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Introduction
This research project is designed to help independent school administrators and 
marketers understand current trends in video usage today, see how their school 
compares with top-performing peers, and gain insights into best practices. In Part 
II of this paper, coming later in 2016, we will release a paper that will assess the 
effectiveness of video in enhancing a school’s reputation or increasing applications, 
acceptances, donations, and the like. 

This examination of 30 schools websites, presence on public video sites, and social 
media activity has produced many interesting findings about video communications 
strategy, the benefits of professional and amateur videos, the most common pages 
that house videos, and tips to enhance video content within your school. We will 
aslo feature three “blue ribbon” schools that you may wish to model for your video 
strategy and implementation.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
I started with 30 highly ranked independent schools, segmented into three groups 
of 10: boarding schools, K–12 day schools, and K–8 day schools. Each set of schools 
is balanced geographically, with a blend of coed and single sex schools. For each 
school, there was a review of its website to track the number of videos and where 
they most frequently appear; its YouTube presence, including whether it had an 
active channel page and uses playlists; its Vimeo utilization; and the frequency of 
videos that appear on its Facebook and Twitter pages.

The study also assesses the amount of video content that is created by 
professionals compared with “amateurs” such as communications or advancement 
staff, students, teachers and coaches, and parents.

Important note: these results are neither statistically valid nor scientific in tracking, 
because 30 and 10 are too small of a sample size, the search on the schools’ 
websites was manual and may have occasionally missed videos, and distinguishing 
between pro and amateur videos isn’t foolproof.



The Growth In Video: Background

The explosion in video is due to a fascinating convergence of technical and 
societal factors. 

In the former category - massive growth in landline and wireless bandwidth, the 
increased photographic capabilities of cell phones, the surge in tablets after a 
decade of dormancy (thanks, Steve Jobs!), changes in wireless pricing plans, the 
stunning growth and ease of use of YouTube, and greater influence of search 
engine optimization and content marketing. According to YouTube, the number of 
hours people spent watching videos on mobile is up 100% y/y, and currently, nearly 
one-third of all people on the internet use YouTube to watch video.  

These trends have worked in concert with significant societal changes, including 
an increasingly visual world and the “sharing” mentality of generations Y and Z.

Studies for the business world have shown increasing usage and effectiveness 
of videos in influencing consumers’ opinions and purchase decisions. While I’m 
unaware of such studies for independent schools yet (readers –if there are, for 
schools or higher ed, please alert me!), intuition suggests that this behavior, both in 
terms of interest and impact, would likely apply to school constituents as well. I will 
cover certain aspects of this discussion in Part II of the study.
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Strategic Observations from Research Data
What makes your school unique? What are the qualities that distinguish  
your school? What stories resonate with alumni? What motivates parents  
to get involved? 

If you haven’t recently examined 
these questions with in-depth 
qualitative and quantitative 
surveys, then your Web 
advancement strategies may 
falter before you publish a single 
video, news item,  
or alumnus profile.

Many schools make internal 
assumptions about what the 
market believes about them 
that research later proves to be 
incorrect. There are schools who 
believe they have a problem with a lack of AP options or extra-curricular activities 
only to find out this problem was limited to a few visibly complaining parents. 

Some schools think that their designations define them — like Waldorf or 
Montessori — when in fact their appeal could be completely attributed to factors 
specific to the local markets of their respective locations. 

STATISTICAL BREAKDOWN
Number of Videos on All Pages of Schools’ Websites

p 20% had 0 - 10 videos

p 40% had 11+ videos

BOARDING SCHOOLS

p 10% had 0 videos

p 20% had 1 - 10 videos

p 50% had 11+ videos

K-12 SCHOOLS

p 30% had 0 videos

p 60% had 1 - 5 videos

p 10% had 6 - 10 videos

p 0% had 11+ videos

K-8 SCHOOLS

St. Andrew’s College | www.sac.on.ca

http://www.sac.on.ca/page
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Most Common On-site Pages for Videos
There were some distinct patterns across the 30 total schools as far as the location 
of their videos on their own websites. These findings were not especially surprising, 
with the exception of Arts, where I expected more schools to show their plays, 
dances, and concerts in action. 

