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Chapter 1: The Changing Admissions Landscape 

The college application landscape is constantly evolving, with significant lessons emerging in 

recent years that influence how students should approach the process. 

Key Lessons and Trends 

• Test-Optional Policies: Many colleges suspended testing requirements during COVID-

19, leading to many students taking advantage of test-optional applications. Determining 

whether to submit test scores is a strategic and difficult decision that requires careful 

planning. 

• Demand for Diverse Experiences: Following the recent Supreme Court case, colleges 

can no longer use race as a singular factor in admissions. Institutions remain interested in 

diversifying their student body and are now looking to essays and short answer questions 

to find students with diverse experiences. Diversity is broadly defined, including 

geographic location, first-generation status, and income. 

• Rising Costs: College expenses continue to rise, with some costs (tuition, room, board, 

and fees) exceeding $81,000 per year. Researching colleges that meet family needs across 

a range of price points is more important than ever. 

• The Early Decision Advantage: Colleges rely on Early Decision (ED) applications to 

manage enrollment figures and increase their "yield" (the percentage of accepted students 

who enroll). Applying ED is a commitment to attend if admitted and almost always gives 

students an advantage, provided they don't need to compare financial aid packages. 

o Strategic ED Use: Since you can only apply ED to one school, strongly consider 

focusing on a realistic reach rather than an impractical one. If not accepted ED I, 

consider applying Early Decision II to a different college. 

• Expanded Lists and Waitlists: Due to a surge in applications, colleges struggled to 

predict their yield, resulting in long waitlists. The list of highly competitive colleges has 

expanded, with many more schools showing acceptance rates of 25% or lower. Students 

should diversify and expand their lists. 

 

Chapter 2: Building Your College List: Know Your Options 



Creating a realistic and comprehensive college list is one of the most difficult parts of the 

application process, as colleges weigh individual student characteristics differently. 

Types of Colleges 

Key Factors for Your List 

• Your list should be well-rounded and contain safety, fit, and reach schools. 

• When defining "fit," consider both academic and financial variables (Can I get in? Can 

I afford to go there?). 

• Avoid applying to the same colleges as your friends, as some schools limit the number of 

students they accept from a given high school or region to seek geographic diversity. 

 

SUNY (State 

University of New 

York) 

 64 schools, including 4-year 

universities, colleges, and 2/4-year 

technical/community colleges. 

Transferring between schools is 

relatively easy. Technical colleges offer 

vocational-focused degrees like 

Engineering Technology (a terminating 

2-year degree leading to a career). 

4-Year University Cost 

of Attendance (COA) 

is around 32,000 

You can apply to as 

many as you like. 

CUNY (City 

University of New 

York) 

 

Includes 11 Senior Colleges and 7 

Community Colleges. They promote 

social mobility and 8 in 10 CUNY 

graduates carry no federal loan debt. 

You can apply to up to 

6 schools with one 

application for a $65 

fee. 

CUNY Macaulay 

Honors College 

provides a full tuition 

scholarship and an 

Opportunities Fund, 

with students 

graduating debt-free.  

Out-of-State Public 

 

In-state tuition at public universities 

costs over $12,000 less than out-of-state 

rates. Only residents receive in-state 

tuition unless the school offers 

discounted rates based on achievement 

or other programs. 

There are many out-of-

state public schools 

with acceptance rates 

above 70% and 

generous merit aid for 

non-residents (e.g., 

University of Alabama 

80%). 

 

Private Colleges 

 

Range from open enrollment to 

extremely competitive.  

Endowment size often 

dictates the amount of 

financial aid and 

scholarships available. 

Sometimes can be 

the cheapest option 

due to a larger 

endowment available 

for financial aid. 

For-Profit Colleges 

 These are generally not recommended 

as students typically find themselves in 

significant debt (e.g., Berkeley and 

ASA). 

  



Chapter 3: Choosing a Major and Career Outlook 

Major Selection 

When choosing a major, ask yourself these questions: 

• Is it based on my abilities, values, interests, and passions? 

• Will I still enjoy it years from now? 

• Is it employable? Will it be around later in life, and will it pay? 

Your intended major MATTERS to the admissions office. For example, a Biology or Math 

major will lead a school to look closely at your math and science grades. 

If you are genuinely undecided, applying as an undecided major may be the best option, and 

some schools (like NYU) embrace this. However, using an undecided major to "game" the 

system to enter a highly competitive major (like engineering) is a very risky proposition. 

