it needs

to include you accurately

in a relevant response.

The format matters as much as
the content. Al systems favor:

Clear headers that match
common search queries

Short, declarative paragraphs
with one idea per paragraph

Explicit Q&A sections
addressing the most common
prospective student questions

Outcome data presented
as specific numbers, not
ranges or generalities

Program details repeated
consistently across the
page rather than buried
IN a single section

KEY PILLARS OF
AN Al-READY
CONTENT MODEL

When one community college
rebuilt its welbsite, it hired

a part-time knowledge-

base manager whose sole
responsibility was keeping
program information

current, accurate, and
consistently structured.

That foundation now supports
an Al assistant, a 24/7 chatbot,
and an Al phone system.
Together, these tools resolve
85% of student inquiries
without human escalation.
Curriculum enrollment at the
institution has since reached its
highest level in nearly 15 years.

Source: https://connect.chronicle.com/rs/931-EKA-218/images/How-Gen-Al-Is-Changing-the-College-Search.pdf

Work-Based Learning

Approximately 90% of programs
require work-based learning,
leading to partnerships with
over 85 local employers.

Fast-Track Workforce
Initiatives

Programs like Boost specifically
target high-wage, high-
demand fields like biotech,
healthcare, and advanced
manufacturing to quickly move
students into stable careers.

Economic Mobility

The college actively works
to close educational gaps,
leading to historic gains in
credential completion and
direct job placement.




The knowledge-base
manager isn’t a luxury hire.

For institutions serious about
Al visibility, it’s infrastructure.




Manage Your Third-Party Profiles

YOUR .EDU IS ONE NODE IN THE SIGNAL NETWORK Al SYSTEMS
DRAW FROM. THIRD-PARTY PROFILES ARE OTHERS, AND MOST
INSTITUTIONS TREAT THEM AS SET-IT-AND-FORGET-IT ASSETS.
AUDIT AND UPDATE THE FOLLOWING ON A REGULAR CADENCE:

College Board and Common App

College Board and Common App profiles for
undergraduate programs, tuition, enrollment
size, admission rates, available majors. These are
among the highest-authority sources Al tools
reference for traditional undergraduate queries.

Niche and U.S. News profiles

Niche and U.S. News profiles review scores,
program rankings, and any self-reported
data. Al tools pull from these regularly

and treat them as authoritative.

Peterson’s and Poets&Quants

Peterson’s and Poets&Quants for
graduate programs, program details,
class profiles, outcomes data.

+ ADVANCE EDUCATION

LinkedIn

LinkedIn your institution’s official page,
and the accuracy of alumni profiles that
list your degrees. The aggregate picture
LinkedIn presents of where your graduates
work and what they earn is a signal Al
systems use to assess program outcomes.

Rate My Professors

Rate My Professors you can't control
individual reviews, but you can monitor
what's there and ensure that the volume
of authentic student voices is sufficient to
give Al systems a representative picture.

Google Business Profile

Google Business Profile especially critical for
community colleges and continuing education
programs with physical locations. Outdated
hours, wrong addresses, and missing program
categories all reduce your authority in local Al-
Mmediated searches, especial with Gemini.




The goal is not
perfection on
every platform.

It is consistency, the same program
names, the same outcome figures,
the same institutional identity, across
the sources Al systems trust most.
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Al SYSTEMS BUILD AUTHORITY
PICTURES BY LOOKING FOR
AGREEMENT ACROSS SOURCES.

When your website, your social media, your
third-party profiles, and your earned media all
describe your institution in consistent language,
using consistent program names and outcome
claims, the system gains confidence in your
signal. When they conflict, you create the
classification friction described in Section Two.

-|— ADVANCE EDUCATION

Develop semantic
boilerplate for
each program.