Videos on “Admissions” pages and homepages were the most prominent, 
appearing on 25-30% of the sites.

p 20% had 0 - 10 videos

p 40% had 11+ videos

BOARDING SCHOOLS

“Academics,” covering many courses and faculty profiles, and “About Us,” which 
varies greatly in its sub-pages, were also fairly widespread, with “School Mission” 
videos appearing multiple times. 

“Arts,” “Athletics,” and “Student Life,” other categories with a wide range of sub-
topics, all showed a respectable number of appearances; a few Athletics pages 
were bolstered by the use of LiveStream for their games.

SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT 
Berkshire School 
www.berkshireschool.org

Found on the “Admissions” 
page of their site, Berkshire 
School’s professionally-
produced video has been 
viewed more than 25,000 
times, and received the 2015 
Council for Advancement and 
Support of Education (CASE) 
Gold award.

1 Admissions 5 Athletics

2 Home Page 6 Arts

3 About Us 7 Clubs, Trips, Community Service, and Events pages

4 Academics

The list in descending order of appearances:

http://www.berkshireschool.org/page.cfm?p=350
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SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT 
St. Anne’s-Belfield School
www.stab.org

St. Anne’s-Belfield’s boasts an 
extremely video-rich website, with 
a video for nearly every program at 
the school — including the Arts. The 
section includes videos from live 
performances, as well as descriptive 
overviews of the available programs.

SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT 
LaSalle College High School
www.lschs.org

Whether it’s to showcase a student’s 
success on the field, to show off what 
your hockey team can do on the 
ice, or to feature the championship 
basketball game, athletic highlights 
are one of the most popular uses of 
videos because they are a great tool 
for recruiting the best athletes. 

https://www.stab.org/arts
https://www.lschs.org/athletics/overview


Whether amateur or professional, video is essential in today’s modern 
marketing arena.

Though it can be difficult to ascertain from a brief view whether a video is 
“professional” or created by a skilled “amateur,” such as a communications 
director, admissions associate, parent, student, or other constituent, I’ve used style, 
branding, and other clues to make the following assessments:

Student-Generated Videos 

p Amateur video is distinctly 
in the minority on school 
sites.

p Relatively speaking, 
amateur video is more 
common.

p Social media video is 
growing rapidly and is 
dominated by amateur 
video, often of “day in the 
life” scenes such as outdoor 
activities, community 
service, arts performances, 
and campus events.

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

Boarding K - 12 K - 8

Amateur 

Professional

Professional  vs. Amateur Video
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Additional Points of Note
The average page views per video on YouTube varies tremendously. It is very 
common, even for large schools, to have 5 –20 views on many of their videos, 
depending on the subject and where they are marketed. 

While the average range is from a few to a hundred views, it is not uncommon to 
see videos with thousands and even tens of thousands of views. In these cases, 
it is almost always a large school, most likely with sophisticated social media 
capabilities. The grand prize winner that I saw was 186,000 for a student delivering 
his senior address to the school!

It’s worth noting that a YouTube icon is somewhat common on the sites: around 
60% of all school sites have YouTube or Vimeo in footers, headers, or other 
navigation. 

Except for a few schools having social media links available on their Media Gallery 
pages, there are still a number of schools with a legitimate YouTube presence who 
don’t offer constituents an easy way to find school content on social media. Utilizing 
on-site links to drive web traffic to a school’s channel is essential, yet still many 
schools haven’t fully taken advantage of this opportunity. 

SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT 
The Oakridge School 
www.theoakridgeschool.org

Inspired by the work of Ben Grey who 
profiles his faculty in 59-second videos for 
his public school district in Chicago, Oakridge 
turned to its community of talented students 
to produce one-minute videos for an 
inside look at the Oakridge experience. 

