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The “Old” Search Methodology
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Google/Bing → Click → Website

▸ Single-Path Search: Ten blue links on a search engine results 
page

▸ SEO ruled: Success was about ranking for keywords and 
optimizing your homepage

▸ Clear success metric: website traffic from Google

▸ Tools like SEMRush, Moz, and Ahrefs measured your success

▸ Charter schools invested heavily in SEO strategy designed for this 
linear system

1 SEARCH
Google / Bing

2 10 BLUE LINKS
SERP results

3 CLICK
Pick a link

4 WEBSITE
Land on page

5 MEASURE
SEO tools

THE LINEAR PATH



The New Search Ecosystem — By the 
Numbers (Part 1)

SEARCH ENGINE

▸Google market share dipped below 90%

▸Traditional search volume to drop 25% by 2026

▸Google searches fell in Safari for first time in 22 years

SOCIAL

▸64% of Gen Z use TikTok as primary search engine

▸49% of consumers used TikTok for search in 2026

▸40% of Gen Z prefer TikTok/Instagram over Google

GENERATIVE

▸ChatGPT: 800M+ weekly active users (2x in one year)

▸38% of Americans use AI as primary search in 2026

▸2.5B prompts/day, up from 1B in 2025

<90%
Google share

64%
Gen Z search on

TikTok

800M+
ChatGPT users



The New Search Ecosystem — By the 
Numbers (Part 2)

SEARCH ENGINE

▸AI Overviews now in ~25% of Google searches (up from 6.5%)

▸AI Overviews cut organic CTR by 58% for #1 position

▸60%+ of searches are now "zero-click"

SOCIAL

▸77% of Gen Z purchased via social media in last 6 months

▸85% of Gen Z prefer authentic lo-fi video over polished content

▸Reddit users largely absent from other platforms

GENERATIVE

▸AI referral traffic converts at 14.2% vs. Google's 2.8%

▸AI-referred users stay 8% longer, browse 12% more pages

60%+
zero-click

77%
social purchase

5x
AI conversion



The Answer Engine Ecosystem
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Search Engines

Google, Bing

Generative AI Search

ChatGPT, Perplexity, Gemini, 

Claude, Google AI Overviews, 

Apple Intelligence

Social Search

TikTok, Instagram, YouTube, 

Reddit, Facebook Groups,

Social-ish: Niche.com, GreatSchools



Mapping the Multi-Platform Enrollment Journey

6

Phase 1 — Initial Research

“What charter schools are near me?” / “Best schools in [city]”

▸ Platforms: Google, ChatGPT, TikTok, Instagram, Niche.com

Phase 2 — Compare Options

“How does [School A] compare to [School B]?” / “Reviews of [School Name]”

▸ Platforms: Reddit, Niche.com, GreatSchools, YouTube, Facebook Groups, 
ChatGPT

Phase 3 — Validation & Action

“How do I apply to [School Name]?” / “Open enrollment [School Name]”

▸ Platforms: Google, School Website

“The average user references 7 different platforms when searching.

Your website is one piece of the puzzle.”

RESEARCH

Google ChatGPT TikTok

Instagram Niche

COMPARE

Reddit Niche YouTube

Google ChatGPT

ACT

Google Website Facebook



Search Engines — Still Critical

▸ Still the dominant discovery platform, especially for action-
oriented searches

▸ AI Overviews are increasing Google’s role as an answer engine

▸ Zero-click searches now at 60%+ — your info needs to appear IN

the search results

▸ E-E-A-T still matters: Experience, Expertise, Authority, Trust

▸ Local SEO is essential — Google Business Profile, reviews, local 
listings

▸ Instagram + Google partnership now indexes social posts in 
search results
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Search Engines — Charter School Examples
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Generative AI Search — The New Front Door

▸ Adoption growing at unprecedented rates: 800M+ weekly users,

2.5B prompts/day

▸ How AI tools source answers: “Query fan-out” — they search, 
synthesize, and cite

▸ Third-party sources preferred: AI tools start with independent 
sources before school websites

▸ Freshness matters: Content updated within 2 months earns 28% 
more AI citations

▸ AI crawlers visit different parts of your site than humans — think 
blog posts and FAQ pages

▸ Structured, well-organized content gets pulled as complete 
answers
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How an AI Answer Is Constructed

1 Niche.com rating/review

2 Local news article

3 School website (FAQ or blog page)

4 Reddit thread or parent forum

5 LinkedIn post or social mention

Your visibility ACROSS the ecosystem influences how AI represents you to parents.



