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The State of
Education Marketing
& Digital Visibility
A data-driven benchmark of how schools, colleges & programs get found — AI search & GEO, websites, SEO,

social, video, email, advertising, content, admissions, reputation, and the road to 2027.

K12 Academics — helping institutions get discovered & families Find Your Community! since 2004
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of searches end with zero clicks
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90%
of prospects visit your website



E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A RY

The rules of getting found just changed
For two decades, education marketing meant ranking on Google and driving clicks to a website. In 2026 that model is breaking: a

majority of searches now end without a click, AI answers increasingly stand between schools and families, and the winning move has

shifted from ranking to being cited. This report benchmarks the whole education-marketing landscape and maps how schools stay visible

as discovery goes AI-first.

58%
zero-click searches

$140
cost per inquiry

35.5%
email open rate

90%
visit your website

↗ Biggest trends ✓ Key findings

! Major challenges ★ Opportunities

Search is becoming answer engines — clicks are declining.

Visibility now means being cited, not just ranked.

Video-first & short-form dominate social reach.

Email authentication is now mandatory to reach inboxes.

~58% of Google searches now end with zero clicks.

AI Overviews cut organic click-through by up to 61%.

Being cited as a source lifts click-through ~80%.

AI-referred visitors convert ~4.4× better than search.

Falling organic traffic & rising acquisition costs.

Proving marketing's tie to enrollment.

Fragmented channels & a shifting search model.

Accessibility, privacy & deliverability compliance.

Generative Engine Optimization (GEO) for AI visibility.

Authoritative directories & third-party trust signals.

Interactive content, video & owned channels.

Measurement that ties visibility to enrollment.
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S E C T I O N  0 1  —  T H E  M A R K E T I N G  L A N D S C A P E

A high-stakes, increasingly digital discipline
Education marketing has never been more competitive or more digital. Global education online ad spend topped $12 billion in 2025,

budgets keep shifting from traditional to digital, and yet fewer than half of institutions say they are satisfied with their marketing

performance — largely because a third cannot connect their marketing to actual enrollment.

The state of education marketing
Scale & pressure

$12B+ education online ad spend in 2025 — NA ~45%.

Digital budgets keep shifting from traditional to digital.

47% of marketers are satisfied with performance.

31% cannot tie marketing to enrollment numbers.

Where marketers focus
Top priorities & channels

Website & SEO AI search / GEO Social & video

Email & CRM Paid search & social Content & reputation

The channels are proliferating — but the underlying shift is toward AI-

mediated discovery, which reshapes all of them.
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S E C T I O N  0 2  —  T H E  A I  S E A R C H  R E VO L U T I O N

Search is becoming an answer engine
The single biggest change in digital visibility is the rise of AI-mediated search. Roughly 58% of U.S. Google searches now end without a

click, a figure that reaches ~83% on queries with an AI Overview. When an AI Overview appears, it can cut organic click-through by up to

61% — but being cited as a source in that answer lifts click-through by around 80%. The game is no longer ranking; it is being

referenced.

Zero-click search keeps rising
Share of Google searches with no click

0%

39%

78%

2023 May 2024 May 2025

AI Overviews reshape click-through
Change in CTR when an AI Overview appears

Organic CTR (AI Overview present)

Paid CTR (AI Overview present)

CTR when cited as a source+80%

The new search reality
Answer engines & intent

58% of US searches are zero-click — ~83% with an AI

Overview.

13-48% AI Overviews now appear on a large share of SERPs.

4.4× AI-referred visitors convert ~4.4× better.

800M ChatGPT weekly users — discovery moving upstream.

What it means for schools
Visibility, redefined

Cited aim to be cited in AI answers, not just ranked.

Quality original data, depth & expertise AI cannot replicate.

Present multi-platform presence beats single-channel

reliance.

