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Newsletter
of the
month
DECISION SEASON: WHAT THIS MOMENT REALLY MEANS

December is a month of mixed emotions. For some, it’s the thrill of a
long-awaited “Congratulations!” For others, it’s the sting of a deferral
or rejection. And for many, it’s the quiet pause before the busier
Regular Decision season begins.

This issue is dedicated to all of those feelings because each one is
valid, meaningful, and part of a larger story that isn’t finished yet.

If November was about slowing down, December is about looking
forward. It’s a month where students learn one of the most important
lessons of the entire admissions journey:
Your path doesn’t end with one decision; it continues to expand.

As you step into winter break, give yourself permission to rest, reflect,
and recalibrate. Celebrate the wins. Honor the disappointments. And
remember that growth is the real victory of senior year.

As Cleopatra wisely said this month,
“Your direction matters more than your decision.”

Here’s to clarity, courage, and new beginnings.
The East Coast Admissions Team 1



December is one of the busiest months inside admissions offices. While
students wait, committees are deep in review reading, debating, and
finalizing thousands of files. Here’s what really matters this month:

A Story, Not a Statistic
“We’re looking for patterns of curiosity and growth, not perfection.”
Readers start with your essay and teacher comments. Strong fall grades,
authentic voice, and consistency across your file often matter more than a
test score.

Context Shapes Everything
“A deferral is usually a request for more context.”
Admissions officers compare you to your school environment course
options, rigor, responsibilities, and access. Decisions are never one-size-fits-
all.

Why Deferrals Happen
A deferral is not a soft rejection. It means the committee sees potential and
wants to revisit your file with midyear grades or new updates in January.

Institutional Priorities Are Real
Majors fill differently. Budgets shift. Campuses balance programs, regions,
and interests.
These factors influence decisions more than students realize, and they’re
not personal.

Final Takeaway
When your file enters committee, it’s not judged; it’s discussed. Real people sit around a
table, reading your story and looking for reasons to say yes, whether now or in March.

Expert Advice: 
Inside the
Admissions Office
How Colleges Make Early Action Decisions
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Where Tradition Meets Innovation

At the heart of Philadelphia sits the University of Pennsylvania a

campus where history, research, and creativity collide. Founded by

Benjamin Franklin, Penn embodies the belief that education is most

potent when rooted in practicality and purpose.

Academics That Break Boundaries

Known for its interdisciplinary approach, Penn encourages students to

cross academic borders. Business students study social impact.

Engineering students collaborate with artists. And in programs like the

Huntsman Program and VIP-X Accelerator, undergraduates turn ideas

into real-world ventures.

A Community Fueled by Curiosity

Locust Walk glows in winter, lit up as students move between classes,

clubs, and campus traditions like The Econ Scream or Toast Throwing.

The energy is electric a blend of ambition and community spirit.

Why It Matters

For students seeking a balance of rigorous academics and vast

opportunities, Penn offers a launchpad. As one sophomore said,

“Penn doesn’t just prepare you for a career, it prepares you for every

version of who you could become.” 4

A Snapshot of UNIVERSITY OF
PENNSYLVANIA 



SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT
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A Place to Think, Explore, and Belong

Tucked in the snowy hills of Vermont, Middlebury College is a

haven for students who crave depth in learning, in community, and

in personal growth.

A Culture of Reflection

December transforms Middlebury into a winter postcard: candlelit

windows, snow-covered greens, and cozy study nooks that invite

introspection. Known for its strong programs in international

studies, environmental science, and languages, Middlebury

cultivates thinkers who care deeply about the world.

Community That Feels Like Home

Students gather for Winter Carnival, storytelling nights, and

collaborative arts events that bring warmth to cold evenings.

Faculty mentorship is strong; professors know students by name

and story.

Why It Matters

Middlebury is where students learn to slow down, think critically,

and articulate their values. The kind of education that shapes not

just careers, but character.

A Snapshot of Middlebury
College 
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SCHOOL SPOTLIGHT
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Opportunity at Scale

As one of the oldest public universities in the nation, Rutgers is a

powerhouse of accessibility, innovation, and diversity. Its sprawling

New Brunswick campus pulses with energy especially during decision

season, when newly admitted students flood social feeds with Scarlet

Knight pride.

