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Editor’s Note

Who would have thought upon restart the Journal of the Association for Communication
Administration that we would have enough quality manuscripts to produce two issues in the first
volume? 1 certainly didn’t think it would be possible, but through the efforts of various ACA
members getting the word out about JACA and the panels presented at various conferences in
2012 we were able to gather a number of good manuscripts that focused on issues facing today’s
communication administrator.

Issue 2 has three distinctly different foci. First, student recruitment is examined from
three different perspectives. The article by Eric Meiners and Karen Rudick offers an
experimental approach to recruiting messages when attempting to recruit your own
undergraduates for graduate study—something that a number of institutions are focusing on.
The second article by Elizabeth Hall and Emily Simmons examines new technologies’ effect on
graduate recruit programs. Andrea Pampaloni and Andrea Tucker’s attention is on assessing the
impact and image of college open houses. Each has lessons to be learned and strategies to
consider when recruiting students in today’s academic environment.

The second focus is on assessment. Marcus Paroske and Sarah Rosaen examine how to
adapt assessment approaches beyond public speaking arguing that a “meta-assessment” approach
IS most appropriate for heterogeneous communication departments and programs. Mary Mineo
presents a number of evaluation criteria and measures of oral communication competencies.
Both articles provide different approaches to a common problem faced in dealing with multiple-
identity departments and programs and institutions where oral communication is required across
the institution.

The third focus is on faculty evaluation. This “From the perspective” of section outlines
three approaches to help young (and older) faculty achieve success based on a panel presented at
2011 National Communication Association conference. In this issue three department chairs
address avenues to help ensure faculty success. Sue Pendell first outlines a best practices
approach to faculty evaluation. Jon Hess then examines how the chair can help junior faculty to
gain tenure and promotion. Finally, Jeff Kerssen-Griep focuses on mentoring colleagues.

Even as this issue goes to press we have received several manuscripts that are under
review. Is it possible that Volume 32 will also have two issues? Stay tuned!
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Assessing Organizational I mage through the College Open House:
A Tool for Success

Andrea M. Pampal oni
Andrea Vadaro Tucker”

Abstract

This study evaluates how effective colleges and universities are in presenting an accurate and
positive organizational image via their open house events. The Open House Assessment for
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) © was developed to determine how institutional
characteristics identified by potential members as influential to their decision to affiliate with a
school were made relevant through the organizational image presented by the school. Open house
events at twenty-four colleges and universities were assessed using the tool. Findings indicate that
there are overall modifications to open house events that might benefit all schools, suggesting that
the tool can be an effective self-assessment resource. Collective results and recommendations for
improvement are discussed.

KEYWORDS: Organizational image, assessment, higher education, open house

igher education institutions (HEI) are at unique timein their history. Enrollment

statistics suggest a continued modest upward trend and changing student
demographics include higher numbers of female and nontraditional students than have been seen
in the past (U.S. Department of Education, 2011). Additionally, there has been an explosion of
online education options (Allen & Seaman, 2008) and technological advances. These changes are
challenging higher education in ways that previously may have been considered inconceivable.
As such, the image that they present and the strategies and tactics they use to attract potential
members take on added importance.

Among the many efforts undertaken by HEIs to present and enhance their image, in-
person visits to schools are instrumental in students' decision making about whether to pursue
affiliation with or apply to a school (Aguilar & Gillespie, 2001; Anctil, 2008; Fischbach, 2006;
Tucciarone, 2007). Open houses offer excellent opportunities to effectively present an
appealing, realistic image to recruit potential members who are a good fit for the school. This
could likewise result in increased retention rates, providing an even longer term benefit. To
maintain their competitiveness, particularly in the current economic environment, HEIs must
identify and portray an organizationa image that is both appealing and accurate. Because image
has been shown to influence both recruitment and retention, a positive image can help a
university succeed over its competition, while a negative image creates an obstacle to achieving
this success (Anctil, 2008; vy, 2001; Helgesen, 2008).

This research focuses on a specific on-campus event, the open house, and how it can be
used to bring to life the institution’s elusive yet highly influential image. Thisis arelevant
communication issue for al HEI’ s because in order to maintain enrollment levels schools often
attempt to be something to everyone. Significant resources are expended to create awareness and
attract students to campus in the hope of being viewed as“it.” However, despite the detailed
planning and expenses associated with preparing for an open house, institutions do not always
succeed in distinguishing themselves from their peers or adequately presenting their unigueness.

* Andrea M. Pampaloni (Ph.D., Rutgers University, 2006) is an assistant professor in the Communication
Department at La Salle University. Andrea Vadaro Tucker (M.A., La Salle University, 2011), was a graduate
student and research assistant in the Professional and Business Communication program at La Salle University.
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This study provides a better understanding of how organizational image influences potential
members, and how HEI’ s can make the most effective use of an often used resource, the open
house, to present an appealing, distinctive image .

