
Spark451 Education Research Division 
COVID + College Search: What HS Seniors Are Saying Right Now 
 
February 23, 2021 



Your Presenters

Bill Sliwa
Senior Business Development Strategist 

Spark451

Delorean J. Menifee
Vice President for Enrollment 

Susquehanna University



‣ College-Bound Student Survey 

‣ College-Bound Survey: Parent Edition 

‣ Real-time Research of Market Trends 

‣ NACAC Rules Changes 

‣ COVID-19 Impacts

Market Research. It’s In Our DNA.



‣ Late December 2020 

‣ Surveyed current high school seniors 

‣ 2,000+ responders 

‣ Impacts of the COVID-19 crisis  
on the college search & their families 

‣ Plans for the fall, or when they plan to decide  

COVID-19 College Search Survey

2021 
Edition 



The Application Process



“The fact that a lot of schools went test optional was very 
helpful because it relieved a lot of the application stress, 
and put less emphasis on our unprecedented junior and 
senior years.”



“Due to COVID, I have been less motivated during the 
college application process.”



Apps Are Up, But Applicants Are Down*
How many colleges do you plan to apply to in total?

40.5%
of respondents plan  
to apply to 9 or more 

schools

10.50%

9.58%

8.80%
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unsure
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*Sources: Applicants are down documented nationally by CommonApp and Inside Higher Ed

20% 
Increase when we asked 
this question in a 2020 

survey last summer.



Apps Are Still In Progress

As of 12/20/20, what statement best describes your application progress?

46%
of respondents are still 
applying or have not yet 

started to apply as of 
12/20/20

49.42%

40.82%

5.25% 4.52%

As of December 20th, I have
submitted all of my

applications that I plan to
complete

As of December 20th, I am still
in the process of applying to

colleges

As of December 20th, I have
not submitted any of my

applications

I do not plan to apply to
colleges this winter
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Not Applying This Winter - What Are Your 

What best describes your college enrollment plans?

I plan to start applying to 
colleges in the spring

I plan to attend a 
community college

I plan to start applying to 
colleges for a start term 

after Fall 2021

I do not plan to go to 
college

of respondents who have 
not already applied are 
deferring to a later term

59%



32%
of respondents not 

planning on attending 
college are waiting to see 
what will happen this fall 

with COVID 

I plan to enter the military I am waiting to see what
happens with colleges this

fall due to COVID-19

I am taking a gap semester
or year to travel

For financial reasons, my
family needs me to work

Other (please explain)
0.00%

10.00%

20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

50.00%

60.00%

Planning For The Future
Which statement best describes why you will not be attending college?



Reminder: Apps Are Still In Progress

As of 12/20/20, what statement best describes your application progress?

46%
of respondents are still 
applying or have not yet 

started to apply as of 
12/20/20

49.42%

40.82%

5.25% 4.52%

As of December 20th, I have
submitted all of my

applications that I plan to
complete

As of December 20th, I am still
in the process of applying to

colleges

As of December 20th, I have
not submitted any of my

applications

I do not plan to apply to
colleges this winter
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Apps Are Still In Progress
How many colleges do you still need to apply to?

of respondents still need 
to apply to 3 or more 

schools

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 +
0.00%

5.00%

10.00%

15.00%

20.00%

25.00%

13%
of respondents still need 

to apply to 8 or more 
schools

85%



Yes, I am open to 
applying to additional 

schools, 59.89%

No, I am only interested 
in my list of 

colleges/universities, 
40.11%

Open To New Opportunities
As we enter Jan & Feb 2021, if you learn of a new school or scholarship 
opportunity, would you consider adding that school by applying for admission?

60%
of respondents are  
still interested in  

adding another school  
to their list



Yes

Not ye
t

I do not plan
 to file

 a FAFSA

0.00% 10.00% 20.00% 30.00% 40.00% 50.00% 60.00% 70.00% 80.00%

FAFSA Submission

Have you submitted your FAFSA?

75%
of respondents have 
already submitted  

their FAFSA



COVID-19 Family Impacts



“I think that with COVID-19 more people are open to the 
idea of taking a gap year so they can get the college 
experience.”



“Due to the pandemic and my family being negatively 
impacted I have not applied to all the schools I wanted to 
apply to.”