Measure track visibility & citations, not only clicks.
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S E C T I O N  0 3  —  G E O :  G E T T I N G  C I T E D ,  N O T J U S T R A N K E D

The discipline of AI visibility
Generative Engine Optimization (GEO) is the emerging craft of getting a school surfaced and cited by AI answer engines — ChatGPT,

Google AI Overviews, Gemini, Copilot, Claude, and Perplexity. Research shows content rich in citations, quotations, and statistics earns AI

citations far more often, and that structured, authoritative, well-credentialed sources win. Authoritative third-party directories are exactly

the kind of source AI answers lean on.

How to earn AI citations
GEO tactics that work

Structure FAQ/HowTo schema & clean structure aid extraction.

Evidence citations, quotes & statistics boost AI citation ~40%.

Authority E-E-A-T — real authorship, credentials & trust.

Entity consistent brand presence across the web &

directories.

Where AI looks for answers
The citation sources

Authoritative directories Structured Q&A Original data

Reviews & profiles Wikipedia & entities

Consistent brand info

A complete, consistent listing in an authoritative education directory

— like K12 Academics — is a trust signal both search engines and AI

models rely on.
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S E C T I O N  0 4  —  S C H O O L W E B S I T E S  &  E X P E R I E N C E

Still the hub — and where deals are won or lost
Even as discovery fragments, the website remains the destination: more than 90% of prospective families visit an institution site during

their search. What matters most is experience — mobile-first design, fast load times, clear navigation, and program-specific pages, which

convert 40-60% better than generic institutional pages. Accessibility is now both a legal expectation and an inclusion imperative.

What makes a site convert
Experience essentials

90%+ of prospects visit your website — it is the hub.

Mobile mobile-first & fast is non-negotiable.

Program pages program-specific pages convert 40-60% better.

Access ADA/WCAG accessibility is expected & increasingly

required.

Website priorities
Where to invest

Mobile optimization Page speed Clear navigation

Program landing pages Accessibility (WCAG)

Inquiry forms Virtual tours SSL / security

The best sites turn anonymous visitors into inquiries — the top of the

enrollment funnel.
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S E C T I O N  0 5  —  S E O  &  T E C H N I C A L F O U N D AT I O N S

Classic SEO still matters — as the base for AI visibility
Traditional SEO has not died; it has become the foundation for AI visibility. The pages AI answers cite overwhelmingly come from strong

organic results, so technical health, local SEO, structured data, and authority still matter — now doubly so, because they feed both the

blue links and the AI summaries. Education content earns some of the highest SEO ROI of any sector.

The SEO foundation
What still moves the needle

Technical speed, indexing & structured data underpin

everything.

Local local SEO & Google Business Profile for schools.

Schema schema markup feeds both search & AI answers.

Authority backlinks & domain authority still drive rankings.

SEO in the AI era
Foundation for GEO

Technical SEO Local SEO Structured data

Schema markup E-E-A-T Content depth Backlinks

96% of AI-answer links come from top-10 organic results — so SEO is

the on-ramp to AI visibility.
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S E C T I O N  0 6  —  S O C I A L M E D I A

Where audiences live — and video rules
Social remains essential for reach and reputation, but the format has decisively shifted to video and short-form. Education content

performs strongly — Meta lead campaigns convert around 10%, one of the strongest of any industry — while TikTok and Instagram build

awareness and LinkedIn sharpens graduate recruitment. The platform mix matters less than showing up where each audience actually is.

The social landscape
Platforms & performance

Video short-form video dominates reach & engagement.

Meta ~10% conversion on education lead campaigns.

TikTok/IG top-of-funnel awareness, esp. younger audiences.

LinkedIn graduate & professional recruitment.

The platform mix
Meet audiences where they are

Instagram TikTok YouTube Facebook LinkedIn

Threads Reddit Pinterest

Authentic student & community voices outperform polished

institutional messaging.
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S E C T I O N  0 7  —  V I D E O  M A R K E T I N G

The highest-ROI format
Video has become the workhorse of education marketing. It now drives about 38% of education ad engagement — up from 22% two

years ago — and short-form video delivers roughly 2.5× the ROI of static display. Campus tours, student stories, faculty interviews, and

alumni testimonials turn a school human reality into its most persuasive marketing asset.

Why video wins
Format & performance

38% of education ad engagement now comes from video.