A difficulty HEIs havein creating a desirable image is rooted in the intangibility of the
services they provide (Nguyen & Leblanc, 2002). The nature of their “business’ is very different
from other types of organizations and they do not function under the same parameters (Cerit,
2006; Lewison & Hawes, 2007; Luque-Martinez & Del Barrio-Garcia, 2009). As such, colleges
and universities are more dependent on the public’ s perceptions than are other types of
organizations who are evaluated based primarily on financial performance (Eisenberg, Murphy,
& Andrews, 1998). Further, in higher education students are both the customers and the
products, with a diploma serving as the only physical proof of the services the institution
provided (Anctil, 2008). Image is reflected in an organization’s products (Nguyen & Leblanc,
2002) and the “product” in higher education is knowledge. Because knowledgeis both
subjective and nebulous, however, it iscritical for colleges and universities to highlight their
tangible characteristics in away that communicates a more concrete image to nonmembers,
particularly potential students. Emphasizing and marketing these tangible factors can help
improve perceptions of organizational image for colleges and universities. These factors can
include academic ratings, facilities, athletics (Anctil, 2008), evidence of a strong student social
life (Anctil, 2008; Arpan, Raney, & Zivnuska, 2003), excellent and available teachers, academic
programs, and cost (Canale & Dunlap, 1996). Research also suggests that organizational
members who interact with and leave a positive impression on customers (in this case, potential
students) can positively influence the overall image of the organization (Nguyen & Leblanc,
2002).

Because schools seek new members on a cyclic basis, there are very practical benefits to
identifying those institutional characteristics that most favorably contribute to the image that
potential members hold including enrollment, retention, and the potential of generous alumni. To
ensure that schools are maximizing their potential to accurately, adequately, and articulately
present their image, the Open House Assessment for Higher Education Institutions © was
developed to be used as a self-assessment at schools. The purpose of the tool isto identify areas
for improvement in meeting the needs of potential students, thereby making the open house more
effective. This study examines the value of the tool in assessing open house events as a means to
identifying areas for improving image.

This study offers considerable pragmatic value to any school that uses open houses as
recruitment tools. Although many HEIs depend heavily on marketing and branding initiatives to
promote themselves (Tucciarone, 2007; Vander Schee, 2009), a campus visit is the source that
by far most influences a high school student (Zinch, 2009). Many students believe that they will
be able to identify the school that is right for them based on a“gut feeling” (Zinch, 2009) or an
“it factor” (Pampaloni, 2010) which results solely as the result of an on-campus visit. Because
most families are limited to visiting a maximum of four colleges (Zinch, 2009), it isimperative
that schools maximize the experience for their visitors.

To begin, an overview of the literature on organizational image relevant to college
recruitment is offered, followed by a description of the assessment tool and discussion of the
findings of a study using the assessment tool to evaluate twenty-four university open houses.
Based on these results, short- and longer-term recommendations for possible general
maodifications to open house events are offered as a guide for schools that want to maximize the
effectiveness of their open houses.
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Organizational Image

Organizational image has been defined in various ways (see Gioia, Schultz, & Corley,
2000 for a summary) although there is consistency across definitions in recognizing the influence
of external audiences. Image is viewed as the cognitions, beliefs, attitudes, and impressions
about the behaviors of an organization (Treadwell & Harrison, 1994; Wan & Schell, 2007), as
well asthe overall perception of the organization including its products and services,
management, and actions (Marken, 1990). Image also is associated with the business name of an
organization and the architecture of an organization’s setting (Nguyen & Leblanc, 2002). Some
researchers consider image as aview held by both internal organizational members and outsiders
(Marguiles, 1977; Scott & Jehn, 2003). However, for the purposes of this research,
organizational image represents the views of an organization held by those who are not currently
affiliated with that organization (Hatch & Shultz, 2002); more specifically, potential first-time
students seeking to enroll at afour-year institution and their parents.

The importance of image to HEIs has received increasing interest, beginning with
Treadwell and Harrison’s (1994) study of a private, religiousinstitution. In that study the authors
attempt to differentiate between identity and image; however, because their findings focus
exclusively on the perspectives of organizational members (faculty, staff, and students), their
study reflectsinternal perspectives rather than external perspectives. As such, it more accurately
reflects organizational identity, the views members hold, rather than image.

