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THE RESE ARCH AGENDA

An increasing variety of resources and modalities exist for students beginning the 
college search and admissions process. Using the theoretical framework of 
Connectivism, this study investigates the dynamics of resource utilization among 
college applicants throughout the college search, selection, and application 
process. Employing a specific inquiry embedded within the Common Application 
for Fall 2024 enrollment at a highly-selective research university, data were 
collected from a cohort comprising 28,468 respondents out of 34,617 applications 
submitted, resulting in a response rate of 82.2 percent. Through a single multiple-
choice question with seventeen options, participants were prompted to identify 
any of the resources they engaged during their college application journey. 
Examination of responses revealed a discernible hierarchy in resource preference, 
with college websites, high school counselors, college planning websites and 
books, social media channels, and immediate family (parent or sibling) emerging as 
the most frequently cited sources, in respective order. Further, 61.7 percent of 
resources used were either digital or hybrid modality emphasizing the deeper 
integration of technology in student resource use. Findings also reveal a critical 
modality ratio of 2:1:2 of in-person to hybrid to digital resource use. These findings 
underscore the importance of resources within the intricate college ecosystem, 
provide insights crucial for supporting prospective college students, and new 
understandings of institutional resource allocation in the digital era.
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In the modern-day ecosystem of American higher 
education, the choice of a university is not merely a 
decision but a defining moment for aspiring college 
students (Perna, et al. 2008). During the process of 
searching and selecting higher education institutions, 
students encounter a multitude of factors that shape 
their decisions and eventual outcomes, encompassing 
economic, cultural, and social resources (Perna 2006; 
Wolniak and Engberg 2007). Yet, navigating this intri-
cate journey is no simple feat, but a process filled with 
complexity and uncertainty (Palmer, et al. 2004). At the 
core of this process lies the student utilization of re-
sources, an indispensable process that shapes students’ 
understanding of the educational landscape and in-
forms their decision-making (McDonough 1997). From 
the conventional guidance of school-based counselors 
to the digital world of college websites and social media 
platforms, the battery of resources available to students 
is vast and multimodal, reflecting both the breadth and 
depth of the contemporary higher education landscape 
(Guri-Rosenblit 2014).

Amidst the abundance of information and resources, 
the dynamics of resource utilization among prospective 
college students remain ambiguous. While consider-
able attention is often directed toward the processes 
by which selective colleges make their admissions de-
cisions, the intricacies and influences of student de-
cision-making presents a conundrum for colleges and 
universities alike (Hossler and Bontrager 2008). Under-
standing the factors that influence students’ selection 
and utilization of resources is significant, as it unveils 
the web of influences that shape students’ perceptions, 
preferences, and pathways in the college search process 
(Goyette 2008).

Through the process, students are creating a com-
plex web of connections. Each resource within the ed-
ucational ecosystem serves as a unique conduit through 
which students learn and navigate the complexities of 
the college admissions journey. By taking campus tours, 
engaging school-based counselors, visiting college web-
sites, seeking advice from peers and family, students 
rely on a diverse array of sources to glean insights and 
forge connections with prospective institutions (Hoss-

ler and Bontrager 2008). As the landscape of higher ed-
ucation continues to evolve in response to societal shifts 
and rapid technological advancements, understanding 
students’ resource utilization behaviors is of greater 
importance (Varga-Atkins, et al. 2013). This investiga-
tion delves into which resources students are engag-
ing with, focusing on the mechanisms through which 
learning occurs, whereas previous investigations have 
primarily focused on identifying the factors that matter 
to students. By shedding light on these dynamics, this 
research endeavors to generate a new understanding of 
the modern-day student behavior around utilization of 
resources and offer insights for educators, policymakers, 
school-based counselors, and university administrators 
alike (Riggert, et al. 2006).

Research Question
Which resources, and respective modalities, do prospec-
tive college applicants utilize during their university 
search and selection process?

Literature Review
The process of choosing a college is complex and in-
fluenced by various individual, financial, geographic, 
social, and contextual factors, as extensively discussed 
in the extant literature (Chapman 1981; Ding 2024; Han 
2014; Paulsen 1990; Perna 2006; Wilson and Adelson 
2012). Students rely on a multitude of information 
sources to inform their decision-making process, re-
flecting the multifaceted nature of college choice (Hun-
tington-Klein 2018). Despite the comprehensive nature 
of the extant literature on factors influencing college 
choice, there remains a research void in understand-
ing how students acquire information in the digital era 
about the college process.

