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SECTION 01 

Why Technical Applicants Are a Different Case 

 

Most college guidance is written for the generalist — the strong, well-rounded student applying 
undecided or to a broad liberal-arts college. Almost none of that advice serves the student who has 
known since sophomore year that they want to build things: software, circuits, robots, systems. If 
that's your student, the standard playbook is not just incomplete. In several important places, it's 
wrong. 

Here is the reality we tell our own families. Computer science and engineering are among the most 
oversubscribed intended majors in the country, and the pool at the top is enormous and 
academically uniform. Selective programs receive thousands of applications from students with 
near-perfect math grades, a pile of AP courses, and a line that says “passionate about technology.” 
Passion is not a differentiator; at this level it's the price of admission. What distinguishes a file is 
evidence — a coherent, documented body of technical work that shows a committee what this 
student actually does when no one assigns it. 

The good news is that this is a game of preparation, not luck. Unlike the generalist pool, where 
differentiation can feel impossibly subjective, technical applicants are evaluated against fairly legible 
signals. You can build those signals deliberately, over years, if you understand what they are and 
start early. That is what this guide is for. 

 

We'd rather be useful than reassuring 
This is a demanding path and we won't pretend otherwise. But it is not a lottery. The students who 
succeed are rarely the ones with a single dazzling credential — they're the ones who made a series 
of sound, compounding choices starting in ninth or tenth grade. Every section below is written to be 
acted on, not just read. 

 

SECTION 02 

Know How Each School Admits to the Major — Before You Apply 

 

This is the single most consequential piece of strategy in the entire process, and the one families 
most often miss. “Getting into the school” and “getting into the major” are not the same event, and 
how a given university handles the gap between them should shape where you apply, how you rank 
your schools, and how you weigh an acceptance. There are three broad models, and you must know 
which one applies to every school on your list. 
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In a direct-admit model, you apply to the major and, if admitted, you're in — your seat in CS or your 
engineering discipline is secured on day one. In an admit-to-college model, you're admitted to the 
university (or to a college of engineering) and declare or select the major later, sometimes trivially 
and sometimes competitively. And at a growing number of schools, CS and certain engineering 
majors are impacted or capacity-constrained: even enrolled students who meet every stated 
prerequisite are not guaranteed a spot, and switching in from another major can be harder than 
being admitted to the university was in the first place. 

Admission model How it works Example schools (verify each 
year) What it means for your strategy 

Direct admit to major 
Apply straight into CS or a 
specific engineering major; 
admitted means secured. 

Carnegie Mellon, Georgia 
Tech, UT Austin, UIUC, 
UW (Allen School) 

Your file must argue for that 
exact major from line one. 
Applying “undecided” here can 
be a mistake. 

Admit to college, 
declare later 

Admitted to the university or 
college of engineering, then 
choose the major later, often 
easily. 

Stanford, MIT, Harvard, 
Yale, Princeton 

More forgiving if interests are 
still settling — but confirm the 
declaration is truly open, not 
quietly gated. 

Impacted / 
capacity-constrained 

Meeting prerequisites doesn't 
guarantee the major; internal 
transfer into CS is 
competitive. 

UC Berkeley, UC San 
Diego, Purdue 

Treat the major itself as the 
goal. A “switch in later” 
backdoor plan is high-risk and 
often fails. 

 

 

Do not assume you can switch in later 
At impacted programs, “I'll get in and transfer into CS” is one of the most common — and most 
costly — miscalculations we see. At several flagship publics, the internal switch into computer 
science is more competitive than freshman admission, with GPA thresholds in weed-out courses 
that stop most applicants. Before you fall in love with a school, read that specific department's 
admission and change-of-major policy for the current cycle. Policies shift year to year; verify, don't 
assume. 