More recent studies suggest that a university’simage is actually multiple images and cite
the strong influence of key institutional factors (e.g., location, programs, facilities) in
contributing to that image (Kazoleas, Kim, & Moffitt, 2001). This adds to the challenge faced by
schools in developing an overall positive image because audiences might view one factor
positively and another negatively. Since these factors are core to the institution they are central to
image-building and, as such, reiterate the importance of presenting a positive image.

Factors Contributing to I mage Development

Conversations with friends, previous interactions with an organization, prior encounters
with an organization’s employees, media exposure, and messages designed by the organization
can influence the external stakeholders’ perceptions of that organization (Moffit, 1994). Overall,
the information an individual has about an organization, how it was acquired, and the
congruency between new information and previously known information about the organization
affects the development of an organization’simage (Schuler, 2004). The effect of environmental
factors and socia contexts in influencing perceptions serves as areminder that not all image-
forming factors can be controlled by an organization as (Moffitt, 1994), asis made clear in crisis
situations such as the allegations of sexual abuse experienced by Penn State. Again, this points
to the importance of addressing those areas that institutions can regul ate.

Among traditional students and their parents, academic and athletic-related factors, and
news coverage of the university contribute to perceptions of university image (Arpan, Raney, &
Zivnuska, 2003). Further, because students often are more concerned about how outsiders view
their university than how they themselves view it (Sung & Yang, 2008), schools could benefit
from distinguishing how their audience-specific message might appeal to a wider group.
Likewise, because the image of a given school is relative to that of other schools (Ivy, 2001), the
perception of image that a potentia student holds can be more influential than the actual image.
This suggests that certain units, such as a successful athletic department, can improve a
university’ s overall reputation and increase both the quantity and quality of applicants (Anctil,
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2008; Letawsky, Schneider, Pedersen, & Palmer, 2003). Thisis explained by the “halo effect” in
which ateam’ s success on the field or court is equated to other aspects of the university’s
offerings (Anctil, 2008). The connection between athletics and academics could be a positive
inclusion in open house events because of the benefitsit brings in creating a positive public
perception of an institution that may otherwise go unnoticed. Further, it is something tangible to
which people can identify.

It is aso worth noting that as students’ progress from freshman to senior year, they began
to hold aless favorable view of the school’simage, possibly due to unmet expectations (Cerit,
2006). Although within the boundaries of this study the views of enrolled students reflect
organizational identity, Cerit’'s (2006) findings serve as a caution to HEIs that ongoing
monitoring of the perceptions of existing membersis critical to ensure arealistic portrayal the
ingtitution. Failing to do so might suggest to various stakeholders, including potential students,
that the views of current members are being sacrificed in favor of catering to prospective
students. This, in turn, could contribute to the new members' perceptions of the institution’s
image. Recognizing this strong link between identity and image aso serves as areminder of the
circular influence between the two concepts and underscores the strong influence of both
member and nonmember views to an organization.

In summary, messages about schools, both what they intentionally publish aswell as
what occurs beyond their control, often reach wider audiences than specifically are targeted. This
information is highly influential to students' decision making about whether to affiliate with a
specific school. As such, open house events offer multiple occasions to address and influence the
needs and concerns of students and their parents. Further, they offer a unique and persuasive
opportunity for HEIs to portray themselves accurately and favorably, helping to ensure a positive
image to draw new members.

To better identify which aspects of an open house most effectively influence potentia
members, the Open House Assessment for Higher Education Institutions © was developed. The
following research question is posed to determine if the tool is beneficia in identifying areas of
strength or weakness at college open house events:

RQ: How can the self-assessment tool be used a useful resource for schoolsto use to
adapt their open houses to be more effective in recruiting potential students?

Methods
The Assessment T ool

The Open House Assessment for Higher Education Institutions © (Appendix A) was
created to evaluate college open house events. The included categories are based on previous
research by the first author as well as extensive research on image-related factors that influence
decision-making by students selecting colleges. The tool, which includes twenty-five open ended
guestions, severa with multiple parts, was devel oped to be used by various school
representatives as a self-assessment with the goal of identifying both strengths and areas of
challenge in meeting potential students' needs. In doing so, schools have the opportunity to make
their open houses more effective. Questions cover logistical information (e.g., parking, signage,
registration), content and quality of information sessions (e.g., academics, extracurricular
opportunities), institutional characteristics (e.g., majors/programs offered, reputation, financial
issues, athletics, location, etc.), and intangible factors (e.g., the embodiment of the school’s
image, mission, and values).
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Thetool is primarily qualitative, with the inclusion of athree-scale quantitative measure
to alow for limited statistical analyses, which is intended to complement the overall assessment.
It is designed to encourage descriptive feedback from the evaluator. Because responses are
highly subjective, thistool does not seek to be valid or reliable; instead, its strength isin the
open-ended structure which encourages users to identify specific examples of strengths or
challengesin each area being evaluated. As such, it is possible that wide-ranging responses
might be received if multiple users assess asingle event.