High Return on Investment (ROI) Majors 

One of the most important pieces of data to consider is your Return on Investment (ROI)—

how much you will get in return for every dollar you spend. ROI varies greatly by major. 

Majors with High ROI in the Current Job Market: 

• Engineering (Petroleum, Chemical, Electrical, Computer, Aerospace, Mechanical) – 

High starting salaries and demand. 

• Computer Science & IT (Software, AI/ML, Cybersecurity) – Strong demand and high 

pay. 

• Nursing / Health Professions – High demand, good starting pay, and stable careers. 

• Business / Finance / Accounting / Economics – Versatile with good earnings growth. 

• Data Science / Statistics / Mathematics – Growing fast due to big data and analytics. 

Future Outlook: Impact of AI/ML (Expanded) 

The rise of Artificial Intelligence and Machine Learning is not just an industry trend; it is a 

foundational shift that will redefine the value of almost every college major and future career. 

Students should view AI not as a competitor, but as the most powerful tool of their generation. 

I. The New Technical Imperatives: From Coding to Architecting 

AI automates routine tasks—from writing basic code blocks to drafting simple financial reports. 

This shifts demand from individuals who execute tasks to individuals who can design, audit, 

and command the AI systems. 



• Integrated Engineering & Computer Science: The highest demand will be for hybrid 

majors. Look for programs in: 

o Machine Learning Engineering (MLE): Focuses on deploying and scaling AI 

models in production environments. 

o Data Science / Statistics: Moves beyond basic data analysis to focus on 

predictive modeling, advanced statistical theory, and rigorous data literacy 

(understanding the quality, source, and bias of data). 

o Cybersecurity & AI Ethics: AI is a powerful tool for hackers, meaning the 

demand for experts who can use AI to defend networks, and who understand the 

ethical and legal implications of autonomous systems, will surge. 

o Computer Science Fundamentals: Despite AI writing simple code, human 

programmers are needed to ensure the code is readable, maintainable, and 

secure ("spaghetti code" is a major risk with AI-generated software). Focus on 

fundamental algorithms, architecture, and robust software engineering practices. 

 

II. The Growing Value of Human-Centric Skills 

As AI handles data and optimization, the premium placed on uniquely human skills—those 

requiring high levels of Emotional Intelligence (EQ), ethical judgment, and physical 

presence—skyrockets. These are the jobs least likely to be automated. 

Better Human-Centric Recommendations (What to Study): 

Future-Proof 

Field 
Required Human Skills Recommended Majors 

Healthcare 

(Frontline) 

Empathy, Compassion, 

Hands-on Clinical Skills, 

Critical Decision-making in 

crisis. 

Nursing (especially Nurse Practitioner), 

Physical Therapy, Allied Health. (AI assists 

with diagnostics; the human nurse delivers the 

care.) 

Creative 

Leadership 

Originality, Storytelling, 

Strategic Vision, 

Collaboration. 

UX/UI Design, Performing Arts, Film/Media, 

Journalism (focusing on investigative work), 

Marketing/PR (focusing on brand identity and 

relationship-building). 

Complex 

Decision-

Making 

Ethical Reasoning, 

Uncertainty Management, 

Negotiation, Stakeholder 

Engagement. 

Law/Policy-Making, Philosophy, Consulting, 

Human Resources Management, Economics. 

Skilled Trades 

& Field Work 

Dexterity, Physical Presence 

(in unpredictable 

environments), Spatial 

Reasoning. 

Engineering (Civil, Mechanical), Construction 

Management, Archaeology. 

 



III. Actionable Recommendations for Your College Application 

To position yourself as a "future-ready" candidate, you must demonstrate a multidisciplinary 

skill set that blends technical fluency with human insight. 

Area of 

Application 
How to Prepare 

Why this Matters to 

Admissions 

Coursework & 

Rigor 

Enroll in AP/IB Statistics or Data Science 

(if available) alongside Computer Science. 

Regardless of your major, take a course in 

Philosophy or Ethics to demonstrate moral 

reasoning. 

Shows you are building the 

foundation of both technical 

literacy and ethical 

leadership. 

Extracurricular 

Activities 

Lead a project where you use AI/ML (or 

even advanced Excel/Python scripting) to 

solve a social problem or analyze a 

humanistic dataset. Example: Using data 

science to track local pollution or analyze 

trends in historical texts. 