 

SECTION 03 

Deep Fit: Why Depth Beats Breadth Here 

 

For a generalist, breadth can be an asset: the student who runs track, edits the paper, and 
volunteers reads as engaged and versatile. For a technical applicant, breadth without depth reads as 
unfocused. A committee evaluating a prospective computer scientist or engineer is asking a 
narrower question: does this student have a genuine, sustained, evidenced relationship with the field 
— or a collection of résumé lines assembled to look like one? 
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We call the thing they're looking for “deep fit.” It's the difference between a student who took AP 
Computer Science and joined the coding club, and a student who took AP Computer Science, then 
taught themselves a second language to build a project they actually cared about, then contributed 
to an open-source tool, then spent a summer on a research question — each step visibly growing 
out of the last. The second student isn't necessarily smarter. They've simply built a story with a 
spine, and that spine is what a technical file needs. 

Deep fit also protects you from a trap. Many applicants spread themselves thin trying to check every 
box — a little competition here, a little research there, a club officer title somewhere else — and end 
up with a file that's a mile wide and an inch deep. A committee reading thousands of applications is 
exceptionally good at spotting the inch. One serious, multi-year through-line beats five shallow 
dabbles every time. 

 

Depth beats breadth — build one spine 
Pick a genuine technical interest by sophomore or junior year and go deep enough that it visibly 
compounds: a project leads to a harder project, a competition leads to research, a curiosity leads to 
something you built and shipped. You are not trying to do everything. You are trying to do one thing 
far enough that it becomes undeniable. 

 

SECTION 04 

The Classroom: Rigor and the Math Signal 

 

Everything else in this guide sits on top of the transcript. For technical applicants, the transcript is 
read first and read hard, and the part that matters most is your math trajectory. A committee reads 
math rigor as a proxy for whether you can survive a demanding engineering or CS curriculum. A 
strong quantitative signal is the foundation; a weak one undercuts the entire profile, no matter how 
impressive the projects. 

The competitive baseline for a serious applicant looks roughly like this — adjusted, always, for what 
your school actually offers. A student in a resource-rich school who avoided the hardest available 
math is telling a story that contradicts their stated ambition. 

–​ Math through AP Calculus BC, and where possible beyond it: multivariable calculus, linear 
algebra, or differential equations at a local college or online. 

–​ AP Physics C (Mechanics and, ideally, E&M) for engineering-leaning students; it signals 
readiness far more than the algebra-based sequences. 

–​ AP Computer Science A for CS-leaning students — the language-and-data-structures course, 
not just the Principles survey. 
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–​ Statistics where it fits — increasingly relevant for data, machine learning, and modern 
engineering work. 

–​ Strong writing and humanities grades. Engineers and computer scientists who can't 
communicate stall out, and committees know it — a weak English signal quietly hurts a technical 
file. 

 

A weak math signal is disqualifying in a way nothing else is 
Take the hardest math your school offers and do genuinely well in it. Strong grades and strong 
scores in math and quantitative science carry more weight for you than for almost any other 
applicant. If there's one place to concentrate effort in the classroom, it is here — a B-heavy math 
record with brilliant side projects still reads as a risk, and committees have thousands of safer bets. 

 

SECTION 05 

Outside the Classroom: Build a Body of Work 

 

This is where technical applicants have an advantage almost no other students have: you can 
produce tangible, verifiable evidence of your ability, on your own, for free. A committee can read your 
code, run your app, look at your hardware, and see your commit history. Nothing you write in an 
essay is as persuasive as work a reader can actually inspect. The goal across high school is to 
accumulate a body of work — a portfolio — that speaks for you. 

Personal and portfolio projects 

Build things you care about and put them somewhere public. A GitHub profile with real, dated 
commit history over years is one of the most credible signals available, precisely because it can't be 
faked the week before deadlines. The best projects solve a problem the student actually had, grow 
in ambition over time, and are documented well enough that a stranger can understand what was 
built and why. A polished project that shipped and got used beats ten half-finished tutorials. 

Open-source contributions 

Contributing to an existing open-source project — fixing a bug, improving documentation, adding a 
feature others use — signals something a solo project can't: that you can read someone else's 
codebase, work within a community's standards, and collaborate. Even modest, accepted 
contributions demonstrate real-world engineering maturity that committees notice. 