The tool assesses both the characteristics sought by potential students and the overall
structure and content of the program, as these factors all contribute to the image that audiences
develop of aschool. Becauseit isintended as a self-assessment, it isimportant for the user to be
aware of possible biases and to approach the event as would someone new to the organization.

To ensure that relevant categories were included in the assessment and that the format
was reasonably structured, the tool was tested successfully during observations at three schools
not included in the results presented here.

Data Collection

An online search was conducted to identify a comprehensive list of four-year colleges
that hosted open house events within approximately 70 miles (a 1.5-hour drive) of Philadelphia.
In addition, severa other schoolsin New Jersey were added to the list to expand the sample.
Schools with open houses that targeted a broad spectrum of potentia students were identified;
not included were schools with a specific focus on individual academic majors or that offered
only tours or information sessions. The open houses identified were typically half- to full-day
events and included some combination of presentations on academics, socia life, financial aid,
athletics, and resident life; information fairs; tours; and often refreshments.

Institutional Review Board approval was obtained for the observations, and an e-mail
reguesting permission to attend an open house event was sent to forty-two schools across
Pennsylvania, Delaware, and New Jersey; a reminder followed approximately three weeks later.
One school responded that it did not host open houses, and twenty-eight schools authorized
attendance at their events. Upon further review, the events at one school were deemed too
narrowly focused so the school was eliminated. Scheduling conflicts eliminated two additional
schools, resulting in observations at twenty-five schools. Following an observation at a school,
the research assistant reported that a strong religious message was evident throughout the event,
and upon further research it was determined that the school self-identified as a fundamentally
Christian university. Because the master list of schools was created to reflect institutions that
might appeal to abroad range of students, including both public and private, large and small, and
liberal arts and research, colleges with a narrow focus (e.g., fundamentally religious, technical,
military, etc.) were not considered. As such, this school was aso eliminated, leaving afinal
sample of twenty-four schools.

Either one of the authors or a student research assistant visited each school. A training
session was held to review the assessment tool, identify distinctions in the quantitative rankings,
and discuss guidelines for the observations, primarily that the research assi stants should not
interact with school representatives or other guests. The primary author sent a confirmation e-
mail to each school prior to the observation and a so requested an advance copy of the schedule
because typically the observers were not registered for the event and thus unable to pick up a
registration packet. If a schedule was not received, the research assistants were instructed to try
to obtain one on the day of the event. Because all observers were from the communication
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discipline, they were instructed to attend business presentations at schools where academic
sessions were presented by major. This allowed for amore realistic experience because they
would have no expectations about what should or might be discussed. All observers were
directed to formalize their notes immediately following the observation and submit them the first
day they were on campus after an observation, typically within 48 hours.

Data Analysis

The purpose of this self-assessment tool isto serve as aresource for university
administrators, staff, and faculty to enhance the effectiveness of their open houses, which could
result in greater recruiting potential. Its benefit isin its usability by various school
representatives, which offers unigque perspectives and encourages comparison and contrast of key
image-related areas among users. As such, it is possible and beneficia for wide-ranging
responses to occur if multiple users assess asingle event.

The goal of this study isto determineif the tool is effective in identifying aspects of open
houses that schools can address to improve their image among potential members. Although the
tool isintended to identify university-specific issues at a school, for the purpose of this study the
results were generalized. Assuch, the analysis of the data focused on identifying areas of
strength, areas for improvement, unique features, and recurrent themes that might be indicative
of the schools’ image. Then, all schools were compared to identify any commonalitiesin these
areas; subsequent recommendations are based on the collective findings.

Qualitative data. A grounded theoretical approach was used to analyze the data.
Grounded theory involves the systematic gathering and analysis of data for the purpose of
building theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This methodology is appropriate because the goal of
this study is to better understand how schools present their image. Due to the abstract nature of
the concept of image, this approach offers a more comprehensive understanding of how schools
present and make tangible their image. Further, the combination of open and axial coding helps
develop a structure for analysis. Creating this type of structure allows for the conceptualization
of categories and patterns, as well as recognition of the relationships between and among those
categories.

The coders individually evaluated the findings from the completed assessment tool s of
three sample schools and then collectively discussed the results to determine agreement among
their interpretations. When observations were completed for al schools, the authors followed the
same process, individually coding the completed forms for each school, noting areas of strengths
and weaknesses, unique features, and themes. Open coding of the data was used to identify,
label, and compare the emergent themes (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), and through the process of
comparative analysis, these themes were reviewed and combined to highlight areas in which
schools successfully and less successfully revealed some sense of their school’ simage.