Academic Breadth & Real-World Impact

With more than 100 majors and nationally ranked programs in

pharmacy, engineering, and journalism, Rutgers offers pathways for

every ambition.

 Their research partnerships with hospitals, tech companies, and global

organizations create opportunities for students from day one.

A Community That Mirrors the World

Students from every background form clubs, cultural organizations,

and advocacy groups that turn campus into a global microcosm.

Why It Matters

Rutgers proves that elite opportunities don’t require elite acceptance

rates. It's a reminder that public education, when done right, can rival

the nation's most selective institutions.

A Snapshot of Rutgers University 
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ACADEMIC FOCUS
The Power of the Academic Comeback

9

December doesn’t have to be the end academically; it can be a
beginning. Students often assume midyear grades aren’t important,

but admissions officers consistently say the opposite:

A strong December can change the trajectory of your entire file.
Whether you struggled earlier in the semester or want to level up,

the next few weeks can become your quiet comeback story.

In study centers across the East Coast, students are turning winter
nights into moments of clarity, rewriting lab reports, relearning

concepts, and finding pride in progress.

The message is simple:
Comebacks count.

 And they’re often the chapters colleges remember most.



How to Handle Early
Action Results: Yes, No,

or Maybe
This is one of the most emotional pages of the year.

If You Were Accepted:
Celebrate and breathe. But still complete your Regular Decision

drafts unless you're 100% committing.

If You Were Deferred:
A deferral is not a soft rejection; it’s a second review.

 Send a polished, concise update letter in January. Show your fall
accomplishments. Stay engaged.

If You Were Rejected:
Allow yourself to feel the disappointment, then move forward with

renewed clarity.
 Many students discover their proper fit only after hearing “no.”

Universal Truth:
Your outcome does not define your potential, your response does.

ADMISSIONS TIP



TRENDING NOW

 

From AI-supported learning to test-optional policy shifts,
this year brought changes that shaped the entire admissions
landscape.
Highlights:

More colleges emphasized character over credentials
Applications hit record highs, but admit pools became
more diverse
“Demonstrated authenticity” became the new buzzword
Students used AI responsibly as a tool, not a ghostwriter
Mental wellness became a major admissions conversation

December is the perfect time to reflect on what we learned
and how these trends will shape 2026.

What 2025 Taught Us About College Admissions

11
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FINANCIAL AID &
SCHOLARSHIPS

How to Maximize Scholarships Before
January

This is the biggest scholarship month of the year.
December to mid-January is when major
corporate, foundation, and institutional
scholarships open their portals, and deadlines
come fast.

Top tips:
Build a single “scholarship packet” to reuse
materials
Request recommendations now (before school
closes)
Track every deadline in one calendar
Use your winter break to complete 2–4 major
applications

A well-planned December can save tens of
thousands later.



CAREER & INTERNSHIP
FOCUS

 
This year showed explosive growth across
hybrid fields careers that blend tech,
creativity, and human-centered problem-
solving.

Top emerging areas:
AI literacy and ethics
Climate resilience + sustainability
design
Behavioral economics
Health communications
UX storytelling
Public policy + data science

If you’re choosing a major this winter, think
beyond “traditional” paths. The future
belongs to interdisciplinary thinkers.

Career Fields to Watch in 2026

13



Class of 2025

SUCCESS SPOTLIGHT
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The Class of 2025:
Stories of Grit and

Gratitude

15

1. Daniel: The Deferral That Became a Doorway
Deferred from his top school, Daniel used
December to rebuild his confidence, update his
portfolio, and polish his LOCI. In March, he was
admitted.

2. Marisol: Turning Loss into Leadership
After losing her grandmother early in the year,
Marisol created a grief-support group at school.
It became her college essay and her mission.

3. Kenji: From Anxiety to Advocacy
A quiet student who rarely spoke in class, Kenji
led a mental health awareness initiative that
transformed his school environment.

Each story reinforces the same message:
Success isn’t a letter. It’s the courage to grow.



A checklist:

Refresh your resume and activity list

Organize portals + deadlines

Draft/update Regular Decision supplements

Practice interview questions

Rest deeply

Reconnect with friends and family

Make a “first week of January” plan

Winter break is the recharge your brain needs

before the biggest decisions of the year.