A one or two sentence
description that

uses the full official
program name,
identifies the target
audience, and states
the core outcome.
Example: “The Master
of Public Health at
[Institution] is a two-
year, hybrid program
designed for working
health professionals
seeking leadership
roles in community
health, policy, or
epidemiology.” Use this
language consistently
across your website,
LinkedIn, program
brochures, email
campaigns, and press
releases. Consistency
Is the mechanism.
Variation is the enemy.

Extend your
content footprint
beyond your .edu.

Al systems favor
citations from
recognized sources.
Faculty publishing in
trade publications,
program directors
quoted in regional
business journalism,
and institutional
research cited in
industry reports all
build the authority
graph that determines
whether Al systems
treat you as a
credible source.

Cross-Platform Signal Reinforcement

Amplify authentic
peer voices.

Reddit, YouTube, and
social platforms carry
significant weight in
Al responses because
they represent
unfiltered peer
experience. Institutions
can't manufacture
this, but they can
create conditions for It.
Student ambassador
programs, alumni
testimonial campaigns,
and student-run

soclal accounts
generate the kind of
authentic, platform-
native content Al
systems treat as
credible signal. More
individual stories, told
by more storytellers,
across more platforms,
this is both a

human connection
strategy and an Al
visibility strategy
simultaneously.

Align YouTube
content with
program queries.

YouTube functions

as a search engine

for a significant

share of prospective
students. Program
overview videos,
student and alumni
testimonials, faculty
research spotlights,
and career outcome
stories should have
descriptions written
not for human readers
but for Al retrieval —
specific, structured,
and with program
names and outcomes
stated explicitly.




Al Inclusion Testing

ONCE A QUARTER, RUN
STRUCTURED RETRIEVAL
TESTS ACROSS THE MAJOR Al
SYSTEMS YOUR PROSPECTIVE
STUDENTS USE.

ASsSign someone on your team to assume
the persona of your target prospective
student, by program, by audience type,
by geographic market, and run the
queries they would actually run.
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For an
undergraduate
recruitment
team, that might
look like:

‘Best small colleges
for environmental
science in the
Midwest with strong
financial aid”

“Which schools have
the best marine

biology programs for
pre-med students?”

‘Affordable colleges
near [city] with good
graduate school
placement rates”

For a continuing
education

or workforce
program team:

‘Best data analytics
certificate programs
for career changers”

"How long does it
take to become a
medical coder and
what does it pay?”

‘Online MBA
programs that work
for working parents
with full-time jobs”

Document the
results across
ChatGPT, Claude,
Perplexity,

and Google Al
Overviews.

For each query, record:
Are you included? How
are you described?
Who appears that
you'd expect to
compete with? What
do those competitors’
content structures look
like that yours doesn't?

This becomes
your ongoing
optimization loop.
The queries that
don’t surface you
tell you exactly
where your
content structure,
your third-party
profiles, or your
cross-platform
signals are

failing. Fix those
specifically. Retest
next quarter.
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The foundation for Al visibility
is simple: content structure,
profile management,

signal reinforcement, and

Al inclusion testing.

THEY ANSWER THE QUESTION OF WHAT NEEDS TO HAPPEN

FOR YOUR INSTITUTION TO BECOME VISIBLE IN AI-MEDIATED
SEARCH. WHAT THEY DON’'T ANSWER IS HOW TO EXECUTE ALL
OF IT WITHOUT ADDING HEADCOUNT OR BURNING OUT THE TEAM
YOU ALREADY HAVE. THAT’S WHERE THE TOOLING COMES IN.
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SECTION FOUR
i

Your H gher
Education Al Stack.

The tools and workflows that turn
strategy into a system and a system
into compounding results.




Visibility
requires more
than good

content.

It requires a system, a
coordinated set of tools

and workflows that
compounds over time rather
than producing one-off
outputs that go nowhere.
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MOST INSTITUTIONS FALL INTO ONE OF THREE STACK,PROFILES:

The Reactive Stack

One or two Al tools used inconsistently by
whoever happens to be interested. Occasional
ChatGPT prompts for social captions. No
shared workflows. No cross-platform strategy.
No measurement beyond output volume. This
IS where most institutions are right now.