Using these themes as a framework, a more deductive analysis was undertaken using
axial coding to gain amore precise understanding of how image was created by schools. Axial
coding is used to build connections within categories and subcategories to provide depth to the
anaysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). As aresult of this detailed review, schools were grouped into
the following categories by how effectively they addressed key areas. good to very good;
adequate to good; average to poor; and poor. Based on these categorizations, short- and longer-
term recommendations were devel oped.
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Quantitative data. Each question included a three-point quantitative measure to indicate
the observers' view of whether the issue being observed was addressed with poor (1), adequate
(2), or superior (3) coverage. A summary of the rankingsisincluded in Appendix B.

Results

Because this tool is designed to highlight issues specific to the school whereit is
employed during the observation of an open house, its value isin the interpretation of results for
that individual school. Still, because most schools follow a similar format to their open houses,
both in structure and content, there is a benefit to considering these findings collectively. The
research question asked how the self-assessment is a useful resource for schools to adapt their
open houses to be more effective in recruiting potential students. To determine that answer, the
observations from twenty-four schools were cross-analyzed and rated based on how well the
identified categories were addressed. These findings provide the basis for recommendations
appropriate to al schools hosting open house events.

Value of the T ool

At each school visited, at least 10% of the categories being evaluated were ranked bel ow
average, with two schools having 39% of all categories ranked below average. In addition, there
were severa categories that were poorly addressed by most schools. In response to the research
guestion, these findings suggest there are several areas in which the tool can be used as a
resource and also that there might be adaptations beneficial to all schools. Further, depending on
the areas needing improvement, possible resolution could be cost effective and easy to
implement, potentially improving recruiting efforts.

Ratings of School Effectivenessin Addressing New Student Concerns

Good to very good. The category most effectively addressed by all schoolswas in the
area of financial aid. Thiswas the only category that was incorporated into every open house and
for which no school received a quantitative ranking of one, which indicates below average
coverage of the area. On the contrary, many schools addressed financial aid and cost information
in multiple venues viainformation sessions, atable at the information fair, meetings with
financial aid representatives, or through some combination of these options. Because cost
concerns are a high priority for potential students (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Galotti, 1995),
addressing the financia aspects associated with enrollment benefits the school by providing
accurate expectations to students and parents. Balanced messages that present accurate
representations as well as a positive image are important for organi zations seeking to attract new
members (Cable, Aiman-Smith, Mulvey, & Edwards, 2000).

Another areain which schools effectively addressed an image-related category was
through representation of key roles, namely high-level administrators, faculty, students, and
admissions staff. Still, although students played avisible and vital rolein the event, there were
incidents of “clumping” at severa school in which students would congregate and interact with
one another instead of initiating contact with guests. Although some students were clearly
enthusiastic ambassadors for their schools, others were equally reluctant and seemingly
uncomfortable at having to approach strangers. There were also scattered incidents of student
representative texting during different events resulting in limited interaction.

Another areathat appeared to be well-addressed was campus tours. All schools offered
tours, with some schools offering additional department- or building-specific tours. However,
due to time and budget constraints, as well as the restriction of not engaging with university
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representatives or other guests, the observers participated in tours only when they were
incorporated as a mandatory part of the schedule. As such, the tours themselves were not
evaluated, which might have resulted in a different evaluation.

Adequate to good. Registration was generally well-handled at schools that required
guests to check in. The schools that received lower scores had overcrowding at registration. In a
few cases, more staff would have helped to aleviate the problem; however, in several casesthe
location of the registration tables caused congestion. Some schools were limited by the
configuration of their space, but other schools appeared to have had additional options, which
raises the question of whether due consideration was given to the increased number of
participants several schools indicated they were experiencing, versus simply adhering to an
existing process for the convenience of the school over the participants.

The adequacy of directions provided to campus varied widely. Although al schools
included directions on their web sites, there were occasions when signs leading to campus were
obstructed or missing, or when nearby roadwork affected accessibility. In some casesonly a
primary entrance was clearly marked, causing problems for guests who may approach using a
different route. However, it is reasonable to believe that materials provided to those who pre-
registered for the open house might include additional or updated directional information that
might not have been available to the research assistants who received no materials beforehand.

Poor to average. While the presence of students as registrants, tour guides, and
informational resources was apparent at all schools, representatives of student organizations were
limited at several schools, including schools that did and did not host an information fair as part
of the day. Among schools with limited student organization representation, it appeared that
willingness might be the only criterion for attendance, as there were random and sporadic
combinations of academic, social, and external organizations (e.g. R.O.T.C). Of potential
damage to image were unoccupied tables with name placards that drew attention to the missing
organization possibly leading to questions about professionalism or credibility.