Research 

Genuine research — working with a professor or lab on an actual question, contributing to results, 
ideally toward a paper, poster, or competition entry — is among the strongest credentials a technical 
applicant can hold. It signals that the student can work at the frontier of a field rather than merely 
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consume it. Be honest with yourself about what counts: touring a lab or shadowing for a week is not 
research. Contributing to a real question, over months, is. Access varies enormously by 
circumstance, so invest where you realistically can. 

 

Make it inspectable, and make it dated 
The most convincing profiles let a reader verify the work: a live app, a public repo, a published 
poster, a merged pull request. Start early enough that the timestamps tell a story of sustained 
growth, not a senior-fall sprint. Consistency over three years is a signal you cannot manufacture at 
the end. 

 

SECTION 06 

Competitions and Credentials: What Each One Signals 

 

None of the following is required, and no single credential admits anyone. What competitions and 
structured credentials do is provide legible, externally validated evidence of ability and commitment 
— useful anchors in a file, and often springboards into research, essays, and recommendations. 
Pursue the ones that fit your genuine interest and your school's resources; don't collect them like 
stamps. 

Credential / competition What it is What it signals 

USACO (Bronze → Platinum) The USA Computing Olympiad's 
tiered algorithmic contests 

Serious CS aptitude; reaching Gold or 
Platinum is a strong, unambiguous 
signal of depth. 

AMC → AIME → USA(J)MO The math-olympiad ladder 
Quantitative firepower; qualifying for 
AIME or beyond strengthens any 
technical file. 

ISEF / Regeneron STS National and international 
science-research competitions 

Real research capacity and independent 
inquiry — among the highest-value 
credentials available. 

FIRST Robotics (FRC / FTC), 
VEX Team robotics competitions 

Hands-on engineering, teamwork, and 
sustained multi-year commitment; ideal 
for engineers. 

CyberPatriot National youth cybersecurity 
competition 

Focused security and systems interest; 
a clear differentiator for that subfield. 

Hackathons Time-boxed build events 
Initiative and shipping ability; strongest 
as evidence of a habit, not one-off 
attendance. 
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Read the table as a menu, not a checklist. A student who reaches USACO Gold and builds two 
serious projects has a more coherent profile than one who dabbled in six activities. Choose based 
on where your genuine interest and your school's ecosystem let you go deep. 

 

Credentials are anchors, not the whole ship 
A competition result is most powerful when it's part of a spine — when it led to a research project, a 
piece of writing, or a recommendation that can speak to it. Chase depth in a few areas that connect, 
not medals in many that don't. 

 

SECTION 07 

Summers: Selective Programs, and Building Your Own 

 

Summers are where a technical profile either compounds or stalls. Families often fixate on getting 
into a famous selective program — and those programs are real assets — but the more important 
truth is that no program is required, and a self-directed summer of serious work can outshine a 
brand-name acceptance. 

The most selective STEM summer programs — the Research Science Institute (RSI), the Summer 
Science Program (SSP), and university research placements or REU-style opportunities — carry 
weight precisely because they're hard to get into, with single-digit acceptance rates at the top. They 
offer real research, credentialed mentors who can write specific recommendations, and a genuine 
leap in capability. If your student is a strong candidate, apply. But treat them as a bonus, not a plan. 

What matters more is that no summer is wasted. A student who spends June through August 
building an ambitious project, contributing to open source, cold-emailing local professors for lab 
work, or preparing seriously for USACO or a research competition can build a stronger, more 
authentic body of work than one who attended an expensive program where they mostly observed. 
Committees know the difference between a summer of doing and a summer of watching. 

 

If the fancy program doesn't come through, build anyway 
The strongest applicants we work with have a plan for every summer that doesn't depend on an 
acceptance letter. A well-documented independent project, a real lab contribution earned through 
persistence, or a competition run at depth all read as initiative — which is exactly the trait selective 
technical programs are hunting for. 
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SECTION 08 

The Application Itself: Turn Your Work Into a Case 

 

A strong body of work does not present itself; you have to assemble it into a case. For technical 
applicants, the highest-leverage piece of writing is almost always the “why this major / why this 
school” supplemental essay — and it is where a documented body of work pays off most. 