The Production Stack

Multiple Al tools integrated into content
workflows. Faster output, better efficiency,
some automation. Still focused primarily
on publishing volume rather than Al
retrieval strategy. Better than reactive,

but not yet aligned with how prospective
students are actually finding programes.

The Visibility Stack

Designed explicitly for Al-mediated enrollment.

Entity clarity. Cross-platform reinforcement.
Structured content. Consistent measurement.
A system that compounds capability over
time rather than generating isolated wins.

The goal is to
move from
reactive to
visibility, not
necessarily all

at once, but
with intention.
What follows are
five operational
loadouts
designed for
higher education
marketing
teams at every
resource level.




The Content Engine

THE PROBLEM MOST
ENROLLMENT MARKETING
TEAMS FACE ISN'T A
SHORTAGE OF IDEAS.

It's a shortage of production capacity. A
two-person marketing team responsible
for program pages, social media, email
campaigns, enrollment communications,
and event promotion is perpetually behind.
Al doesn't solve the strategy problem, but
it dramatically compresses the production

problem if you build the workflow intentionally.
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CLAUDE

Build your content DNA, then generate

Claude handles long context well, so load

everything into a single session: brand guidelines,

program details, audience profiles, and past
performance examples. This is your content
DNA document — include it in every session.

What goes in your content DNA

CANVA Al

Turn copy into on-brand assets at scale

Apply your brand kit once. From a single
piece of Claude-generated copy, generate
correctly sized assets for every platform —
Instagram feed, Stories, Facebook, and email
header — without a designer in the room.

THE
MONTHLY
LOOP

CLAUDE

Generate
full content
calendar +
platform-
tuned copy

CANVA

Build visual
assets per
platform

BUFFER

Publish, track, and adjust

Buffer handles cross-platform scheduling,
performance analytics, and last-minute copy
adjustments by platform tone. At month's
end, pull your performance data — you'll
feed it back into Claude in the next cycle.

BUFFER REPEAT

Schedule,

Feed top
performers
back to
Claude, evolve
next month

publish,
collect
analytics

The loop compounds



The Enroliment Intelligence Engine

MOST ENROLLMENT
MARKETING TEAMS
ARE REACTIVE.

They find out a competitor program launched
a new accelerated format when they see

it in someone’s LinkedIn feed. They learn
about shifting student demand when the
iINnquiry numbers already tell the story.

This loadout changes that by building an
always-on competitive intelligence pipeline
that monitors the enrollment landscape and
delivers a synthesized weekly briefing without

requiring an analyst or hours of manual research.
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PERPLEXITY Al MAKE.COM

Ask the questions your Build the scenario that does the work

team asks every week . .
y One Make.com scenario handles the entire

Perplexity synthesizes current information pipeline automatically every Monday morning.
from across the web and cites its sources
— making it better than standard search
for enrollment intelligence. Define your

standing queries once and reuse them..

How the scenario runs

Fires a set of Perplexity queries — competitor
monitoring, regional workforce trends,

. . prospective student sentiment
Example standing queries

Collects the outputs and formats

What graduate programs are growin .
o PIo9 J J them into a structured prompt

In enrollment this year?
Passes the prompt to the Claude
API, which synthesizes everything
Into a clean weekly briefing

What are students saying about
[competitor program]?

What workforce trends are reshaping demand

. . . Delivers the briefing to your team’s inbox
for healthcare credentials in the Midwest? S Y

before the first meeting of the week

CLAUDE API

One briefing, ready before
Monday'’s first meeting

Claude receives the structured Perplexity
outputs and synthesizes them into a single,
readable intelligence briefing — consistent
format, every week, no manual effort..

The rule that makes it work.

START WITH FOUR OR FIVE CORE QUERIES AND RESIST THE URGE

TO ADD MORE IMMEDIATELY. THE VALUE ISN'T IN THE VOLUME
OF DATA, IT'SIN THE CONSISTENCY OF THE QUESTIONS.




