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Enrollment or Enrolment: The Emergence of SEM in Canada

By: Clayton Smith and Susan Gottheil 

Shaping enrollment through a focused approach to student recruitment and retention is now acknowledged by many Canadian educators as an essential part of the higher education landscape. Yet some see enrollment management as primarily an outcome of the American experience and thus not easily transposed into the Canadian context. It is our view that although SEM’s emergence in Canada has been more recent, many of the issues facing Canadian colleges and universities are similar to those in American institutions. As our profession reaches maturity there are clearly lessons we can learn from each another—pitfalls to be avoided and innovations to be adopted and adapted on both sides of the border.
     
The difference in approaches to SEM in the two countries is a result of the differing social, political and economic contexts in which it developed. Although Canada and the United States share some of the same heritage, the American break with England in the late 1700’s changed forever its cultural focus from being linked to Europe to charting its own course. Canada, on the other hand, remains well connected to both the United Kingdom and other parts of the world through membership in the Commonwealth and la Francophonie. Canada’s national commitment to bilingualism, multiculturalism and universal health care has helped to shape a different social and value system than its neighbor to the south. This affects the way both postsecondary educational systems operate in the 21st century.
     
With more than 3,500 colleges and universities, the U.S. postsecondary education system is heterogeneous in terms of academic focus, degrees offered, size of enrollments and students served. It is oriented toward providing a holistic student experience where student life is an important part of the college experience. It also operates within the context of decreasing state support of public institutions, increased accountability, increasing tuition levels, significant differences in regional student demand and continuing growth in the not-for-profit institutional sector. This has led to SEM becoming a mainstay at most institutions.
     
Canada, on the other hand, has many fewer institutions (90 universities and 140 colleges) and a relatively small quality gap between top-ranked institutions and those ranked lower, which results in most institutions being considered of “good quality.” Students frequently attend their local institutions as commuters. Until recently there has been less concern for student development and the broader campus experience in Canada than in the United States. Although participation in postsecondary education has continued to increase in Canada, there is a looming decline in secondary school enrollment. Dramatic cuts in provincial grants, a heavier reliance on tuition income and increased public accountability (in the form of key performance indicators and national newspaper and magazine rankings) have resulted in increasing competition between institutions. Although many enrollment practitioners have turned to American colleagues and consultants for “best practices” and ideas for new tactics and strategies, many Canadians remain uncomfortable with SEM’s market orientation.
     
Outlined in the remaining sections are some of the areas where Canadian and American educational systems and SEM practices differ.

Accessibility
In both countries, increasing access to postsecondary education is seen as key. Groups deemed to be underrepresented, and thus targeted for accessibility programs, differ due to historic immigration and colonization patterns. Both countries are interested in more access for first-generation postsecondary students. In the United States, there is also interest in more access for African-Americans, Hispanics, Asians and Native Americans. In Canada, access is seen as key for Aboriginal, Francophone, rural and Northern Canadian students. SEM practices in each country reflect these differing priorities.

Accountability
There is much interest in public accountability of higher education in both countries, with increasing government interest in retention, graduation and other key performance indicators. The United States has seen the introduction on a limited basis of performance-based funding. Although this has not yet surfaced in Canada, envelope funding in some instances is tied to access and quality guarantees.

Admission Policies
The basis of admission in Canada is high school marks, whereas U.S. institutions use Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT)/American College Test (ACT)/Advanced Placement test scores, essays, interviews and a variety of noncognitive factors. Most offers in Canada are made between March and June, with some earlier offers made to top candidates. In the United States, offers are made throughout the final year of high school using early action, early admission and rolling admission approaches. Whereas the United States has a May 1 reply date, there is no agreed-upon confirmation deadline in Canada, although many provinces use a June date.

Financial Aid 
Both Canada and the United States have seen cuts in public funding coupled with large tuition increases and some tuition freezes. There is a growing perception by low income students that they cannot afford to continue their education after high school. This has led to the adoption of differing approaches to financial aid. Leveraging and discounting are used extensively in the United States but have no presence in the Canadian environment. Canadian institutions provide mostly merit-based scholarships. Whereas most American financial aid offers are provided to students near the time of their admission offer, in Canada the complete financial aid offer is not known to students until after they make their enrollment decision. Athletic scholarships, while present in both countries, are considerably more developed in the United States.

Geographical Draw
In the United States, a considerable number of students choose to live on campus and to go away to school. This is true for a much smaller number of Canadians, who tend to attend their local institutions. This results in little student mobility between provinces and small residence populations on most campuses. There are implications, in this regard, for retention and student life programming in Canada.