While previous research has identified key consid-
erations in college choice, such as academic factors, fi-
nancial considerations, practical issues, social aspects, 
and institutional prestige (Audyatis 2021; Burleson 2010; 
Ceja 2006; Han 2014; Nixon, et al. 2021), there is lim-
ited information on the specific sources through which 
students gather information. Goff, Patino, and Jackson 
(2010) categorized information sources into groups such 



Spring 2025Volume 13(1) 5

Strategic Enrollment Management Quarterly 

as media, social, and direct sources, shedding light on 
the diverse array of channels through which students 
receive information about higher education; however, 
the research excludes much of the technological appa-
ratus that exists today.

Within the literature, school counselors have 
emerged as some of the most important and influential 
resources for students navigating the college selection 
process (Avery 2010; Cholewa, Burkhardt and Hull 2016; 
Goff, Patino and Jackson 2010; McDonough 1997; Velez 
2016). Despite variations across social class, family also 
play a pivotal role in guiding students, providing valu-
able insights, resources, and support as students explore 
their options and make informed decisions about their 
academic futures (Ceja 2006; Rowan-Kenyon, et al. 2008).

Despite the valued and central roles of school coun-
selors and family members, new research is needed to 
understand the specific roles and impact of various in-
formation sources in shaping students’ college choices 
in the digital era. Understanding how students learn 
about the college process and which resources they 
prioritize can inform the development of targeted in-
terventions and support services aimed at assisting stu-
dents in their college search and selection journey. With 
the findings of this investigation, researchers and prac-
titioners can more effectively reach and support stu-
dents as they navigate the critical transition from high 
school to higher education in the age of technology.

Theoretical Framework
Connectivism, proposed by Siemens (2005), rede-
fines learning in the digital age as a networked pro-
cess where individuals acquire knowledge through 
dynamic interaction with complex networks of infor-
mation, resources, and connections. This theory chal-
lenges traditional views of learning as an individual, 
cognitive process, emphasizing instead the distributed 
nature of knowledge across interconnected networks 
(Siemens 2005). At its core, Connectivism emphasizes 
the dynamic exchange of information and collaboration 
within networked environments, highlighting the im-
portance of networks in shaping learning experiences 
(Siemens 2005).

Central to Connectivism is the concept of distrib-
uted cognition, which posits that cognition extends 
beyond individual brains and is distributed across 
the “networked world” (Siemens 2005, 3). In this view, 
knowledge is not confined to individuals but is dis-
tributed throughout the network, with each node con-
tributing to the collective pool of knowledge (Siemens 
2005). Learning, therefore, involves engaging with and 
leveraging the collective intelligence of the network, 
challenging traditional notions of expertise and author-
ity (Siemens 2005).

In the context of higher education, Connectivism 
offers insights into how students navigate the college 
search and selection process in the digital age. With the 
proliferation of online resources, social media platforms, 
and digital communities, students have unprecedented 
access to information relevant to their college search. 
Connectivism suggests that students learn about colleges 
through interaction with online communities, peers, and 
collaborative knowledge creation within digital networks.

Furthermore, Connectivism highlights the impor-
tance of developing students’ digital literacy skills to 
navigate and evaluate information within networked 
environments effectively. Colleges and universities can 
leverage Connectivist principles to design learning ex-
periences that foster collaboration, knowledge sharing, 
and active participation in higher education learning 
journeys. Connectivism provides a timely lens through 
which to understand and enhance students’ engage-
ment with college resources in the modern digital era.

Methodology
This study is an investigation into the resource utili-
zation behaviors of prospective college applicants. The 
instrument used to collect data was the Common Appli-
cation. The Common Application is a centralized college 
application platform used by students to apply to multi-
ple colleges and universities simultaneously. It stream-
lines the admissions process by allowing students to 
fill out one application and submit it to multiple insti-
tutions, thereby reducing redundancy and simplifying 
the application process. The Common Application has 
more than 900 member institutions worldwide, mak-
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ing it a widely recognized and utilized tool for college 
applicants (Common Application 2024).