The Prospect Decoder

MOST ENROLLMENT
MARKETING TEAMS HAVE
GOOGLE ANALYTICS 4
INSTALLED AND A MONTHLY
REPORT THAT DOESN’'T GET
READ ALL THE WAY THROUGH.
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GA4

Track intent, not just traffic

CA% is powerful and notoriously difficult
to interpret — especially for teams that
migrated from Universal Analytics and
never fully rebuilt their measurement
framework. Start by configuring events
that reflect actual enrollment intent.

Key conversion events to set up
Program page Visits
Application starts
Information request submissions
Virtual tour completions

Financial aid calculator uses

LOOKER STUDIO

Build it once, it runs itself

Looker Studio connects directly to GA4 and
turns your data into a live visual dashboard
that updates automatically. Build five

core views and leave them alone.

Five core views to build

What you get out.

CLAUDE

Ask what the data means, not
what the numbers are

Export your Looker Studio summary
or paste your GA4 highlights directly
into Claude. Don't ask for a recap of
the numbers — ask for meaning.

Questions to ask Claude

Which programs are generating genuine
interest versus vanity traffic?

Where are prospective students dropping off?

Which audience segments are growing?

THREE TO FIVE SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS YOUR TEAM CAN ACT ON
IMMEDIATELY. THIS IS NOT A DATA REPORT, THIS IS A DECISION BRIEF.




The Campaign Architect

THIS IS YOUR FULL-CYCLE
ENROLLMENT CAMPAIGN
STACK, THE ONE THAT TAKES A
PROGRAM LAUNCH, AN OPEN
ENROLLMENT WINDOW, OR A
SEASONAL RECRUITMENT PUSH
AND BUILDS IT END TO END.

CLAUDE

Open with a complete campaign brief

Feed Claude your program brief, target
student profile, budget range, and enrollment
window. Ask it to produce a full campaign
strategy before any execution begins.

What Claude produces
Audience segments
Messaging hierarchy by segment
Channel recommendations
Content themes

Week-by-week rollout plan

CRM / MARKETING
AUTOMATION

Deploy the strategy through
your existing platform

Slate, HubSpot, Salesforce, or Element45]

— whichever you use — takes the strategy
and deploys it through your email and
communication layer. Use behavioral triggers

to personalize sequences by enrollment stage.

Personalize by enrollment stage

The improvement loop.

GEMINI

Keep everyone working
from the same strategy

Drop Claude’s strategy document into Google
Docs and use Gemini to produce team-facing
versions without rewriting everything manually.

What Gemini generates from the strategy doc
A simplified one-page brief for leadership
A task checklist for the team

Updated versions as the campaign evolves

POST-CAMPAIGN, PULL YOUR CRM PERFORMANCE DATA AND FEED IT BACK INTO CLAUDE:
"HERE ARE OUR RESULTS. WHAT WOULD YOU CHANGE?" OVER TIME, THIS LOOP PRODUCES
CAMPAIGNS THAT ARE MEASURABLY BETTER THAN THE ONES BEFORE THEM.
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The Visibility Auditor. = .

LOADOUT FIVE

THIS LOADOUT HAS NO DIRECT
EQUIVALENT IN MOST HIGHER
EDUCATION MARKETING
OPERATIONS, WHICH IS
EXACTLY WHY IT’S THE MOST
IMPORTANT ONE TO BUILD.

The Visibility Auditor is a structured,
quarterly process for testing your institution’s
Al inclusion across every major system

your prospective students use.

ASSIGN OWNERSHIP BUILD TESTING MATRIX RECORD WHAT TO CAPTURE

Give this a person, not a to-do list Structure the tests before you run them Track the same five things every time

Assign one team member, or rotate the
responsibility, as your Al visibility auditor for
the quarter. Their job is to systematically

test how your institution appears across
every major Al platform for every priority every query across every platform.
Adult learner Recent graduate Career changer

program and audience segment.. = Were you included in the response?