Virtual Is Not Preferred
The COVID-19 pandemic has forced you and your classmates in high school 
to change how you learn. Please select the statement to which you relate 
most:

65%
of students DO NOT 

like the virtual  
learning experience

78% 
gave the same answer to 

this question in June 2020

I enjoy attending high school in a
remote environment more than
being in a school environment

There was an adjustment period, but 
I have now acclimated and 

developed a routine for this new 
“normal.” I would consider staying 

virtual/remote through college

I don’t think I like the experience, but 
I am getting through it and looking 
forward to returning to a campus

I have not enjoyed my last few
months out of school and am
anxious to be back in-person
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I plan to stay closer to
home

I plan to take a year off
(gap year)

I plan to attend an
institution further from

home

I plan to attend a
smaller school

I now plan to attend a
community college

I may choose the more
affordable institution
above my first choice

Family
financial/affordability

concerns

My college plans are
unaffected by COVID-

19

Other (please explain)
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Changes In College Priorities
Has COVID-19 impacted your college plans? (Check all that apply)

Geography and 
Affordability

Top themes selected as 
COVID-19 impacts to 

college plans



Yes, my family has been 
negatively impacted 

financially

Yes, my family has been 
positively impacted financially

No, my family has not 
experienced a financial 

impact due to COVID-19, 

Families Are Feeling An Impact…
Has your family experienced a change in financial circumstances due to the 
COVID-19 Pandemic?

46%
of families have  
experienced a 

negative impact 
due to COVID-19



37.72%

62.28%

Yes, my family’s financial plans have been negatively impacted No, my family’s financial plans have not changed
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…And That Has Firmly Impacted College Plans
Have your family’s financial plans to pay for college been impacted due to the COVID-19 
Pandemic?

38%
say that their family’s 
college financial plans 
have been impacted



Decisions, Decisions



“COVID-19 affected me going to colleges’ campus to see 
if I want to attend that college or not.”



“With everything being virtual a lot of aspects were lost. 
Virtual visits don’t really truly show the beauty or vibe of 
the college.”



38.70%
37.16%

24.14%

I have visited at least one college in person I have only done virtual visits I have not done college visits in person or virtually
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Visits Are The Missing Piece
Have you had the opportunity to visit any college campuses in-person during 
your search process?

61%
of seniors have not made 

an in-person visit

24%
haven’t visited in-person 

or virtually

61%



I will make my decision after 
attending virtual visits only

45%

I will make my decision 
after I've seen campus 

in-person
55%

In-Person Visits Remain The Deciding Factor
As you enter your final college decision - which best describes your preference:

55%
plan to make their  

final decision 
after they visit campus 

in person



What Do We Do?



Now Is The Time To Embrace Digital Media
In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, on-campus events and tours are being called off, and 
standardized tests and college fairs have been canceled, making it harder than ever for 
admissions officers.

Digital!

Digital!

Digital!

‣ Social distancing + staying at home= increased 
social media usage & web traffic 

‣ Now is the ideal time to strategically engage 
prospective students through digital marketing 
channels: 

‣ Connected TV 

‣ Instagram 

‣ Google Programmatic Display 

‣ Facebook 



 Why Connected TV?

190  
Million  

CTV watchers  
in the U.S. 

66%  
of people Watch 

More Than Half of 
their TV on CTV 



The Growth of Connected TV 
Number of Connected TV Users in the U.S.

In
 M

illi
on

s



 Why Instagram Stories?

63% 
Instagram users log 
in at least once per 

day 

500 Million  
People use 

Instagram Stories 
every day 

Instagram Stories is an engaging, fun, and quick snapshot of why your 
brand is right for the audience- it’s like sending a 5-second pitch that’s 
all visual



 Why Google Programmatic Display

90%  
of internet users 

reached through the 
Google Dispay 

Network  

2 Million  
Sites on the Google 

Display Network 

Programmatic Display is the stronger brand investment due to premier 
level placements (websites), tighter targeting, and also the ability to 
use multiple media formats such as video.



 Why FaceBook?

74%  
Facebook users visit 

the site daily 

35 Minutes  
average time per 

day spent on 
Facebook by users 



Takeaways



There’s Still Work To Do
A great deal of your applicant pool and enrolled class for Fall 2021 
will still be shaped in the coming 90 to 120 days.



Questions And Feedback



We Thank You!

Steve Kerge Pete Colbert
skerge@spark451.com pcolbert@spark451.com
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