2.5× short-form video ROI vs static display.

Stories student & alumni stories are the most persuasive.

Live livestreams, webinars & virtual tours extend reach.

The video toolkit
What to produce

Campus tours Student stories Faculty interviews

Alumni testimonials Short-form reels Livestreams

Webinars

Webinars alone reach ~60% attendance — the highest of any format —

and convert warm audiences well.
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S E C T I O N  0 8  —  E M A I L M A R K E T I N G  &  A U T H E N T I C AT I O N

Still the best-owned channel — if it reaches the inbox
Email remains one of education strongest channels: open rates of ~35% are among the highest of any sector, and unsubscribe rates are

among the lowest. But 2024 changed the rules: Gmail and Yahoo now require SPF, DKIM, and DMARC authentication for bulk senders, and

messages that fail authentication are quietly filtered. Deliverability is now an infrastructure question, not just a content one.

Education email engages well
Average email open rate by sector

Non-profit 40.2%

Education 35.5%

Government 34.8%

Retail 18.4%

The deliverability mandate
Authentication is now table stakes

35.5% education open rate — among the highest sectors.

SPF+DKIM+DMARCnow required by Gmail/Yahoo for bulk

senders (2024).

BIMI BIMI adds a verified logo & trust in the inbox.

Automate segmented, triggered emails convert 2-3× broadcast.
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S E C T I O N  0 9  —  D I G I TA L A D V E RT I S I N G

Paid works — but the math is tightening
Paid search and social remain reliable enrollment drivers, but costs are rising and AI Overviews are compressing ad click-through too. In

higher education, the average cost per inquiry runs around $140 — higher for graduate programs — and cost per enrolled student can

approach $2,850. Program-specific, intent-aligned campaigns consistently beat broad institutional branding on efficiency.

What an inquiry costs
Average cost per inquiry (higher ed)

Undergraduate $128

Online / continuing $140

Graduate $157

The paid-media picture
Costs & efficiency

~$140 average cost per inquiry; grad programs higher.

~$2,850 cost per enrolled student in higher ed.

Intent program-specific campaigns beat broad branding.

Compress AI Overviews are squeezing paid CTR too.
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S E C T I O N  1 0  —  C O N T E N T M A R K E T I N G  &  P U B L I C AT I O N S

The fuel for every channel — and for AI citation
Content is what feeds SEO, GEO, social, and email alike. Institutions that publish consistently generate roughly 3× the leads of those that

rely on ads alone, and in the AI era, depth and originality are what earn citations. Increasingly, static PDFs are giving way to interactive

publications — digital viewbooks, flipbook catalogs, and interactive experience suites — that engage families and generate data.

Content that performs
Fuel for visibility

3× consistent publishers generate ~3× the leads.

Depth original data & depth earn AI citations.

Interactive interactive publications beat static PDFs.

Repurpose one asset → blog, social, email & AI fuel.

Modern education content
From PDF to interactive

Resource centers Blogs & guides Digital viewbooks

Flipbook catalogs Interactive experience suites

Case studies Infographics

Interactive formats — like the experience suites & digital catalogs

K12 Academics builds — turn content into engagement and data.
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S E C T I O N  11  —  A D M I S S I O N S  &  E N R O L L M E N T M A R K E T I N G

Turning inquiries into enrolled students
All the visibility in the world matters only if it converts. The enrollment funnel is unforgiving: it takes roughly 50 inquiries to yield one

enrolled student, average yield has slipped toward 28%, and summer melt quietly erodes another 10-20% of committed students. The

cheapest lever is speed — responding to an inquiry within minutes dramatically improves the odds it converts.

The funnel is unforgiving
Enrollment funnel conversion rates

Visitor → inquiry ~3%

Inquiry → application ~20%

Admit → enroll (yield) ~28%

Winning the funnel
From inquiry to enrolled

~50:1 inquiries per enrolled student — volume & nurture

both matter.

~28% average yield rate — and slipping.

10-20% summer melt erodes committed students.