Programs on one axis, prospective student
personas on the other. For each cell, write
two or three queries that persona would
realistically ask about that program. Run

Consistency is what makes the data useful
quarter over quarter. Record the same
fields for every query on every platform.

Five fields to log

Platforms to test

How were you described —

. . . MBA 2-3 queries 2-3 queries 2-3 queries
It is not a technology. It is a practice. accurate and current?
ChatGPT Google Al
Nursing (BSN) 2-3 queries 2-3 queries 2-3 queries = \What |aﬂguage did the Al use to
Copilot characterize your program?
. Computer 2-3 queries 2-3 queries 2-3 queries = Whoa pPrea red where YOu didn't?
Perplexity Science
= How do those competitors
Healthcare 2-3 queries 2-3 queries 2-3 queries .
Admin structure their content?
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Bring the results to
a monthly content meeting.

The gaps become your content
agenda. Run the same tests again
next quarter. Track movement.

This is how you know whether the work in
Sections Two and Three is actually translating
into Al visibility, and where to focus next.
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SECTION FIVE

Measurement Beyond
Enroliment Numbers.

Why your dashboard is lying to you,
what to track instead, and how to
make the case to leadership.
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The hardest
part of building
an Al visibility
strategy isn't

the execution.

IT'S THE MEASUREMENT, SPECIFICALLY, EXPLAINING TO
LEADERSHIP WHY THE METRICS THAT USED TO TELL
THE STORY NO LONGER TELL IT ACCURATELY.

Website traffic is declining at institutions that This is the structural reality of Al-
are simultaneously gaining enrollment. Direct mediated discovery.
applications, students who apply without ever
filling out an inquiry form or clicking through
a tracked link, are rising. Students are forming
opinions about your institution, building
shortlists, and sometimes making decisions
entirely outside your measurable funnel.

And it requires a different
approach to measurement.
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YOUR DASHBOARD IS MEASURING THE WRONG THING

THE METRICS YOUR TEAM
REVIEWS EVERY WEEK WERE
BUILT FOR A DIFFERENT
VERSION OF THE INTERNET
WHERE EVERYTHING LEFT

A DIGITAL FOOTPRINT.

That world is changing. A growing share of
your most motivated prospective students
are researching, evaluating, and deciding
through Al platforms that never register in
your analytics. They arrive already informed,
or they don't arrive at all. Neither outcome
looks like a problem in your current reports.

Click-through rate, cost-per-click, and organic
traffic were never perfect proxies for enrollment
iIntent — but they were close enough. They're not
anymore. The channels these metrics measure
are being bypassed, and the channels doing the
bypassing leave no trace in GA4. Before your
team can act on what's happening, you need

to understand what your current dashboard

Is structurally incapable of showing you.

Click-through
rate measures
attention, not
preference.

A prospective student
who reads an Al-
generated summary
of your nursing
program and decides
to apply directly has
demonstrated more
iIntent than one who
clicked a paid ad

and bounced in forty
seconds. The first
student doesn't show
up in your CTR report.
The second one does.

Cost-per-click
is rising and
becoming less
meaningful
simultaneously.

The average cost-
per-click for higher
education search
terms has increased
substantially year
over year while
performance has
declined. You are
paying more for

a channel thatis
being bypassed by
a growing share of
your most motivated

prospective students.

What Traditional Metrics Are No Longer Telling You.

Organic traffic
as a proxy for
visibility is
increasingly
unreliable.

When Al-generated
summaries appear
at the top of search
results, overall
click-through rates
drop significantly,
but institutions

cited within those
summaries receive
more organic clicks
than those that aren't.
Declining traffic may
actually signal that
you're appearing in
Al summaries, Nnot
that your visibility

Is eroding.