16

COLLEGE LIFE HACKS
Winter Break Reset: What Students
Should Actually Do
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“When you rest, your
mind doesn’t shut off, it
resets.”

HEALTH & WELLNESS
Rest Isn’t Lazy; It’s Preparation



EXTRACURRICULAR IN FOCUS
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Across East Coast campuses, winter brings a unique shift in student life. As
temperatures drop, leadership and creativity rise because this season belongs
to the students who know how to build community when people need it most.

At the University of Pennsylvania, Winterfest transforms Locust Walk into a
glowing corridor of lights, music, and student-run booths. Greek life, affinity
groups, and service organizations all collaborate to host events that range
from cocoa fundraisers to poetry readings by candlelight. Leaders aren’t
waiting for spring to make an impact they’re showing that winter is a season
for togetherness.

At Middlebury College, students embrace the cold with intention. The annual
Snow Bowl Volunteer Days give students the chance to help maintain trails,
support community ski programs, and work with younger kids who are just
learning the sport. The connections built in snow gear and wool hats last far
beyond December.

Winter Traditions & Student Leadership: How
Students Create Community When Campuses Get

Cold



EXTRACURRICULAR IN FOCUS
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Rutgers University, known for its enormous student body, uses
winter to close the distance. The Scarlet Service Initiatives run
community breakfasts, clothing drives, and mental health circles led
entirely by students. One organizer described it perfectly:

“Winter brings people indoors, and that’s where community grows.”

Winter leadership is different. It’s less about significant events and
more about meaningful touches, warm meals, shared traditions, and
small moments of joy. And colleges notice. Students who lead in
December demonstrate resilience, empathy, and initiative, all
qualities that translate directly into intense college experiences.

Winter Traditions & Student Leadership: How
Students Create Community When Campuses Get

Cold



Scholarship Tools that Work

December is the most overlooked scholarship month of the
year, and yet, the opportunities right now are enormous. While

most students focus solely on admissions decisions, savvy
students use this season to secure thousands in outside funding

before the January rush even begins.

Here are the resources that actually move the needle:

RESOURCE OF THE
MONTH 

19



🎓 Going Merry
This platform lets students complete a single
master profile and automatically matches them with
scholarships that fit their background, interests, and
goals. The December advantage? Many local and
regional awards are open right now, and they have
far fewer applicants than big national competitions.

📚 BigFuture Scholarships
More structured, more organized, and backed by
the College Board. Their point-based system allows
students to earn entries for simple tasks, such as
building a college list, completing the FAFSA, or
practicing on Khan Academy. Every task increases
your scholarship odds.

💸 Bold.org
This site is packed with niche scholarships from
entrepreneurship to STEM to creative writing.
December’s highlight: the annual “No Essay”
awards, perfect for students who need a quick win.

RESOURCE OF THE
MONTH 
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🗂️ How to Use These Tools Wisely

Make a “scholarship packet” this month:

A general-purpose 500-word essay about your
goals
A short bio
A resume
Two recommendation letters

Once these are set, you can apply to multiple
scholarships in under 5 minutes. December is your
moment to get ahead before January’s deadlines
overwhelm everyone else.

RESOURCE OF THE
MONTH 
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Education in 2025 blended tradition and innovation more
than ever before, with students navigating classrooms, study
groups, and homework using a mix of instinct and innovative

technology. As we enter 2026, specific tools have proven
themselves indispensable not because they replace learning,

but because they elevate it.

Notion AI: The Study Architect
Students used Notion AI to organize classes, break down

units into digestible pieces, and turn lecture notes into study
guides. The biggest advantage? Clarity. Notion helped

students turn chaos into structure, especially in December,
when finals hit hard.

TECHNOLOGY IN
EDUCATION

20

The Tech Tools That Made 2025 Easier and What
Students Should Carry Into 2026



Quizlet Q-Chat: The Tutor That Never Sleeps
Quizlet’s AI-powered chat helped students test themselves

on definitions, practice AP-level questions, and study
languages at any hour. For students balancing sports, work,

or family responsibilities, this tool became a lifeline.

Google Gemini for Research
The new Gemini upgrade helped students summarize dense
articles, compare arguments, and convert data into visual
charts. Paired with citation tools, it helped keep academic

work honest and efficient.