Data Collection and Sampling
Data collection was facilitated through the inclusion 
of one multiple-choice question within the Common 
Application of a single, anonymous, highly-selective re-
search university applying for admission for Fall 2024. 
The question was optional for applicants. The question 
was phrased as follows and was included on the mem-
ber page of the Common Application, which is the sec-
tion specific to the individual institution.

The university is conducting research on a study of how 
students learn about college admissions and financial aid. 
Please identify the resources you used in the university 
search and selection process. Check all that apply. (This 
question is optional).

This optional question provided respondents with 
seventeen choices in the sets, encompassing a diverse 
array of resources, as delineated below. Students were 
able to select an unlimited amount of resources (includ-
ing all, or none) that applied to their search and selec-
tion process. The choices given to the students were:

	˺ College Admissions office (in-person)

	˺ College Admissions office (virtual)

	˺ College fairs

	˺ College guidance organization

	˺ College planning websites and books (e.g., 
College Board, Common Application, Fiske 
Guide to Colleges, Princeton Review, etc.)

	˺ College websites

	˺ Essay writing coach or editor (paid)

	˺ Essay writing coach or editor (unpaid)

	˺ Extended family (e.g., aunt, 
uncle, grandparent, etc.)

	˺ Financial Aid offices and resources (including 
FAFSA and scholarship search, MyIntuition.org)

	˺ Immediate family (parent or sibling)

	˺ Independent counselor (paid)

	˺ Independent counselor (unpaid)

	˺ Social media channels and online forums 
(e.g., YouTube, Instagram, etc.)

	˺ Test preparation courses or resources

	˺ Virtual campus tours

	˺ Your high school counselor

Respondents were prompted to select all applicable 
resources they utilized during their university search 
and selection. At the conclusion of the admissions 
cycle, data analysis ensued, involving an examination 
of the frequency and distribution of resource selections 
among respondents.

Resource Categorization
The choice set of seventeen resources were divided 
into one of three types of modalities: digital, hybrid, 
or in-person. Most resources were explicitly stated as 
a specific modality in the resource type itself; however, 
in the case that it was not, the hybrid modality was 
selected if hybrid options were available. For example, 
a writing coach or college guidance organization might 
be available in-person or digitally, and therefore the 
modality is hybrid.

Participants
The initial participant dataset of applicants includes 
20,831 females and 13,806 males. Additionally, there 
are eight occurrences labeled as neither male nor fe-
male. It’s important to note that the race and ethnicity 
of students are not known since that information was 
not visible at the time of the study due to a recent 
Supreme Court of the United States ruling, which pro-
hibits the consideration of race/ethnicity in the college 
admissions process (SFFA v. Harvard 2023). With respect 
to citizenship status, there are 8,231 entries for non-
U.S. citizens; 1,376 entries for U.S. Permanent Residents 
(Green Card holders); 24,904 entries for U.S. citizens; 
and 134 entries with a blank citizenship status. Pertain-
ing to the location of high schools, 77.6 percent of the 
applicants attended high school in the United States, 
while 22.4 percent of students were situated outside 
of the country. In total, the dataset comprises 34,617 
entries. Because of the academic reputation of the in-
stitution, the academic strength of the participants is 
considered strong. The mean SAT score was 1476 out of 
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a total possible score of 1600 (n = 17,590). The number 
of students who expressed interest in financial aid was 
60.4 percent.

Findings
Of 34,617 applications submitted, 28,468 identified at 
least one resource they used in the college search and 
selection process, which results in a response rate of 
the investigation as 82.2 percent. As such, 6,149 (17.8%) 
students opted not to respond to the question. The de-
scriptive statistics revealed that the mean number of 
resources students used was four (μ = 3.98). Nine stu-
dents selected all seventeen resources available in the 
choice set, and the most frequently occurring resource 
was college websites (22,042). In total, students identi-
fied 120,976 resources within a choice set of seventeen 

options. Percentages were based on the entire applicant 
pool to not over-inflate perceptions of resource use.