THESE FIVE METRICS WON'T
REPLACE YOUR EXISTING
REPORTING STACK, BUT THEY
WILL TELL YOU SOMETHING
YOUR CURRENT DASHBOARD
CANNOT: WHETHER YOUR
INSTITUTION IS BEING FOUND,
TRUSTED, AND ACTED ON

BY STUDENTS WHO NEVER
CLICKED AN AD OR FILLED
OUT AN INQUIRY FORM.

That population is growing, and right now
Most teams have no way to measure it.

Each of these signals is measurable today
with tools you likely already have access

to. The goal isn't to add complexity to your
reporting cadence. It's to make sure the
work you're doing to improve Al visibility has
somewhere to land in your monthly review.
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Al citation
monitoring.

Use your quarterly
Visibility Auditor
practice to track
whether you appear in
Al responses for priority
queries, and how
you're described when
you do. Document it
consistently so you
can track movement
over time.

What to Measure Instead

Branded search
volume.

When students
encounter your
institution in an Al
response, many will
subsequently search
your name directly.
Rising branded
search volume,
tracked in Google
Search Console, is a
downstream indicator
of Al visibility gains.

Direct application
and enrollment
rates.

Track the share of
students who apply

or enroll without a
recorded prior inquiry.
This population

IS growing as Al-
mediated discovery
replaces the traditional
iInquiry funnel.

Inquiry-to-
enrollment
conversion rates
by channel.

Students who

reach out after Al-
mMediated research
have typically already
done significant self-
qualification. Higher
conversion rates from
a smaller inquiry
pool may be a better
outcome than high
iInquiry volume from

broad paid campaigns.

Third-party
platform
sentiment.

Track your Niche
scores, Reddit thread
sentiment, and Rate
My Professors ratings
on a regular cadence.
These are the sources
Al systems draw
from to characterize
student experience
at your institution.
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Flat is the new
win, for now.

In a market where overall website traffic
and inquiry volume are declining across the
sector, maintaining your numbers year-over-
year while building Al visibility infrastructure
Is a legitimate strategic accomplishment.
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Building
the Case
Internally

LEADERSHIP TEAMS THAT GREW UPIN A
WORLD WHERE ENROLLMENT MARKETING
SUCCESS MEANT CLEAR ATTRIBUTION
AND TRACKABLE FUNNELS WILL FIND THIS
MEASUREMENT SHIFT UNCOMFORTABLE.
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The instinct is to
ask for ROI proof
before investing in
infrastructure that
doesn't generate
immediately
traceable returns.

The honest answer

Is that Al visibility
operates more like
brand investment
than performance
Mmarketing. Its returns
are real, compound
over time, and are
difficult to attribute
to a single action. The
Institutions that accept
this earliest and invest
accordingly will have a
significant advantage
over those waiting for
clean measurement
before they move.

What you can

offer leadership is

a measurement
framework that
connects Al visibility
Investments to

downstream
outcomes: Al citation
rates feeding branded
search volume feeding
direct application rates
feeding enrollment. It's
not a straight line, but
it's a coherent story,
and it's more honest
than pretending last-
click attribution still
tells the whole truth.

But getting
leadership aligned

on Mmeasurement is
only half the internal
pbattle. There's another
constituency that
shapes how your
Institution shows

up in Al-mediated
search one that no
amount of schema
markup or third-party
profile hygiene can
fully compensate for
If they're working
against you.




SECTION SIX

The Governance Layer.

The one dimension of Al visibility that no
tool can fix and why institutional alignment
is the enroliment marketer’s final frontier.




ﬁwrce: https://www.insidehighered.com/news/tech-innovation/artificial-intelligence/2026/04/29/faculty-concerned-about-asus-new-ai-course
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Faculty.

This is a dimension
of the Al challenge in
higher education that
enroliment marketers
don’t face alone and that
has no equivalent in any
other marketing vertical.

Al Visibility Requires
Institutional
Alignment

Consider a university
introducing an Al course-
building tool that allows
Instructors to generate
elements of course
content automatically.
Faculty immediately raise
concerns about academic
Integrity, pedagogical
control, and the role of
INstructor expertise in
curriculum design.