TECHNOLOGY IN
EDUCATION

20

The Tech Tools That Made 2025 Easier and What
Students Should Carry Into 2026



I Was Deferred… and It Didn’t Break Me
By: Sofia Martinez, Class of 2025 – Baltimore, MD

When I opened my decision portal on December 15th and
saw the word Deferred, my heart dropped. I’d pictured a
yes. I’d braced for a no. I never considered the “maybe.”

For 48 hours, I avoided everything college-related. No
emails, no portals, no group chats. Then something

shifted. I realized that a deferral wasn’t a verdict, it was an
invitation. It meant they weren’t done reading my story.

STUDENT VOICE 
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That week, I made a plan:

I revisited my grades and set a goal for my
hardest class
I asked my favorite teacher to write an
updated recommendation
I started drafting a Letter of Continued
Interest
I journaled every night to understand what I
really wanted
I built a new list of RD schools that felt like
“me”

By January, I didn’t feel defeated anymore. I felt
prepared.
And here’s the twist: the school that deferred me
ended up admitting me in March, but by then, I’d
fallen in love with another university on my list.

A deferral didn’t define me.
It redirected me toward clarity I didn’t know I
needed.

STUDENT VOICE 
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DR. RUTH SIMMONS 

FACULTY & STAFF
SPOTLIGHT 
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Dr. Ruth Simmons –
A Trailblazer in

Higher Education

23

When people think of transformative leadership in higher

education, Dr. Ruth Simmons’s name rises to the top. As

the first African American president of an Ivy League

institution Brown University she broke barriers and

redefined what it meant to lead with vision, courage, and

inclusivity. At Brown, Simmons championed academic

freedom, expanded financial aid, and launched

groundbreaking initiatives that opened doors for

underrepresented students. Her leadership went beyond

policy she built a culture where diversity, equity, and

intellectual curiosity were not just ideals but daily

practices.Even after her tenure at Brown, Dr. Simmons has

continued to shape education. She served as president of

Prairie View A&M University and later joined Harvard

University as a senior adviser, continuing her lifelong

mission of mentoring students and creating opportunities



LEGACY OF
ACCESS AND
INCLUSION

24

Dr. Ruth Simmons’s presidency at Brown University

wasn’t just about maintaining the status quo it was about

rewriting it. She dramatically expanded need based

financial aid, ensuring that talented students from all

backgrounds could access an Ivy League education

without being limited by cost. For Simmons, affordability

was not a side project but a moral obligation. She

believed that no student should have to choose between

financial stability and their academic dreams, and under

her leadership, Brown became a model for need blind

admissions and comprehensive aid policies.But her vision

of access went beyond tuition dollars. Simmons pushed

Brown to examine its own history with slavery and

injustice, launching the Steering Committee on Slavery

and Justice a bold move that positioned the university at

the forefront of national conversations about



What Really Happens in Committee When
Decisions Are Finalized

 

BEHIND THE
SCENES:
ADMISSION
SECRETS

25

Few students ever imagine the process behind the decisions
that shape their futures. But inside conference rooms and Zoom
panels across the East Coast, admissions teams spend hours,
sometimes days, debating the applications that land on the
edge.

The Process is Surprisingly Human
Committees aren’t robots tallying numbers. They’re educators,
counselors, and administrators who genuinely care about
student growth.

A typical December committee looks like this:
A reader presents your full file
A second reader adds context or highlights
The committee discusses strengths, concerns, and growth
Institutional priorities are considered
A vote is taken



What Really Happens in Committee When
Decisions Are Finalized

 

BEHIND THE
SCENES:
ADMISSION
SECRETS
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The File They Remember Most Isn't Always the
Highest Scoring
Readers often recall essays about failure, identity, or
quiet leadership. They remember recommendations
written with warmth and conviction.

The Most Common Debate in Committee:
“Is this student ready, not perfect, but ready to thrive
here?”

December decisions are rarely simple, but they are
always thoughtful. You are not a number; you are a
story being read by people who believe deeply in
education.



Across global campuses, December becomes a tapestry of traditions, foods,
music, and cultural celebrations that remind international students of home
and help them build a new one.

At McGill University, students host a Global Holiday Market, offering foods
from over 30 countries, from Jamaican sorrel to Korean mandu. Harvard’s
International Students Association hosts “Winter Around the World,”
featuring dances, story circles, and open-mic nights where students share
holiday memories.

