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HANOVER, NEW HAMPSHIRE - FEBRUARY 8: Signage outside of the Admissions Office at Dartmouth College on February
8, 2024 in Hanover, New Hampshire. Dartmouth College has announced it will once again require applicants to ¢ ... More
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For generations, the path to a respected university followed a predictable, if stressful,
script. But the 2025-2026 admissions cycle is shaping up to be a period of historic
upheaval. A "perfect storm" of policy reversals, technological disruption,
demographic shifts, and legal mandates is fundamentally rewriting the rules of the

game.

For families, this creates a field of confusing paradoxes: test scores are back in vogue,
yet over 1,800 colleges don't want them. AT is reading your child's essay, but they'll
be penalized for using it. And the number of applicants is at an all-time high, even as

international students flee in droves.

Here are the eight most critical trends redefining college admissions right now—and
what they mean for the future of higher education.

1. The Standardized Testing Paradox: The Return of the SAT
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The Ivy League Plus has all but rejected test-optional admissions. Harvard, Yale,
Dartmouth, and Caltech have all reinstated SAT/ACT requirements for the 2024-25
cycle , effectively ending the test-optional experiment. The data backs up the shift:
according to the Common App, test score reporting rose 11% in 2025—the first real

uptick since COVID shut down testing centers in 2020.

While the elites are mandating scores, more than 1,800 other schools remain firmly
test-optional, creating a confusing two-tiered system. Wealthy families will shell out
thousands for tutors and prep courses; lower-income students, many of whom are
already less likely to report scores, face new barriers just to stay competitive. It's a

paradox that leaves everyone guessing which set of rules actually applies to them.
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2. The FAFSA Fallout: A Disaster with Lingering Effects

Anyone who tried to fill out the new FAFSA last year knows it was a catastrophe. The
rollout was so botched that hundreds of thousands of families simply gave up. We're
talking 432,000 fewer first-time filers in 2024 . The result? The New York Times
reported that enrollment of 18-year-old freshmen dropped 5% this fall (though a
follow-up noted a slight increase). The damage isn’t spread evenly. Less selective
colleges— the ones already living on financial margins—are getting crushed, now
scrambling to fill seats and balance budgets. Community Colleges, on the other hand,
are seeing enrollment growth, marking a significant, multi-year post-pandemic
recovery with a roughly 3% to 4% increase in fall 2025, according to the National
Student Clearinghouse Research Center. This growth is driven by rising dual-
enrollment (high school students) and, notably, a 28.3% increase in certificate

program enrollment since 2013.

3. The Diversity Dilemma: Life After Affirmative Action
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the Supreme Court killed race-conscious admissions, everyone knew the numbers
would shift. What we're now seeing is what researchers call a "cascade effect.” At
schools like Harvard and Yale, Black and Hispanic enrollment dropped by about a
fifth. But those students didn't vanish—they just moved. Slightly less selective
universities are seeing modest diversity gains as top students trickle down the

rankings.

In response, admissions offices are becoming creative. Colleges are tweaking their
college essays to ask about personal stories that illuminate personal circumstances
with less risk of Artificial Intelligence input—a clear workaround that lets them
consider the whole person without checking a race box. And there's a new emphasis
on recruiting high-achieving low-income students , which is both legally safe and

morally defensible. Whether it will close the gap remains to be seen.
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4. The Al Arms Race: Bots Are Reading Your Essays

Here's a sentence I never thought I'd write: robots are reading college essays. With a
record 3.9 million high school seniors applying this year, schools are overwhelmed.
Virginia Tech now uses Al to scan hundreds of thousands of essays in under an hour.

Administrators say this is concerning efficiency and equity—removing our human
bias from the equation. But critics pose uncomfortable questions. Studies show that
Al-generated essays are linguistically distinct from human ones, but is an algorithm

able to really tell the difference between a badly written, heartfelt story and a
polished fake?

5. The International Exodus: A 14% Drop and Counting

For years, American universities have relied on a steady stream of full-paying

international students. That stream is drying up. Common App data shows
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international applications dropped 7% overall, but the regional numbers are
staggering: India is down 13%, Africa is down 14%, and Ghana has seen a jaw-

dropping 34% plunge.

Talk to anyone in international admissions, and they'll point to the same factors:
tough visa policies, border surveillance of social media, and a general sense that the
U.S. doesn't want them. Students are going to Canada, the UK, and Australia instead.
That's bad news for university budgets, which count on international tuition dollars,
but it's also a long-term problem for American influence and the domestic talent

pipeline.

6. The Mental Health Toll: Anxiety in the Arms Race

Counselors and therapists report that the current admissions climate—record-low
acceptance rates, opaque algorithms reading essays, social media comparisons—is
fueling a quiet crisis. Research increasingly ties the college admissions process to
depression, anxiety, and even suicidal thoughts among teenagers. The process used
to be stressful; now it's genuinely unhealthy. And not any algorithm or test-score
mandate addresses that. NOTE: The Child Mind Institute has many articles to help

parents address these issues in their children.
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for them to apply. More than 210 institutions now participate in direct admissions
programs through the Common App, sending unsolicited offers based solely on
academic profiles. The number of participating schools has nearly doubled in a year.
More than 150 colleges participated in the program, providing real-time acceptances
based on student profiles. CalState is rolling out a statewide version for fall 2025,

joining programs offered in 15 states.

For the 2025-26 cycle, over 1 million students received at least one admission and
scholarship offer through Niche Direct Admissions,, averaging eight offers per
student. For first-generation students who might not know how to manage the
traditional process, this is a major advance. But it also raises uncomfortable

questions: Are students being steered toward schools with empty seats rather than
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the schools that might be the best fit? And when everyone gets an offer, what's an

acceptance actually worth?

8. The Fall of Legacy Preferences

It took decades of activism, but legacy admissions are finally on the way out. In the
wake of the affirmative action decision, more colleges are quietly dropping
preferences for children of alumni. The practice always benefited wealthy, white
applicants at the expense of everyone else, and it's become politically untenable. It's
not the biggest story in admissions this year, but it's a major cultural shift—the end of

an implicit rule that said your grandparents' resume was part of yours.

The Bottom Line: If you're applying to college this year, ignore anyone who tells
you the process is stable or predictable. It's not. Test scores matter at some schools
and not others. Your essay might be read by a person or parsed by a machine.
International students are staying home. Domestic students are overwhelmed. The
system is in flux, and the only safe strategy is flexibility, resilience, and a healthy

measure of skepticism about any advice that claims to have all the answers.
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