“The students who produced the videos 
were asked to find out something about the 
faculty outside of the classroom to show that 
they are not just great teachers, but great 
people,” said Jason Kern, Oakridge’s Director 
of Technology.

http://www.theoakridgeschool.org/
http://www.theoakridgeschool.org/page.cfm?p=5717
http://www.theoakridgeschool.org/page.cfm?p=5717
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YouTube and Vimeo
With more than 75% of schools having a respectable set of videos on YouTube 
compared with fewer than 33% on Vimeo, it is clear that YouTube is the 
preferred video channel. 

While a few schools that have minimal 
or no YouTube presence have chosen 
to use Vimeo instead, it is more 
common for most schools with a solid 
Vimeo presence to also use YouTube.

The comparisons between these 
two video websites were relatively 
consistent across the boarding, K–12 
day and K –8 day schools.

YOUTUBE: CHANNELS 
The number of YouTube channels can be misleading. That is the central hub where 
a well-organized school will load all of its videos. However, while most schools have 
a channel, or multiple channels including areas such as arts, athletics or alumni, 
it’s often the case that the videos are not systematically loaded under the main 
channel and only appear under a general search.

YOUTUBE: PLAYLISTS 
A majority of schools with YouTube Channels do not effectively use playlists 
to categorize their videos, making it difficult for viewers to easily find topics of 
particular interest to themselves. These playlists reduce the risk of viewers being 
distracted by unrelated links in the sidebar, and reduce the impact of search engine 
optimization (SEO) efforts.

SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT 
Southridge School
www.southridge.bc.ca

Southridge School’s YouTube 
channel organizes its dozens 
of videos by topic  into play-
lists, making popular videos 
easy to find. 

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0 1 to 20 21 to 100 100+

Number of Videos on Each Website (All School Categories)

YouTube

Vimeo

School Videos on YouTube vs. Vimeo

http://www.southridge.bc.ca/
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Video posting on Facebook has been 
growing at a rapid rate, no surprise 
given the social goliath’s more than 
1.3 billion users and the relatively new 
video option (less than three years old). 
As video and social media continue to 
converge, Facebook has become a strong 
competitor to YouTube (see more in the 
“How to Enhance Your Success” section).

Facebook was the more popular social 
networking service for school videos, 
with over 75% of schools posting at least one video, while Twitter was considerably 
lower. This was somewhat surprising given that more schools are thought to be 
integrating their communication across the two channels.

Social Media and Video
Virtually all Facebook and Twitter videos are amateur, most from the school’s social 
media or communications managers, augmented by parents, alumni and students. 
Most of these social videos are quite short as well – “bite-sized” videos between 16 
and 60 seconds is a suggested best practice for social media.  

One explanation is that social sites encourage tagging and sharing from these 
other constituents, and that 60-70% of Facebook usage is now mobile; users like 
to watch shorter videos, making a perfect environment for fast, fun, home-made 
presentations.

SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT 
Avon Old Farms School 
www.avonoldfarms.com

This video has been seen (at this 
point) by more than 200,000 
people. It wasn’t boosted. It wasn’t 
promoted. It was just liked, loved, 
wowed, watched, and shared.

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

Boarding K - 12 K - 8

Percentage of Schools Posting at Least 
One Video on Facebook or Twitter

https://wistia.com/blog/social-video-ian-servin
https://www.avonoldfarms.com/index.cfm
https://www.facebook.com/AvonOldFarms/videos


Tips: How to Enhance Your Success With Video

Ultimately, you would like to know the effectiveness of your videos: do they actually 
enhance your brand, drive inquiries and applications, increase fundraising, and 
increase satisfaction among your key constituents? 

This section includes a series of tips for making the most of your 
video marketing, including:

p Don’t Forget the Basics!

p Consider Professional Video  
     Options

p Optimize Your Facebook Videos

p Be Consistent With Your Brand

p Amateur Video: Use Your  
     Community to Tell Your School’s  
     Story

11© Finalsite 2016
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TIP: Ensure you have YouTube or Vimeo icons on your website if you have 
more than a handful of posts on those sites. A great place for this is on 
your footer, so its always available.