Figure 1 provides a comprehensive summary of 
college applicant resource use, including both the fre-
quency and percentage of students who utilized each 
resource, and categorized by modality. Resources are 
classified into three main categories: digital, in-person, 
and hybrid, based on their mode of engagement. Among 
digital resources, college websites were the most com-
monly utilized, with 22,042 students (63.7%) reporting 
their usage, followed by social media channels and 
online forums, utilized by 12,669 students (36.6%). In 
contrast, high school counselors were the most pop-
ular in-person resource, with 15,635 students (45.2%) 
seeking guidance from them. Hybrid resources, which 
combine digital and in-person elements, include college 

	 FIGURE 1 ➤ Resource Utilization as a Percent of Total Applicants
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planning websites and books, utilized by 13,999 students 
(40.4%), and financial aid offices and resources, utilized 
by 2,375 students (6.9%). These findings highlight the 
diverse array of resources students utilize in their col-
lege search and selection process, with preferences 
spanning both digital and traditional avenues.

An analysis of the data presents a breakdown of re-
source utilization across three categories: digital, hybrid, 
and in-person. Digital resources constitute the largest 
proportion, accounting for 39.8 percent of total re-
source utilization, while hybrid resources represent 21.8 
percent. In-person resources make up 38.4 percent of 
the distribution. Additionally, when combining hybrid 
and digital resources (the resources available through 
technology), they collectively account for 61.7 percent 
of the total resource utilization. A ratio of 2:1:2 can be 
determined when trying to understand resource utili-
zation of in-person to hybrid to digital. This finding will 
be further explored as a key theme of the investigation.

Discussion
This investigation unveils seven central themes in stu-
dents resource utilization that merit exploration and 
discussion. These themes include (1) the continued rise 
of digital resources, (2) the popularity of college web-
sites, (3) a continued gap in financial planning, (4) the 
balance of virtual and in-person campus tours, (5) the 
continued use of the school counselor, (6) the emer-
gence of independent counseling apparatus, and (7) the 
2:1:2 ratio of in-person to hybrid to digital.

The Rapid Rise of Digital 
Resource Availability
The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the rapid shift 
in the landscape of higher education, ushering in an 
era of increased technological integration and reliance 
on online resources for both prospective students and 
colleges (Reynolds and Dhawan 2022). As physical dis-
tancing measures necessitated the closure of campuses 
and the suspension of traditional in-person activities, 
colleges and universities were compelled to swiftly 
adapt to digital environments to maintain continuity in 
educational offerings (Burbio 2020). Consequently, for-

merly in-person resources, such as college fairs, campus 
tours, and admissions counseling sessions, were forced 
to transition to digital platforms to reach students effec-
tively (Selingo 2020). But, while colleges were shifting 
to virtual spaces, students were already fully plugged 
in. Recent investigations have shown more than half of 
high school students in 2017 were spending six hours or 
more on social media (Stolzenberg, et al. 2019). In a way, 
the world was catching up to technology natives, the 
high school students who have never known a world 
without iPhones, the internet, and social media. This 
rapid paradigm shift underscores the growing impor-
tance of digital resource utilization in the college search 
process and are substantiated by these findings.

The rapid growth of digital resources, however, is 
contingent upon access to stable and reliable internet 
services. Despite the transformative potential of digital 
platforms to democratize education, systemic inequities 
in internet access persist, particularly in underserved 
communities, both urban and rural (Nicola, et al. 2020). 
Colleges, while hoping to leverage digital resources for 
the college search and selection process, grapple with 
the reality that they cannot single-handedly overcome 
the systemic inequities entrenched in society with re-
spect to internet access (Van de Werfhorst, Kessenich, 
and Geven 2022). Across various regions of the United 
States and globally, inadequate technology infrastruc-
ture and socioeconomic barriers hinder access to high-
speed internet, thereby constraining the transformative 
power of digital resources (Van de Werfhorst, Kessenich, 
and Geven 2022). While digital platforms hold promise 
for greater inclusivity, addressing the broader digital 
divide remains essential and critical.

College Websites as the Central Hub
College websites serve as the primary gateway to infor-
mation for prospective students, offering valuable re-
sources and insights into various aspects of campus life, 
academic programs, and admissions procedures (Ford 
2011). As evidenced by the data, with 63.7 percent of 
students citing college websites as their most frequently 
utilized resource, it is clear that these online platforms 
play a central and vital role in the college search and 
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selection process today. Much like the hub of a bustling 
airport, college admissions websites act as a central hub, 
directing students to a variety of useful information 
and resources, including virtual campus tours, appli-
cation portals, financial aid information, and academic 
program details. Therefore, keeping college websites 
updated, accurate, and user-friendly is paramount, en-
suring that prospective students have access to timely 
and relevant information to make informed decisions 
about their educational journey (Ford 2011; Phillips 
2021). A well-designed and informative website not only 
enhances the student experience but also reflects posi-
tively on the institution’s commitment to transparency 
and accessibility in the admissions process.