The Earned Media Resurgence

Key Stats

▸ 82-89% of AI citations come from earned media and third-party 
sources

▸ 25-27% of AI citations are specifically from journalistic sources

▸ 94% of all AI citations come from non-paid sources

▸ 92% of consumers place greater trust in earned media vs. paid

media

What This Means for Charter Schools

▸ Local media coverage directly influences AI search visibility

▸ Parent testimonials in news stories carry outsized weight

▸ Awards, rankings (Niche.com), and third-party recognition matter 
more than ever

▸ Coverage in The Denver Post, Colorado Sun, Chalkbeat has 
compounding value
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Generative Engine Optimization – How to Be Seen

SEO Search Engine Optimization

Goal: Appear as high as possible in search results

Tactics: Keywords, technical optimization, backlinks, site speed 

Metric: Rankings, organic traffic, click-through rate

Focus: Your website

GEO Generative Engine Optimization

Goal: Be the source AI tools reference when answering questions

Tactics: Third-party mentions, structured content, freshness, authority signals 

Metric: AI citations, brand mentions, referral traffic from AI

Focus: The entire internet ecosystem

VS

GEO Tactics for Charter Schools
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▸Ensure FAQ pages directly answer common parent questions

▸Pursue earned media that positions your school as an authority

▸Keep content fresh — pages updated within 2 months earn 28% more citations

▸Include statistics, data points, and expert quotes in your content

▸Build presence on platforms AI tools crawl: Niche.com, GreatSchools, local news



Social Search — Where Parents Are Looking

TikTok 49% use as search engine | Authentic, lo-fi video from real 

students/parents

Instagram Google indexes posts in search | Keyword-rich captions, location 

tags

YouTube 92% of Gen Z monthly | School tours, parent testimonials, event 

recaps

Reddit Unique audience (45% not on IG, 69% not on LinkedIn) | Authentic 

engagement

Facebook Groups Parent communities | Encourage current parents to share 

positive experiences

Niche.com / GreatSchools 93K+ schools rated, 3M reviews | Claim profile,

encourage reviews
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Social Search — Charter School Examples
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Content Strategy Across Platforms

The “One Topic, Many Platforms” Approach

Example: “What makes our STEM program unique?”

▸ Website: Detailed FAQ / blog post structured for AI crawling

▸ Earned Media: Pitch local media on a feature about your STEM approach

▸ LinkedIn: Professional post from school leadership with data

▸ TikTok/Instagram: 60-second video of students on a STEM project

▸ Reddit: Authentic comment from a parent or staff member

▸ Niche.com: Ensure your profile highlights STEM as a key program

Key Principles

▸ Start with messaging and parent questions, then build platform-specific content

▸ Focus on staying power over instant virality

▸ Utilize current parents as ambassadors

23



Tracking & Measuring Visibility

What to Measure

▸ Website analytics: Traffic sources (especially AI referrals), engagement, application starts

▸ Search visibility: Keyword rankings, AI Overview appearances, GB impressions

▸ Social metrics: Search rankings, referral traffic, platform impressions

▸ AI visibility: How you appear in ChatGPT, Perplexity, Gemini for key queries

Tools & Approach

▸ Google Analytics remains important but it’s now one piece of the puzzle

▸ Build a simple dashboard aggregating visibility across platforms

▸ Track AI referral traffic separately (chatgpt.com, perplexity.ai in referral sources)

▸ Monitor Niche.com and GreatSchools profiles monthly
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The Answer Engine Assessment

Understanding to Optimization

▸ Setting a baseline to measure against

▸ Visibility scores to understand performance

▸ Competitive analysis for context

▸ Content identification to see what works

▸ Marketing plan to deliver results
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Quick Wins — Operational & Measurement

Operational

▸Claim and complete your Google Business Profile — hours, 

photos, description, categories

▸Claim profiles on Niche.com and GreatSchools and ensure 

accuracy

▸Check your website’s robots.txt — make sure AI crawlers aren’t

blocked

▸Ensure your website has a comprehensive, well-structured FAQ 

page

▸Verify your school appears correctly in mobile search results

Measurement

▸Search for your school on ChatGPT, Perplexity, and Google and 

document results

▸Take baselines of current visibility across all platforms

▸Set up a simple tracking document to monitor quarterly

▸Check Google Analytics for AI referral traffic (chatgpt.com, 

perplexity.ai)

▸Review Niche.com and GreatSchools profiles — are ratings current 

and accurate?
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Quick Wins — Content & Strategy

Content

▸Identify the top 5 questions prospective parents ask about your 

school

▸Create or update FAQ content that directly answers those 

questions

▸Ask current parents to leave reviews on Niche.com and Google

▸Create a plan to develop authentic short-form video (student 

testimonial, campus tour)

▸Repurpose your strongest website content for LinkedIn and social 

platforms

Strategy

▸Develop a proactive content plan addressing parent questions 

across all platforms

▸Build a parent ambassador program for authentic content and 

reviews

▸Pursue local earned media — Chalkbeat Colorado, Colorado Sun, 

Westword

▸Assign someone on your team to own the Answer Engine strategy
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Q&A
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