Demonstrates you can apply 

technical skills to real-world 

human issues, showcasing 

your unique value. 

The Essay 

Focus on a time you had to make a nuanced 

judgment where data was insufficient or 

conflicting. Show how you used critical 

thinking, empathy, or creativity to reach a 

unique solution. 

Colleges want to see that you 

understand and value the 

skills AI cannot replicate: 

your unique human 

perspective. 

AI Fluency 

Learn to use large language models (LLMs) 

like this one to increase your productivity, but 

always be prepared to vet, refine, and test 

the output. In college, you will be expected to 

be the "best operator of the new AI tools." 

Shows a growth mindset and 

an essential professional 

skill: collaborating with 

algorithms. 

 

Chapter 4: The List: Does it Fit? 

College admissions is a holistic process where numerous variables are considered, and it is 

nearly impossible to accurately predict if you will be admitted. 

The Holistic Review 

Colleges evaluate a multitude of variables at varying levels of importance: 

Academic Factors Non-Academic Factors 

GPA Recommendations 

Rigor of Coursework / Academic 

Engagement  
Intended Major  



Academic Factors Non-Academic Factors 

Test Scores (SAT, ACT, AP, 

Regents)  
Extracurricular Activities / Community Service  

 College Essay / Personal Statement  

 Personality/Characteristics (Leadership, resiliency, 

self-efficacy)  

 Diversity  

 Demonstrated Interest / Commitment to College  

High school grades and the strength of the high school curriculum are uniformly rated as the 

most important factors across all four-year colleges surveyed. 

The Applicant Review Process 

• Academic Index (AI): Many schools use an AI to quantify a student's academic profile, 

often converting it to a score on a 20-to-80 scale. The AI generally considers your best 

SAT/ACT scores and your GPA adjusted for rigor and school reputation (Class Rank 

Conversion). 

• Major Matters: If you apply for a STEM major, your application will be scrutinized 

differently, and you will be compared to other STEM applicants. Admissions selectivity 

can vary widely by major, with some majors at large universities having very low 

acceptance rates, even in early application rounds (e.g., Computer Science, Engineering). 

• Common Data Set: You can find clear and consistent information about a college’s 

evaluation criteria by reviewing its Common Data Set, which lists the importance of 

various academic and non-academic factors. 

 

Chapter 5: Testing Options: SAT vs. ACT 

When applying to "test optional" schools, you will be allowed to submit your application without 

scores, but they will be considered if you include them. A "test blind" school (e.g., University of 

California) will not consider your scores no matter what. 

Should You Submit Your Scores? 

To determine if you should submit your scores, look at the school’s  

Middle 50% Percentile—the range of scores for the majority of admitted students (25th to 75th 

percentile). 

Your Score vs. Middle 50% Submission Recommendation (Generally) 

Below the 25th percentile DO NOT submit (unless there are special circumstances) 



Your Score vs. Middle 50% Submission Recommendation (Generally) 

Within the middle 50th 

percentile (25th-75th) 
Consider sending if you feel it adds value  

Above the 50th percentile on both 

sections 
SHOULD send your scores  

One score above 50th, one 

between 25th-50th 

Consider sending, especially if the higher score aligns 

with your intended major  

Important Considerations: 

• Merit Aid: Some colleges may be test-optional for admission but not for merit aid (e.g., 

Alabama, Case Western, Emory, Clemson, Ohio), meaning no score could exclude you 

from scholarships. This is constantly changing so do your research. 

• State Requirements: Public colleges in some states (like Florida) are not test-optional. 

• Superscoring: If a school superscores, they take your best section results from any test 

dates. 

• Multiple Attempts: Research suggests that scores typically peak after 3 tests. It is 

recommended to have your final test completed by October of your senior year. 

ACT vs. SAT 

Take practice tests for both exams to determine which one gives you an advantage. Students with 

a strong English background may flourish on the ACT, while students strong in math may find 

the SAT reflects their abilities better. 

 

Chapter 6: Special Programs: EOP, HEOP, and SEEK 

These programs offer significant advantages, including additional financial aid and lower 

admission requirements. This is the single most important application designation to determine 

early in the process. 

Program Colleges Offered Key Features 

EOP (Educational 

Opportunity Program) 
SUNY Schools only. 

Based on a combination of household 

income, size, and GPA/SAT scores. 

Academic criteria vary by institution. 

HEOP (Higher 

Education Opportunity 

Program) 

New York State 

Private Colleges (e.g., 

Fordham, NYU, 

Cornell). 