Generic technical essays are a plague on the admissions pool. “I've loved computers since I was 
young” and “I want to use technology to change the world” are read hundreds of times per cycle and 
signal nothing. What a committee wants is specificity grounded in evidence: the actual problem you 
tried to solve, what broke, what you learned, the exact lab or course or professor at their school that 
connects to the exact thing you've been building. A student with a real portfolio can write this essay 
effortlessly, because they're describing work they actually did. A student without one is forced to 
gesture vaguely — and it shows. 

–​ Anchor the “why major” essay in a specific project, question, or moment of genuine technical 
struggle, not a childhood origin story. 

–​ For “why us,” name real resources — a lab, a course, a research group — and connect them to 
your documented interests. Confirm you're applying under the correct admission model and write 
to it. 

–​ Line up recommenders who can speak to technical substance: a math or CS teacher, a research 
mentor, a competition coach — someone who saw you do the work, not just earn the grade. 

–​ Let your scores reinforce the story. Strong math scores and subscores matter more for you than 
for most applicants; a weak math signal contradicts the profile you've built and invites doubt. 

 

The essay writes itself when the work is real 
The reason we push students toward projects, research, and competitions starting in ninth grade 
isn't just the credential — it's that a documented body of work makes every part of the application 
easier to write and harder to doubt. Live the profile first, and the application assembles itself from 
what you actually did. 

 

SECTION 09 

A Four-Year Action Plan 

 

Everything above resolves into a sequence. You don't need to do all of it, and you don't need to start 
as a freshman to succeed — but continuity is the signal, and it can't be manufactured at the end. 
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Here's the arc we map with our own families, compressed. If you're starting later, don't panic; be 
more intentional about building a coherent spine on a shorter runway. 

Ninth grade 

Get on the strongest math track available. Learn to actually program — one language, well. Start a 
first real project and put it on GitHub. Explore competitions (AMC, intro USACO) to find what grabs 
you. 

Tenth grade 

Deepen the math and add AP CS A or AP Physics C when available. Commit to one or two 
competitions or activities and go deeper. Ship a more ambitious project. Begin identifying research 
or mentorship paths for the following summer. 

Eleventh grade 

This is the pivotal year. Push math toward and past Calculus BC. Pursue research or a substantial 
project, and make your first serious competition runs. Apply to selective summer programs as a 
bonus, with a self-directed backup plan. Build relationships with the teachers and mentors who will 
recommend you. 

Twelfth grade 

Convert everything into the application. Finalize your school list against each school's admission 
model. Write “why major / why us” essays anchored in your real work. Secure recommendations 
from people who saw you do it. Keep shipping — a strong senior-year project still counts. 

 

Start earlier than feels necessary 
The students who make this look easy are almost never the most naturally gifted. They're the ones 
who began building a coherent record in ninth or tenth grade, so that by senior fall the file already 
tells itself. If your student is younger, this is the highest-leverage insight in the guide: begin now. 

 

SECTION 10 

Where Del Mar Fits 

 

Applying to a selective computer science or engineering program is genuinely demanding, but it isn't 
the black box it appears to be from the outside. It rewards a coherent, compounding strategy — the 
right math trajectory, a school list built around how each program actually admits to the major, a body 
of technical work developed early enough to become real, and an application that turns all of it into a 
clear, evidenced case for this student, at this school, in this field. 
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That planning is what we do. At Del Mar Admissions, we work with each student to map the full arc 
— course selection and testing, the projects and competitions and research that fit their genuine 
interest, the summer plan that doesn't depend on a single acceptance letter, and the essays that 
connect it all — so that by the time the application is due, every piece is pulling in the same 
direction. We're candid about where a student stands and honest about the tradeoffs, because that's 
what actually helps. 

If you'd like to talk through where your student is now and what the path forward looks like, we'd love 
to hear from you. 

 

 

Del Mar Admissions Consulting LLC 
An elite practice for ambitious students 

hello@delmaradmissions.com 
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