Other areas in which there was a gap in addressing tangible features that research
consistently indicates as relevant to potential members included size, location, academic
programs, faculty, socia life, and athletics. Although most schools addressed severa of these
characteristics at some point throughout the day, it was often perfunctory, providing the same
statistics or information that could be found in viewbooks or online. Additional omissions within
this category included minimal representation of alumni and the school mascot, both of which
were among the most poorly represented categories across schools.

Poor . Adequate directional signage at virtually al schools consistently was problematic.
At many schools the standard appeared to be that guests were well-guided from the parking area
to theinitia starting point, viasignage, volunteers, or acombination of both. Likewise, at
schools that included an opening session, an abundance of volunteers generally were present to
direct gueststo their first session. However, from that point forward the presence of campus
guides diminished drastically, causing guests to rely on signage and maps, if provided. In many
cases signage was sparse and poorly visible. Some specific issues included limited height,
inappropriate construction materials (e.g., foam signs on windy days), printing on only one side,
clustering of multiple signs, and colors blending into the background.

The lack of an evaluation process was also noted. While this may have a greater impact
on the school than potential students, it is nonetheless an important and val uable component to
any event. Only two schools included evaluation forms; another indicated that one would follow
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viae-mail. Other schools might likewise follow up electronically, but this was not made clear to
participants during the course of the day.

Another areathat was deficient was in the manifestation of a unique image. Although
some schools addressed specific aspects of their open house in a unique manner, overal, there
was a cookie-cutter approach to both the content and structure of the open houses observed.
Several schools overtly stated the characteristics that they believed made them aworthwhile
choice or that distinguished them from their peers, but these claims were often synonymous with
other aspects of the schools, such as size or mission. Further, there was little evidence beyond
their brief comments to suggest that schools were voicing a distinct image specific to their
institution. Because of continually increasing competition among schools, along with increasing
callsfor accountability for what a degree can provide to a graduate, thisis acritical area of
concern for schools.

Discussion and Recommendations

This study was conducted to determine how the open house assessment tool can be a
useful resource for schools in adapting their open houses to be more effective in recruiting
potential students. Based on the identification of multiple areas for improvement across schools,
combined with overwhelming average ratings in most categories, it appears as though all schools
in the study could improvein at least one area, with most schools doing well to consider
modificationsin severa categories. A desirable and accurate organizational imageis crucia to
schools to create an effective match between institution and student. Providing a positive and
realistic image and projecting that image effectively and consistently can be advantageous to
schools by creating a better fit to ensure both improved enrollment and retention (Anctil, 2008;
Helgesen, 2008). As such, it appears that the assessment tool can benefit avariety of school
types, both in identifying areas for improvement and also highlighting characteristics that
distinguish it from other institutions.

Although the tool is designed for use at individual schools, collective findings from this
study reveal severa areas for improvement that might benefit any school hosting open houses.
This section offers general recommendations, divided into quick fixes and longer-term options,
for schools to consider when planning their events.

Quick Fixes

Develop the positives. The categories schools addressed best can be attributed, at least in
part, to the comprehensiveness with which they addressed them. As noted, al schools fully
addressed issues associated with finances, akey area of concern for students and parents, via
multiple platforms. Other areas that are frequently cited as concerns might likewise be
considered for further discussion during open houses. For example, safety and security were
frequently questioned by potential students and their parents. Although some schools in the study
were located in higher-risk areas, minimal attention was given to this topic. Because questions
about safety are likely to be asked regardless of a school’ s location, it would be more appropriate
for schools to anticipate the concern. Doing so allows them to frame a clear and comprehensive
response, and demonstrate their awareness and actions related to a serious issue.

Addressthetangibles. A myriad of research consistently identifies several
characteristics across gender, geography, and socioeconomic groups as influencing students’
decision making during the college sel ection process. Included among these are majors/programs
offered, reputation, cost and availability of aid, extracurricular/sporting opportunities, location,
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and atmosphere (Cabrera & LaNasa, 2000; Galotti, 1994; Henrickson, 2002; Hossler, Schmit, &
Vesper, 1999; Kelpe Kern, 2000; Letawsky et a., 2003). Given the relevance of these issues to
potential students, schools should specifically address each in some way during the open house.
For example, assuming that their presence on campus suggests that attendees know all they need
to about the location deprives the school of the opportunity to provide an overview of the
benefits of such alocation. Making connections between local resources (e.g., the city in which
the school islocated or to which it is adjacent, historical sites nearby, partnering organizations
where students intern) paints a clearer picture about the advantages of attending a particul ar
school. Likewise, it provides aframe of reference for extracurricular opportunities (e.g., one hour
away from abeach or skiing; two hours by train to a major city) while more comprehensively
addressing akey areaidentified asimportant to students.