TIP: On YouTube, at minimum, set up a channel and ensure that every video 
is loaded there first. Playlists are also very useful to the viewer, and 
ideally you will see that they are easy to use once they are set up. (Hint: 
think of your web navigation or school department structure as potential 
guides).

TIP: Optimize your videos for the web to ensure quick load times.

p Keep your file under 30 MB to prevent it from loading slowly.

p Export in HD to a .mp4 or .mov file if exporting for Vimeo or YouTube.

p 1920x1080 and 1280x720 are larger HD files good for Vimeo and  
     YouTube.

p Use HandBrake.fr, an open source video transcoder that can help  
     you optimize your videos for web - for free!

Don’t Forget the Basics
The research shows that many schools miss on some basic ways to publicize 

their videos:

Holton-Arms Schools | www.holton-arms.edu

https://www.holton-arms.edu/
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Tips for Professional Video Options
Professional video is a very powerful tool in a school’s marketing arsenal. Bringing 
in an expert who not only knows lighting and sound but also storytelling, eliciting 
joy and passion, and conveying a school’s uniqueness visually, can do wonders for 
its reputation, brand, admissions and development work. 

While these projects are often done in conjunction with a re-branding or a sense 
(perhaps from research) that the school’s mission is not well understood by the 
community, there are many other cases in which professional video can add 
tremendous value, including a positive return on investment.

Depending on resources and budget, you can opt to have a professionally-
produced homepage video — like Woodward Academy — or full-length video, as 
seen on Berkshire School’s admissions page.

SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT 
Woodward Academy
www.woodward.edu
 
Beautiful drone footage and clips 
showcasing life on campus — 
from the arts to athletics — draw 
website visitors in, giving users a 
true sense of life at Woodward 
in this professionally-produced 
homepage header video.

https://www.woodward.edu/


14© Finalsite 2016

Tips for Optimizing Your Facebook Videos
Our research has confirmed what many of us guessed –  that Facebook, a very 
big kid on the block, is becoming a force in video. With over 75% of our targeted 
schools posting a recent video on Facebook, we have the right intuition.

TIP: Optimize your videos on 
Facebook by uploading your 
own video using the Video tab. 
This gives you the ability to 
optimize the post further on 
Facebook compared with just 
pasting in a link from YouTube 
or Vimeo.

You can also use Facebook’s 
Featured Video on the 
homepage to further drive 
traffic to your school’s website 
(add a URL in the description) 
and include it in a category of 
videos that people might not 
otherwise see if they weren’t 
looking through the specific 
category. 

Facebook will give that video 
a higher reach than if it’s 
streamed from elsewhere, and 
you can easily use it again in 
future posts.
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SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT 
Thayer Academy
www.thayer.org

With the intention of 
telling a bigger and 
better story, embedded 
homepage videos are a 
popular replacement for 
photos. 

While these videos are 
typically muted, Thayer 
Academy’s bold approach 
to add sound fits perfectly 
with their brand — and 
sends a strong message 
about the school’s 
exceptional programs.

Tips for Being Consistent With Your Brand
It is critical that your use of video is consistent with your brand and image. 
Especially for venerable schools, many current and prospective parents have an 
expectation of formal, professional video that supports their pursuit of a premium 
service. 

In these cases, it is probably wise to use professional video on the home page, 
Admissions and Strategic Plan pages, and the like, and augment those with more 
fun or informal videos in spots such as Student Life and Events.

“Our overall guiding principles were to be 
simple and bold, and embrace innovation 
and tradition. The homepage video was 
about making a bold first impression 
— we wanted to immerse visitors in the 
Thayer experience in a highly emotional 
way, rather than force them to read or 
click up front.”

JOANNA GILMAN 
DIRECTOR OF COMMUNICATIONS

http://www.thayer.org/
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Tips for Using Amateur Video to Tell Your Story
There is another way to add video to your website and other channels: use your 
community to tell its own stories. It’s important to note that presenting video 
content from students, faculty, coaches, administrators, and parents does not 
compete with professional shoots. Student-generated content in particular 
will often be rough, raw, and unscripted, and some of it will be unsuitable for 
publication. 