Untapped Potential of 
Financial Aid Resources
College planning, encompassing both academic and 
financial considerations, is a pivotal stage in the tran-
sition from high school to higher education (Fuller 
2014). While academic preparedness often takes prece-
dence, the significance of financial planning cannot be 
overstated. Financial resources, including scholarships, 
grants, loans, and other forms of financial aid, play a 
crucial role in determining a student’s ability to access 
and afford higher education opportunities (Fuller 2014; 
Bastedo and Jaquette 2011). However, the findings indi-
cate that a relatively small percentage of students, only 
6.86 percent, engage with dedicated financial aid offices 
and resources during the college search and selection 
process. University officials and advocates for higher 
education access are to be concerned about this find-
ing. This suggests a potential gap in students’ awareness 
and utilization of available financial resources, which 
could impact their ability to make informed decisions 
about college affordability. Recent studies also show 
great variation in the extent colleges successfully com-
municate their costs through their websites (Perna, et 
al. 2021). It also may reflect the relative affluence of the 
students applying the institution and the exclusion of 
Questbridge applications in the sampling, which is ad-
dressed in the limitations section, as 60.4 percent of the 
applicants expressed an intention to apply for financial 

aid. Further, it is plausible that students may defer this 
responsibility later in the process or to their parents/
guardians, underscoring the importance of fostering 
financial literacy and empowerment among students to 
navigate the complexities of financing higher education 
effectively. The findings suggest financial aid remains 
an afterthought. As such, there remains a pressing need 
for increased emphasis on financial resource research 
and education as integral components of the college 
planning process, ensuring equitable access to higher 
education opportunities for all students.

On Foot or Online: Exploring 
Campus Tours in the Digital Age
Prospective students engaging in campus tours, whether 
in-person or virtual, are afforded invaluable opportu-
nities to explore and evaluate potential educational in-
stitutions. The data reveals that both types of tours are 
utilized equally, with 20.11 percent of students opting for 
virtual campus tours and 19.32 percent visiting college 
admissions offices in person. In-person campus tours 
offer firsthand experiences, allowing students to im-
merse themselves in the campus environment, interact 
with current students and faculty, and gain insights into 
campus culture and facilities (Selingo 2020). Conversely, 
virtual tours provide the convenience of exploring cam-
puses from the comfort of home, offering accessibility 
for low- or limited-income families who may face bar-
riers to traveling to multiple campuses (Selingo 2020). 
The emergence of online platforms has democratized 
the college exploration process, bridging knowledge 
gaps and providing options previously unavailable. But 
as mentioned previously, limitations remain as access 
is dependent on reliable connectivity. In short, both 
in-person and virtual campus tours play integral roles 
in empowering prospective students to make informed 
decisions about their educational journey.

The Ever-Essential Role of School Counselors
Despite the rapid digitalization of college resources as 
shown by the data, the high school counselor remains 
a critical and central figure in the college planning pro-
cess for students. As indicated by the data, 45.2 percent 
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of students cite the high school counselor as their most 
frequently used in-person resource. It is evident that 
their role is paramount and not to be overshadowed 
by the rise of digital resources. School-based counsel-
ors can offer personalized guidance, academic support 
(Hurwitz and Howell 2014), and expertise tailored to 
individual student needs, navigating the complexities 
of college admissions, financial aid, and academic plan-
ning (Shi and Brown 2020) even in light of the strain 
on the profession during the COVID-19 pandemic (Sav-
itz-Romer, et al. 2021). Their central roles with students 
provide invaluable assistance in exploring college op-
tions, completing applications, and accessing resources 
for college affordability (McMahon, et al. 2017). Thus, 
while digital resources offer convenience and accessi-
bility, the human connection and expertise provided by 
high school counselors remain irreplaceable in the col-
lege planning journey. Research suggests the demands 
are high and complex for school-based counselors and 
continued investment is desperately warranted (Sav-
itz-Romer, et al. 2021). The finding that school-based 
counselors are the most frequently used in-person re-
source further reinforces their critical role and supports 
the call for greater investment in the profession itself.