Speed fast follow-up is the cheapest yield lever.
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S E C T I O N  1 2  —  R E P U TAT I O N ,  B R A N D I N G  &  T R U S T S I G N A L S

Trust is the new currency — for humans and AI
In a low-trust, AI-mediated world, credibility signals decide who gets chosen — and who gets cited. Reviews and testimonials, consistent

branding, real authorship and credentials, and third-party validation all function as trust signals that both families and AI models weigh. A

strong, consistent presence across the web and authoritative directories is now a core visibility asset, not a nicety.

Signals that build trust
Reputation & brand

Reviews Google & niche reviews shape choice & citation.

Testimonials student, parent & alumni voices persuade.

Consistency consistent brand & messaging across every

channel.

Third-party authoritative directories validate & get cited.

The trust stack
Signals humans & AI weigh

Online reviews Testimonials Consistent branding

Real authorship Awards & recognition

Directory presence Earned media

Trust signals are now ranking, citation, and conversion factors all at

once.
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S E C T I O N  1 3  —  T H E  E D U C AT I O N  D I G I TA L V I S I B I L I T Y I N D E X ™

A K12 Academics framework for being found
Rankings and traffic no longer capture whether a school is truly visible. The Index profiles an institution across five weighted pillars —

spanning AI, search, website, content, and trust — so leaders can see where they are discoverable, where they are invisible, and where

to invest as discovery goes AI-first.

Five-pillar profile
Illustrative — weights sum to 100

AI/GEO Visibility

Website & UX

Search (SEO)Social & Content

ation & Trust

AI & Generative Visibility 25%
Presence & citation in AI answers.

Search Presence (SEO) 20%
Organic, local & technical health.

Website & Experience 20%
Speed, mobile, UX & access.

Reputation & Trust 20%
Reviews, brand & authority.

Social & Content Reach 15%
Video, social & owned content.
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S E C T I O N  1 4  —  T H E  2 0 2 7  O U T L O O K

Two forces, and a to-do list
Toward 2027, discovery keeps moving toward AI answer engines, clicks keep getting scarcer, and trust and authority become the

deciding factors. Privacy rules tighten, accessibility expectations rise, and measurement shifts from traffic to visibility and enrollment

impact. The institutions that thrive will optimize for citation, invest in owned channels and trust signals, and measure what actually

matters.

↗ Tailwinds

GEO — a first-mover advantage in AI visibility.

Authoritative directories & trust signals gaining weight.

Video, interactive & owned channels resilient to zero-click.

Higher-intent AI referrals that convert far better.

↓ Headwinds

Zero-click search shrinking organic traffic.

Rising ad costs & compressed paid CTR.

Privacy, accessibility & deliverability compliance.

Attribution — tying visibility to enrollment.

For schools
Optimize for citation, not just clicks

Invest in owned channels & trust

Fix accessibility & email authentication

For marketers
Adopt GEO alongside SEO

Lead with video & interactive content

Measure visibility & enrollment, not traffic

For vendors & programs
Claim authoritative directory listings

Publish original, citable data

Keep brand info consistent everywhere
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D ATA &  M E T H O D O L O G Y

Methodology & sources
This report synthesizes the most recent publicly available data on education marketing and digital visibility, current as of publication in

2026 — a data-driven benchmark.

Data sources

Similarweb, SparkToro & Seer Interactive — zero-click & AI Overviews

BrightEdge, Semrush & Ahrefs — AI search & GEO

Ruffalo Noel Levitz & NACAC — enrollment funnel

WordStream & industry PPC benchmarks — paid media

Email benchmark studies & Gmail/Yahoo sender rules

Princeton/IIT GEO research

K12 Academics directory & visibility analytics

A data-driven benchmark. Benchmark figures vary by source, methodology & institution type; AI-search metrics are evolving quickly; figures reflect the windows cited & are rounded.

Contact K12 Academics
Want to improve your digital visibility or be featured in this report? We'd love to hear from you.

k12@k12academics.com  ·  www.k12academics.com

© 2026 K12 Academics. Online since 2004, K12 Academics has helped millions find the right school, college, camp, business and program in their community.
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