However, students, faculty members and coaches can often capture a school’s 
“realness” and convey life “on the ground” that is welcomed by classmates and 
parents, as well as prospective families seeking to understand what life would be 
like at a particular school.

SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT 
Hawai’i Preparatory 
Academy 
www.hpa.edu

HPA depends on authentic,  
student-produced content to 
share its story online. 

With two classes to teach 
students about videography 
and storytelling, the school 
equips students with the 
knowledge and skill to 
produce high-quality videos. 

“When students are behind the message, 
you can take a mission and vision 
statement and you make it come to life. 
Students can see through cliché, and as 
wonderful as adults’ work is, it’s just not 
as powerful or authentic as when kids 
make it themselves.”

AARON SCHORN 
WEBMASTER

http://www.hpa.edu/athletics
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TIP: Keep ‘em short! A length between 30 seconds and 2 minutes is ideal, 
especially given the explosion in use of mobile devices.

TIP: On student-created videos, do not shy away from their ownership –
embrace it! If the sound is a bit off, there are some goofy parts (but 
within reason – see “Opportunities in Amateur Video” below), or the 
cuts aren’t perfect, that’s okay. 

Communicate that these are from students, congratulate them for 
their efforts and publicize their work (of course within your privacy 
guidelines). You will find your constituents not only tolerant of the 
bobbles but also impressed by your school’s progressiveness and desire 
to prepare your students for the new visual world.

TIP: Use your phone, and/or teach other constituents to do so, to create and 
edit reasonably high-quality videos. Surely the students will grasp this 
capability faster than the adults! In reality, many of your students are 
already using similar methods. For a jumpstart, check out this helpful 
free course from cutting-edge publisher edSocialMedia!

TIP: Use YouTube itself to educate your communications and administrative 
teams, faculty and students. YouTube has become the wellspring of 
“How To’s,” and is often defined as the “second largest search engine” 
with tremendous tips on creating and polishing videos.

ADDITIONAL TIPS FOR USING AMATEUR VIDEO:

http://university.thinkific.com/courses/making-video-with-your-phone
http://university.thinkific.com/courses/making-video-with-your-phone


Hurdles & Solutions: Creating Your Own Video Content

Your Director of Communications is swamped with newsletters and web 
updates. Your Head of School is worried that student-created videos may contain 
inappropriate content or positioning of the school. The Dean of Academics frets 
that the new iPads required for all the students are causing distraction in the 
classroom. The IT Director knows the filters created to restrict the students’ access 
to the Internet have holes. The Dean of Student Life is concerned that the students 
seem to be glued to their iPads all across the campus. So how can you get someone 
to focus on video?

Video Clubs: The advisor helps with technical skills and edits videos.

Parental Volunteers: Recruit people who are willing to film games and events, 
especially those open to doing basic editing, allowing for 
the development of short highlight videos.

Student Volunteers: Create opportunities for managers of athletic teams 
and the set crew of arts performances to film practices/
rehearsals as well as the live events. You can also add a 
video editing class to your curriculum.

Contests: Create an opportunity for winners to present at school 
assembly; request a committee of parent volunteers to 
be the judges. 

Staffing: Hire or identify individuals with the creative and 
technical capabilities to see and leverage the 
possibilities of this powerful medium.
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About Finalsite

Equipped with all the tools your school needs to be successful online – including 
a simple CMS, LMS, calendars, news, athletics, email newsletters, teacher pages, 
systems integration and more – Finalsite is the industry’s premier web marketing 
and communications platform.

We’re a 130-strong group of school people who want to make the lives of your 
school community better. Our team of award-winning designers, marketing pros, 
SEO experts, project managers, client success (and client happiness!) managers, 
stellar support team, and public school consultants are at your service from day 
one.

Our 97% client retention rate is living proof that our team is always as happy as we 
look in that picture – and you will be too!

To discover why more schools are turning to Finalsite visit: www.finalsite.com.
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