Unveiling Disparities: Paying for 
Independent Counselor Services
The findings of this study reveal that 6 percent of stu-
dents engaged a paid Independent Educational Consul-
tants (IEC) in the college search and selection process. 
This finding may be one of the first to uncover a prelim-
inary understanding of IEC use in the marketplace. IECs 
offer services that can come at a high price point, ren-
dering them inaccessible to many students from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds (Picchi 2023). This exclusiv-
ity can reinforce existing socioeconomic inequalities in 
college access and perpetuate disparities in educational 
opportunities. That said, IECs may fulfill a role that far 
exceeds the role and capacity the school-based counselor. 
The expertise and resources provided by paid counselors 
may further advantage students from affluent families, 
widening the gap between privileged and disadvantaged 
students in the college admissions process.

The 2:1:2 Ratio of In-Person, 
Hybrid, and Digital

The findings unveil the 2:1:2 ratio of in-person, hybrid, 
and digital resource use among prospective college 
students. This offers critical and valuable insights for 
colleges and universities as they reimagine financial 
resource allocation and staffing levels post-COVID (see 
Figure 2, on page 11). This ratio indicates that while 
there is a significant utilization of digital resources, 
there remains a substantial reliance on in-person and 
hybrid resources as well. Colleges and universities can 
utilize this key ratio to inform decisions related to the 
allocation of time, staffing, and financial resources 
toward the development and maintenance of digital 
platforms, the provision of in-person support services, 
and the integration of hybrid approaches that combine 
digital and in-person elements. Institutions, especially 
those under resource constraint, can consider this ratio 
to guide resource allocation. Additionally, this ratio may 
provide insights into how much time staff contribute to 
projects related to each modality, allowing institutions 
to optimize staffing levels and responsibilities to effec-
tively meet the diverse needs of prospective students 
throughout the college search and selection process.

Limitations
This investigation faces several limitations. First, it 
excludes students who used alternative application 
platforms like Questbridge or Coalition Application, 
potentially limiting insights into their perspectives 
and experiences. Secondly, due to the university’s high-
ly-selective nature, findings may not fully represent the 
broader applicant pool, warranting cautious generaliza-
tion in the marketplace. Additionally, the survey’s pre-
determined resource choices, while comprehensive and 
robust, may overlook less common ones. Further, the ab-
sence of an “other” option limited the scope of responses.

Fourth, there exists the possibility of response con-
flation between the item types “College Websites” and 

“Financial Aid Offices and Resources.” While participants 
may have indicated their use of college websites for 
accessing general information about institutions, it’s 
plausible that these websites also contained financial 
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aid information. As a result, respondents who primar-
ily utilized college websites may have inadvertently in-
cluded financial aid engagement within their responses, 
potentially skewing the perceived frequency of finan-
cial aid resource utilization. Thus, the apparent limited 
engagement with financial aid resources observed in 
the study may be a consequence of response conflation 
rather than an accurate representation of students’ ac-
tual engagement with financial aid offices and resources.

Finally, as a single-case study, generalizability to other 
institutions may be limited; however, it serves as a valu-
able model for similar investigations, offering insights 
into resource utilization among prospective students.

Future Research
Recent research (Savitz-Romer 2021) highlights school 
counselors’ experiences during COVID-19, but further 
study is needed on how students interact with college 
counselors post-pandemic, examining dynamics, guid-
ance types, modality use, and counseling efficacy for 
informed decision-making. Next, there’s a knowledge 

gap on social media’s role in college planning, which 
in 2024 and onwards may be more significant than pre-
viously understood (Stolzenberg, et al. 2019). Research 
should delve into students’ social media use for col-
lege-related purposes, its influence on perceptions, and 
effective strategies for leveraging its benefits. Third, 
research should explore how students utilize financial 
aid resources pre-college, particularly in understand-
ing and navigating college website information. Under-
standing online financial aid resource effectiveness for 
low SES students could enhance access and equity in 
higher education (Bastedo and Jaquette 2011). Despite 
media coverage (Picchi 2023), there’s insufficient insight 
into independent counselors’ utilization and effective-
ness. Research should examine students’ motivations, 
services offered, and impact on college outcomes.