Same financial criteria at all schools but 

different academic criteria. Financial 

packages typically meet full need. 



Program Colleges Offered Key Features 

SEEK (Search for 

Education, Elevation, 

and Knowledge) 

CUNY Schools. 

Academic requirements differ by CUNY 

school. Students may receive enough grant 

money to pay tuition and a refund of up to 

$3,000. 

Financial Eligibility: Eligibility is based on household size and a total annual income limit (e.g., 

$59,478 for a household of 4 as of the provided guidelines). These programs are highly 

competitive with few spots at each school. 

 

Chapter 7: Financial Aid and Planning 

Federal Financial Aid (FAFSA) 

• The Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) is the primary form for 

federal financial aid. 

• It collects financial information to calculate the Student Aid Index (SAI), which 

determines your family’s estimated contribution to college costs. 

• The form opens in October of the senior year, and earlier submission is crucial for 

need-based aid. 

Non-Federal Aid 

• The CSS Profile is required by many private colleges to determine institutional (non-

federal) aid. It asks more in-depth questions about family income and assets. 

• The CSS Profile opens on October 1st. 

• Institutional Aid from private colleges can be significant, often resulting in expensive 

colleges becoming more affordable. 

Merit Aid 

Merit aid is money granted based on a student’s academic achievements, test scores, or 

extracurricular talents, regardless of financial need. 

• Public Out-of-State Schools can be a good source of merit aid for out-of-state students. 

• The top of a school’s applicant pool (75th percentile and above for GPA/scores) is 

where you maximize merit aid chances. 

 

Chapter 8: NCAA and Student-Athletes 



For official visits, the NCAA allows student-athletes to take unlimited official visits to 

NCAA Division I (DI) schools and one visit per school to Division II (DII) and Division III 

(DIII) schools. Visits are paid for by the school for expenses like travel, lodging, and 

meals for the prospective student-athlete and their parents/guardians. Visits are limited 

to 48 hours, and a high school transcript and registration with the NCAA Eligibility 

Center are required for DI and DII official visits.  

 

Key Rules 

• Division I:You can take an unlimited number of official visits to different DI 

institutions.  

• Division II & III: There is a limit of one official visit per school.  

• Visit Duration: An official visit cannot exceed 48 hours from the time of arrival.  

• Expenses Covered: The school hosting the visit pays for reasonable expenses, 

including your transportation, lodging, meals for you and your parents/guardians, and 

up to three tickets to a home athletic event.  

• Prerequisites for DI/DII: You must register with the NCAA Eligibility Center and be 

on the school's Institutional Request List (IRL) to receive an official visit or athletic 

scholarship. You also need to provide your high school transcript.  

• Timing: The ability to take official visits typically starts on September 1st of your 

junior year, but this can vary by sport; check the sport-specific recruiting calendar for 

details.  

What to Do Before Your Visit 

1. Register with the NCAA Eligibility Center: This is essential for any DI or DII 

recruit. 

2. Get on the Institutional Request List: The coach must place you on this list to 

allow the visit. 

3. Send Your Transcript: Provide a copy of your high school transcript to the 

school. 

4. Prepare: Research the program, prepare questions for the coaches, and know 
what you want to learn during your visit.

 

Chapter 9: Summer Planning and Resources 

Summer Planning 

https://web3.ncaa.org/ecwr3/
https://web3.ncaa.org/ecwr3/


Many high school students use their summers for pre-college summer programs, which are 

designed to offer a taste of collegiate life. Attendance at these programs can greatly strengthen an 

application, confer college-level credit, or introduce you to more rigorous classes. You can find 

programs through sites like TeenLife and DoSomething. 

Key Resources and Websites 

• FAFSA  

• CSS Profile  

• College Board  

• Fastweb (Scholarship Search)  

• Scholarships.com  

• Going Merry  

• Admissions and Aid Consulting: www.admissionsandaid.com  

 

This guide is intended to provide a comprehensive framework for navigating the college 

application process. If you have any questions about specific sections or need to elaborate on the 

details, feel free to ask! 

 

https://www.teenlife.com/
https://www.dosomething.org/us
https://studentaid.gov/h/apply-for-aid/fafsa
https://cssprofile.collegeboard.org/
https://www.collegeboard.com/
https://www.fastweb.com/
https://www.scholarships.com/
https://www.goingmerry.com/
https://www.admissionsandaid.com/