Enrollment Marketing
U.S.-based institutions make considerable use of direct mail and target marketing. In Canada, advertising is mostly geared to enhancing the image of institutions rather than targeting student recruitment. Further, Canadian enrollment marketing is mainly focused toward high school students, whereas U.S. marketing is more broad-based and oriented toward other market segments. Canadian students do not take SAT- or ACT-type tests and thus Canadian institutions do not engage in name purchasing. In general, Canadians also have a more highly developed notion of privacy, which affects marketing approaches.

Organization
A large number of U.S. institutions have adopted a formal SEM organization structure. In Canada, SEM is still seen as largely a registrar’s office responsibility. Some institutions, however, have developed a matrix approach using SEM steering committees and related working groups.

Planning
Many institutions on both sides of the border equate the use of enrollment management strategies with having a SEM plan. An increasing number of U.S. institutions and a few Canadian institutions have developed comprehensive SEM plans. A continuing challenge in Canada is that most enrollment data analysis occurs in planning offices by staff who do not always fully understand SEM.

Recruitment
There are considerable differences between U.S. and Canadian approaches to student recruitment, although the differences have narrowed in recent years. Whereas American higher education no longer fears the “recruitment” word, Canada is still transitioning from a liaison outreach effort to one that includes more strategic recruitment. Historic collegial approaches to recruitment in Canada continue side by side with increasing use of targeted print materials, 1:1 marketing and e-recruiting. The United States makes much more extensive use of current student and alumni ambassadors, telecounseling and predictive modeling.

Retention
There is a great deal of similarity between Canadian and American approaches to retention. First-year-experience programs, integration of academic support services, student services consolidations and intrusive academic advising are present in both countries. Many U.S. institutions have formulated retention goals and action plans because retention is an accountability measure in many states. Canadian institutions are beginning to formalize retention plans as a result of the development of key performance indicators, increased public accountability and the impact of student satisfaction surveys.

     
SEM has evolved in both Canada and the United States over the past few decades. Practitioners are now adapting to changes in demographics and immigration patterns; educational systems and the academic preparedness of students; and evolving competitive markets. There is much that enrollment managers in the United States and Canada can learn from each other. Certainly SEM works in different cultural contexts, and the application of SEM must account for these differences. Some strategies work well in both cultures, whereas others do not. In subsequent editions of SEM Source, we will provide focus pieces on some of the areas of SEM where there are significant differences between U.S. and Canadian practices, in anticipation that best practices might be shared across our national boundary.


Clayton Smith has more than 20 years of broad experience in enrollment management at three U.S. institutions and one Canadian university. He currently serves as Vice Provost for Students and Registrar at the University of Windsor (Ontario, Canada). He also serves as chief student affairs and enrollment management officer and Secretary of the Senate. Dr. Smith holds a B.A. in political science from the University of Southern Maine, a M.A. in political science from Drew University, a M.P.A. in public administration from the University of Maine, and an Ed.D. in higher education from Florida State University. He has published articles in College & University, the Journal of College Admission and the Journal of College Retention on such topics as enrollment management, integrated marketing, inter-institutional joint marketing and telecounseling.

Susan Gottheil has more than 27 years of experience in Canadian higher education. Her most recent position was Associate Vice-President for Enrolment Management at Carleton University in Ottawa, Ontario, where she coordinated and enhanced student recruitment and retention efforts and helped reverse sharply declining enrolment numbers. In mid-August she will be moving to Calgary, Alberta to accept the position of Executive Director of Enrollment Management and Registrar at Mount Royal College. Susan has held senior administrative positions in student services and employment and educational equity. She began her career teaching women’s studies and humanities at Vanier College Cegep in Montreal. Her degrees are in political science and history. After August 15th Susan can be reached at: sgottheil@mtroyal.ca 
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· Got SEM? A Case Study in Getting Organized for Crisis and Change 

· Facilitating Systems Change Toward Enhancing Student Success 

· Campuses See Mixed Success in Summer Sessions 

· The Journey Toward Technology: Cal Poly’s Emergence in Enrollment e-Marketing Strategy 

· Disability Accommodation Does Not Require a School to Offer Indefinite Extension of Study 

· The Ongoing Fight for Academic Integrity in NCAA Athletics 

· Every Manager Has a Style … What’s Yours? 

· The Gamer Generation, the Experience Economy and Higher Education 

· Higher Education and the Color Line: College Access, Racial Equity, and Social Change 
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