Meanwhile, large public universities like Rutgers and UMass Amherst house
dedicated lounges where international students gather to cook, celebrate,
and unwind. These spaces become emotional lifelines, especially for
students who can’t travel home.

December can be lonely for international students, but it’s also rich with
connections.

As one student shared:
“I found home in the traditions I created here.”

26

GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE 



COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT  
The Season of Giving: Service That Makes an

Impact

When winter arrives, communities need warmth and students step up.
East Coast campuses become hubs of giving during December,
showcasing leadership that goes far beyond the classroom.

At the University of Pennsylvania, students pack thousands of winter kits
for shelters across Philadelphia. At Middlebury, clubs partner with local
farms and food banks to support families during the holidays. Rutgers
hosts its annual Scarlet Day of Service, mobilizing over 2,000 volunteers
across the state.

Strong service isn’t about padding a résumé. It’s about empathy in
action. The best community engagement always stems from purpose, not
pressure.

And yes, meaningful service experiences do make applications stronger,
not because they’re “impressive,” but because they reveal character.
 December is the perfect month to give back and grow because of it. 27



Winter deadlines come fast, and the students who stay

organized are the ones who enter January with confidence

instead of panic.

Major Scholarship Deadlines:

The Ron Brown Scholar Program — Jan 9

GE-Reagan Foundation Scholarship — Jan 11

Elks Most Valuable Student — Feb 5

East Coast Admissions Webinars:

Dec 10: Writing January Supplements with Impact

Dec 18: How to Prepare for Midyear Reports

Jan 7: The Final Push: Regular Decision Bootcamp

Important To-Do Items:

Submit CSS Profile for RD schools

Order midyear transcripts early

Finalize January 1st essays

Register for February ACT or March SAT

Begin scholarship essay drafts

December feels short, but it’s the month that sets the tone for

everything that follows.

UPCOMING EVENTS &
OPPORTUNITIES

28

Your Winter Calendar: Deadlines, Webinars, Workshops



Q &A
QUESTION

Should I Apply Regular Decision or
Consider Transferring Later?

ANSWER

Here’s the truth:

If you have colleges you genuinely love right now, apply Regular Decision.

 Transferring later should be a strategic Plan B, not a starting plan.

RD Is the Better Option If:

You have strong midyear grades

You’re ready to refine your essays

You want a fresh chance to shine

Transfer Is Worth Considering Only If:

You need a major your current options don’t offer

Your financial situation changes

You discover a school that feels like a true fit later

Apply now. Keep doors open. Transfers are for rare cases, not December panic.

29



THE FUTURE EDUCATION
 Admissions Predictions for 2026: What Students Should Expect

Education shifts every year, but 2026 is shaping up to be a

transformational one.

Top Predictions:

Test-optional policies evolve, with some schools reinstating scores

and others adopting portfolio-based review.

AI literacy becomes a required skill, not an optional one.

Mental health backgrounds play a larger role in campus support

programs.

Interdisciplinary majors continue breaking the mold, blending tech

with the humanities.

Holistic review becomes more transparent as colleges share more

about what they value.

The future of education isn’t about competition; it’s about alignment,

equity, and adaptability.
31



STUDENT ADVOCATE &
CAMPUS ACTIVISM

 
Students Redefining Admissions Transparency in 2025

Across campuses, student activists pushed universities to

rethink how they communicate decisions, financial aid, and

academic expectations.

UPenn students advocated for clearer deferral explanations.

Middlebury students launched an initiative to standardize

mental health days. Rutgers student groups lobbied for

inclusive financial aid language on portal pages.

These movements remind us that education is a partnership

and students are powerful change agents.
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SUSTAINABILITY IN EDUCATION

From composting programs to carbon-neutral dorms,

sustainability is becoming a core pillar of campus life.

Middlebury’s carbon-neutral pledge continues to inspire

national conversations. Rutgers’ “Zero Waste Campus”

initiative is scaling across departments. UPenn students

lead climate justice research conferences each winter.

For students, sustainability isn’t a trend; it’s a

responsibility. And December is the perfect moment to set

goals for greener habits in 2026.

33

Green Goals for a New Year: Campus
Sustainability Movements That Matter
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