Another way to gauge open house effectivenessis to include an evaluation process. To
encourage feedback from all participants, schools might consider offering an incentive such as a
school sweatshirt or gift card for the bookstore. Having a clearly defined place to drop off paper-
and-pen forms, such as atable at the information fair, would also allow another opportunity for
interaction and perhaps informal feedback from attendees. Alternately, sending afollow-up
message including alink to an evaluation site and an incentive opportunity, would offer
rel ationship-building opportunities with the potential member.

Maximize available representation. The opportunity to speak to individual s associated
with the school allows potential members to seek clarification or question issues otherwise
unaddressed. Because public behaviors exhibited by an organization influence the favorability of
its reputation (Alessandri, Yang, & Kinsey, 2006; Nguyen & Leblanc, 2002), this more candid
dialog could provide additional insights that influence students' decision-making in determining
whether or not to affiliate with the school. As noted, there was a clear presence of students across
campuses. However, at severa schools students spent more time clustering with each other than
interacting with the guests. Schools should ensure that the training provided to students teaches
them the mission of the school and how it contributes to organizational image (Cochran, 1986),
articulates the purpose of the event, and ensures that they are comfortabl e approaching and
engaging people of varying ages. Further, both students and administrators were notably less
visible after opening events. A clear plan or schedule should ensure a more equally distributed
presence of knowledgeable ambassadors throughout the day.

Within the student population, student athletes have been found to be adraw for potential
students (Anctil, 2008). Some schools had panels specifically targeted toward student athletes,
while others had atable at student fairs. However, representation was inconsistent. Given the
number of athletic teams at many schools and that open houses occur in different seasons, it is
reasonabl e to expect that representatives from various teams could have arole in the day.
Further, panels are likely to draw student athletes, but could result in missed opportunities to
engage other students who may enjoy being spectators or showing school spirit. Likewise,
having the school mascot in attendance promotes spirit and a team-oriented focus, while adding a
lighter element to the day.

Another group that can offer a unique perspective to guestsis alumni. Although it may be
difficult to entice alumni to attend weekend events, the inclusion of even afew representatives at
aclearly marked table at a central location such as the registration area or information fair
demonstrates their affinity for and commitment to the school. Alumni can offer feedback on the
school and programs, as well asinsights about how their education has benefitted them.
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Parent organizations are another group well-positioned to present a positive and sought
perspective on various aspects of the university. Aswith alumni, the presence of parentsisa
testimony to the credibility of the school. Parents should be clearly identified; for example,
wearing a name tag that says “Proud parent of Anthony, Class of 2012,” or some other similar
adornment that clearly links them to the school.

Longer-term Options

Signage. Signage was a consistently problematic issue across schools. For many schools,
particularly those with large campuses, devel oping adequate and functional signage could be cost
prohibitive. Likewise, construction or expansion could render signage inadequate in short order.
Still, directional aid is necessary at open house events to make access to the campus easier for
visitors. Several schools included a campus map, although this was typically part of a package
handed to the students at registration and was a standard, detailed campus map. As such it did
not necessarily highlight areas relevant to the open house. Creating maps with extraneous
labeling removed so that only those facilities in use during the event are highlighted could ease
confusion for guests and help maintain adherence to the schedule. Also, printing the map on the
back of the schedule makes it convenient for visitors to keep track of one piece of paper during
the day. Schools could aso plan adry-run of the event, ideally seeking assistance from people
unfamiliar with the campus to indicate locations or directions they find confusing. In the absence
of clear signage, student representatives should be visible throughout the day to direct people
between sessions.

L ogistics. Although open houses were generally well-run and efficient, several schools
experienced higher than expected attendance resulting in crowding, particularly during
registration and opening sessions. The frequency with which this occurred and the comments
shared by the schools suggested that it was an increasingly common and desired occurrence.
Although many schools may be limited by their facilities, alternatives should be determined
beforehand. This might include broadcasting well-attended sessions such as opening comments
to different locations or identifying and clearly labeling multiple registration sites. It appeared as
though some schools may be adhering to long-used practices for their own convenience, rather
than adapting their set-up to make it easier for students and their families to navigate.