Most importantly, understanding how resource uti-
lization varies across applicant characteristics such as 
socioeconomic status, first-generation college student, 
high school type, and different racial identities can pro-
vide institutions with guidance on how best to reach 

	 FIGURE 2 ➤ Modality of Student Resource Use in College Search and Selection
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students of all backgrounds. Those investigations are 
critical and will allow institutions to meet the full eco-
system of students where they are.

In Policy and Practice
This dataset provides critical insight into resource 
utilization by college-going applicants. Accordingly, 
insights pertaining to higher education resource al-
location by university administrators might be drawn 
from the outcomes.

	˺ Financial Resource Allocation. With college websites, 
social media channels, and virtual campus tours 
emerging as popular digital resources, universities 
must prioritize investments in digital platforms 
and technologies. This should involve enhancing 
the functionality and user experience of their web-
sites, developing engaging and informative virtual 
campus tours, and leveraging social media channels 
to connect with and engage prospective students. 
While digital resources are prevalent, in-person re-
sources like high school counselors and college fairs 
still play significant roles in the college planning 
process. Universities should allocate resources to 
support in-person outreach efforts, such as host-
ing college fairs, facilitating campus visits for high 
school counselors, and strengthening partnerships 
with high schools and community organizations to 
provide personalized guidance and support. Given 
the popularity of hybrid resources like information 
sessions and campus/virtual tours, universities may 
consider investing in hybrid approaches such as self-
guided campus tours which leverage technology and 
on-campus experiences.

	˺ Staffing Levels and Time Contributions. One key im-
plication of the data is the need to bolster digital 
support teams within university settings. With dig-
ital resources such as college websites, social media 
channels, and virtual campus tours being frequently 
utilized by prospective students, universities may 
need to increase, or at very least re-evaluate, staffing 
levels in areas such as web development, content cre-
ation, and social media management. Admissions of-
fices are experiencing unprecedented strain (Zahneis 

2023), and revisiting roles and their time allocation 
is vital. This would enable universities to maintain 
and enhance their digital platforms, develop engag-
ing virtual experiences, and effectively engage with 
prospective students through online channels.

In addition to digital support, the dataset also high-
lights the continued importance of in-person resources 
such as the role of high school counselors and visits 
to college admissions offices. Despite the prevalence 
of digital resources, the findings note that many stu-
dents still rely on in-person interactions for advice 
and support during the college search process. As such, 
universities may need to maintain or increase staffing 
levels in these areas to provide personalized assistance 
to prospective students. This could involve hiring addi-
tional admissions counselors, outreach coordinators, or 
admissions advisors to facilitate in-person interactions 
and support services.

Finally, the emergence of hybrid resources, such as 
college planning websites and books, suggests a greater 
exploration for a hybrid staffing approach within uni-
versity settings. Staff members capable of navigating 
both digital and in-person interactions may be required 
to effectively support hybrid resource utilization. This 
could entail cross-training existing staff or hiring indi-
viduals with versatile skill sets capable of engaging with 
prospective students through various channels.

Conclusion
This investigation sheds light on the resource utiliza-
tion patterns among prospective college students during 
the college search and selection process. Through this 
analysis of resource frequency and modality, signifi-
cant insights have emerged, which have implications 
for higher education institutions, policymakers, and 
practitioners alike. The prevalence of digital resources 
underscores the need for institutions to invest in digital 
infrastructure and innovative technologies to cater to 
the new needs of students in the digital age. If there 
was any question about the role of technology, the fu-
ture is indisputably digital, or at very least hybrid based 
on these findings. Nevertheless, the sustained utiliza-
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tion of in-person resources underscores the enduring 
value of personalized guidance and human-centered 
support throughout the college planning journey. As 
institutions navigate this ever-evolving Connectivist 
ecosystem, it becomes imperative to adopt a strategic 
approach to resource allocation and staffing, striking a 
balance between digital innovation and human inter-
action. By leveraging these insights, colleges and uni-

versities can enhance their support offerings, optimize 
student engagement, and ultimately foster student and 
institutional success in the digital era.
Author’s Note: No funding was received for this inves-
tigation. The author openly declares there is no conflict 
of interest. Data may be available at the discretion of 
the issuing institution. Requests can be made directly 
to the author.
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