This is not an isolated
scenario. Across higher
education, faculty
governance bodies are
confronting difficult
guestions about Al's role
INn teaching, assessment,
and institutional identity.
These questions rarely
resolve cleanly, and the
answers directly affect
how an institution can
credibly|position itself to
prospective students.

For enrollment and
Mmarketing leaders, the
implication is clear: an
effective Al visibility strategy
cannot be built without
Institutional alignment.

If program pages promise
a forward-thinking, Al-
integrated learning
environment while faculty
conversations reveal
resistance or uncertainty,
that dissonance will
surface. It will appear

IN Reddit discussions,
student reviews, campus
reporting, and peer-to-
peer conversations—the
independent signhals Al
systems may use to evaluate
whether an institution’s
claims are credible.

Al visibility cannot
Manufacture consensus.
It can only amplify the
institutional reality

that already exists.




Institutional
Alignment

Looks Like

A University’s approach
offers a useful model.

Source: https://ai.duke.edu/duke-ai-in-education-summit/
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FOLLOWING A UNIVERSITY-WIDE
Al SUMMIT, ONE INSTITUTION
LAUNCHED A STEERING
COMMITTEE CHARGED WITH
IDENTIFYING OPPORTUNITIES
TO STRENGTHEN ITS APPROACH
TO Al ACROSS RESEARCH,
TEACHING, AND GOVERNANCE.

The resulting framework, organized around
four institutional priorities, including
responsible Al, academic integrity, human-
centered learning, and continuous evaluation,
gives the marketing team something real to
work with: a genuine institutional position
that can be commmunicated authentically

to prospective students and families.

The larger lesson is that institutions that
get Al right will be the ones that build clear
plans and revisit them often, that protect
the core work of higher education while
ensuring Al supports learning rather than
reshaping it on its own terms. Governance
IS Not separate from visibility. It is what
mMakes an institution’s Al position credible.



Al Positioning as an Enroliment Asset

FEW COLLEGES ADDRESS Al EXPLICITLY IN THEIR RECRUITMENT
MATERIALS, AND THIS IS A SIGNIFICANT MISSED OPPORTUNITY.

Students entering
higher education

INn 2026 expect

to graduate with
strong Al skills.
Sixty-two percent of
students surveyed
by Grammarly said
learning to use Al
responsibly is critical
to their future success.
Employers share
that expectation.

Institutions that
communicate a clear,
thoughtful position
on Al what students
will learn, how faculty
are using it in research
and teaching, what
guardrails exist, and
how the institution is
preparing graduates

for an Al-integrated
workforce, signal to
prospective students
that they are ahead
of the curve rather
than behind it.

A university'’s
admission teamwent
further, incorporating
Al into application
prompts, asking
students to describe a
situation where they
would or would not
choose to use Al. The
message it sends: this
institution is thinking
about Al at the level of
values, not just policy.
That's a meaningful
differentiator in a
crowded market,
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For community
colleges and
continuing education
programs, this
positioning is even
more directly tied to
enrollment outcomes.
Students like Marcus,
adults returning to
school because Al is
restructuring their

industry, are not asking

whether a program
will teach them to

use Al. They're asking
whether the program
understands the world
they're coming from.

Institutions that can
demonstrate that
understanding, in
their content, in their
program design, and
iIn how they talk about
career outcomes,
will earn the trust of
the fastest-growing
enrollment segment
in higher education.
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Federal Policy as Tailwind

IN APRIL 2026, THE U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
FINALIZED ITS SUPPLEMENTAL PRIORITY ON
“ADVANCING ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE IN EDUCATION.”

This established a
framework that will
shape how federal
discretionary grant
dollars flow toward
Al-related projects
across K-12 and
higher education. For
INnstitutions positioned
as Al-forward,

this represents a
meaningful funding
opportunity.