I mage. Maintaining an image attractive to potential membersis critical to HEIs because
it influences both recruitment and retention by distinguishing schools from their competition
(Anctil, 2008; Helgesen, 2008). Thus, whileit is unrealistic to expect that schools can
comprehensively address every issue of concern to all potential members, al university open
house representatives should be made aware of the tremendous influence of image on the
decision-making of potential studentsto pursue affiliation with a school, and informed that a
high percentage of potential students visit the school to which they ultimately enroll (Zinch,
2009). Further, because of the amorphous nature image, the concept can be interpreted
differently by various people; indeed, students often indicate that there is some quality about
certain schools that draws them, although they have difficulty articulating what that is
(Pampaloni, 2010; Zinch, 2009). As such, it isimperative for schools to make the intangibles
tangible (Anctil, 2008) and to consider all aspects of the open house and how they might
influence potential members so that school administrators can give thoughtful consideration to
how different aspects of their institution are presented. Likewise, distinguishing themselves from
other schools by incorporating unique, “trademark” elements, such as an outstanding alumnus or
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anoteworthy event, throughout their open house would further link a positive image to a specific
university.

Limitations

Testing the Open House Assessment for Higher Education Institutions © at multiple
schools reveal ed consistent issues that universities might consider when planning their open
houses to more effectively address the concerns of potential students. In planning an open house
or in using the tool for assessment, there are some limitations that should be considered.

Although the tool was reviewed with al observers prior to use, limited resources
restricted the ability to collectively pre-test it during an actual open house event. As such, there
was not acommunal assessment to determine uniformity among responses. Because the tool
does not seek to be valid or reliable and its benefit isin its ease of use by virtually any observer,
however, it is believed that the findings discussed here are reasonable and of value to awide
range of schools.

Also, an effort was made to attend open house events targeted at genera populations;
however, coordinating open house schedul es with observers' availability resulted in attending
some events that were specific to high school juniors, seniors, and/or students who had already
been accepted for admission. In discussion with the observers, there seemed to be little variance
between these events that would indicate the findings from these schools differ notably from the
other schools observed.

Finally, the sample schools were all located in a geographically proximate area, which
may have influenced the findings. However, because the schools observed represented a variety
of school typesincluding small and large, private and public, teaching-focused and research-
focused, combined with the individual benefits to be achieved by the assessment, this limitation
is considered minor.

Conclusion

Although applicableto virtually any university, this assessment recognizes that no single
tool can effectively address every aspect of an event. It is not intended to be a quick-fix or cure-
all for the myriad of issues that challenge universities in maintaining enrollments. However, the
categories included in this assessment were drawn from extensive research across the fields of
education and communication and are specific to characteristics sought by students searching for
acollege; thusit provides schools with a practical and relevant guide to evaluate their offerings.
It isan excellent first step for self-evaluation that might result in direct identification of ways to
enhance strong areas or address those areas that are less effective. Assuch, itisavauable
resource for schools to identify key contribution of their organizational image which may
ultimately result in creating a better fit with potential students and ensuring their commitment to
the organization.
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Appendix A
Open House Assessment for Higher Education Institutions (HEI)®

Date:

Were clear and accurate directions provided on the web site or with registration materials?

Isvisible and accurate signage posted throughout campus (to parking, registration, between
venues)?

Are volunteers easily identifiable (uniform shirts/name tags) and available? Arethey visible
at various venues and helpful in guiding visitors between events?

Are the start times for registration and events clearly defined? Adhered to?

Isthe registration fully staffed and functioning at the posted start time? By whom?

Are guests directed to a starting point (e.g. refreshments, tours, next session)?

Do registration packets include relevant and useful information (e.g. schedule, campus map,
tour schedule, list of participants, follow-up information)?

Are refreshments available? If not, how do guests spend their time waiting for the event to
begin (e.g. are they visiting information tables, talking to volunteers, waiting on their own)?

Isthere a“Welcome Session” to start the day? Who isthe speaker? What is the focus?

Infor mation Sessiong/Events

2
+

Tours.

v o+
v o+
v o+
v o+

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

Are representatives available from:
all schools/majors?
financial aid?
student organizations?

Are there different events simultaneously? Isit possible for a student to attend each event at
some point during the day?

Do presentations begin/end on time? s the length of time appropriate?

Are speakersinformative? Engaging? What are the key presentation points? Do speakers
embody the image of the school ?

Are questions adequately answered?

Aretours available?
Are starting times and locations clear?
Are tour guides providing a consistent message?

I's there a maximum number per group? How is overflow handled?
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Institutional char acteristics

<2 22 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 92 =2 2

Image
-+
-+

How are the following characteristics addressed/represented at the open house?

19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24,
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.

33.

34.

35.

administration (e.g. admissions, president)
alumni

athletes

cost/financial aid

facilities (including technology)
faculty

location

mascot

programs

research

security

size

social life

students

Isthere afinal event or speaker? (e.g., how do you know when you are done?) Are
representatives available to continue discussion?

Is afollow-up mechanism identified (e.g., evaluation form, request for more information,
contact information)?

What is the image of the school? How isimage presented?

How is the uniqueness of the school represented?
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