The priority supports
embedding Al
literacy into curricula
across disciplines,
educator professional
development in Al

+ ADVANCE EDUCAT ION

methodologies, dual-
enrollment pathways,
and career-relevant
certifications. For
iNnstitutions that have
already built Al into
their curriculum,
governance
frameworks, and
mMarketing positioning,
the priority validates
Investments already
made and opens
doors to additional
federal support.

Workforce Pell
eligibility expanding

In July 2026 is the
other federal signal
worth watching
closely. Short-term
training programs that
previously fell outside
federal aid eligibility
will become accessible
to a wider pool of
students, which means
the demand signal

for workforce-focused
credentials is about
to grow significantly.
The institutions that
have their content
structured for Al
retrieval, their third-
party profiles current,
and their program
outcomes clearly
described before that
expansion hits will be
positioned to capture
a disproportionate

share of that demand.
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Policy doesn’t wait for
institutions to be ready.
The enroliment opportunity
is time-sensitive.




CONCLUSION

You Are an
Operator Now.

The institutions that win in 2026
won't be the largest or the best-
funded. They’'ll be the clearest.




website is
no longer
the front
door.

That model isn’t
broken. But it’s no
longer sufficient
on its own.
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THE NEW REALITY IS THAT
VISIBILITY IS ASSEMBLED
BEFORE THE CLICK.

Al systems are pulling signals from
dozens of sources, synthesizing

them into answers, and handing
prospective students a shortlist
before they ever reach your website.
The institutions that appear on that
shortlist will earn the inquiry, the visit,
the application. The ones that don't
may never know what they missed.

Sarah will make a campus visit decision
based partly on what ChatGPT told

her at 11 p.m. Marcus will narrow his
program options based on what
Perplexity surfaced when he searched
for career-change credentials worth the
investment. Neither of them started

on your website. Neither of them saw
your paid ad. Both of them formed an
Impression of your institution, accurate
or not, favorable or not, before your team
had any opportunity to influence it.

That is the enrollment challenge of
2026. And it is also, for institutions
willing to move with intention,

a significant opportunity.

The demographic cliffis real. The
traditional enrollment funnel is under
pressure. But the students who are
actively searching, and there are more
of them than the aggregate numbers
suggest, are doing so with genuine
urgency and clear intent. They want
programs that will change their
trajectory. They want institutions that

understand the world they're entering.

They want answers to specific questions,
and they want those answers to be right.

Advance Education’s work across
every segment of higher education
consistently shows the same pattern:
institutions that win in this environment
are not necessarily the largest or the
pbest-funded. They are the clearest.
They know who they serve, what
outcomes they produce, and how

to describe both in language that
travels intact across every platform
where students look for answers.

Clarity compounds. Consistency

builds authority. And authority is what
determines whether an Al system
includes you in the answer — or defaults

to a competitor whose signal is stronger.

The work is not complicated. But it
requires moving from reactive to
intentional, from managing a website
to managing a signal ecosystem.
From measuring clicks to measuring
inclusion. From publishing content
to structuring it for retrieval.

You don't need a massive team or

a specialized Al department. You
need a shared vocabulary for your
programs, a discipline around cross-
platform consistency, a quarterly
practice of testing your own Al
visibility, and a leadership team
aligned around what it means to win
INn a zero-click enrollment market.

The institutions that get
this right in 2026 won’'t just
survive the enrollment cliff.
They'll be the ones that
prospective students find,
at 11 p.m., on a Tuesday
night, when the decision is
just beginning to form.




Advance Education is a higher education
Mmarketing agency that elevates student success
through campaigns as unique as the institutions
we serve. We provide a comprehensive approach
to understanding the complete student lifecycle
while guiding our clients toward the most
effective strategies to create positive outcomes.

We work with four-year universities, community
colleges, vocational schools, and continuing
education programs — serving every stage of
the enrollment journey from undergraduate
recruitment through alumni engagement.

Help your institution build visibility
in an Al-mediated enrollment market.
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