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9 Best Practices for Admissions in the Era of AI 
At Pioneer, we review thousands of applications each year, closer in scale to a small liberal arts college 
than a summer program. The relative youth of our applicants gives us a unique vantage point on how  
AI is reshaping admissions. The practices below reflect not just Pioneer’s experience, but also emerging 
models from universities worldwide. Together, they offer practical strategies for admissions officers 
seeking to identify authentic student talent in an AI-driven era.

1.	Set Clear Rules: Define what counts as acceptable AI use (e.g., brainstorming, grammar checks) 
versus prohibited use (full essay drafting). Models vary: Cornell limits AI to idea generation,  
while Caltech requires disclosure of light use. Clear boundaries reduce ambiguity for students  
and staff alike. 

2.	Don’t Rely on Detectors Alone: AI-detection software is inconsistent and has documented  
issues with bias. While some early studies flagged this concern, more recent research has 
questioned the extent of that bias. Vanderbilt avoids it entirely, instead comparing drafts and 
stylistic consistency. Pioneer uses AI detection only as a secondary check within a broader  
“multi-lens” review. 

3.	Request Verification: Brown allows light proofreading but reserves the right to request a graded 
paper or follow-up sample if authenticity is in doubt. MIT and Yale use honor pledges, though their 
effectiveness remains untested. 

4.	Recalibrate Essays: Recognizing their vulnerability to AI and coaching, institutions are reducing 
reliance on personal essays. Duke has lowered essay weight, UCAS will replace the single 
personal statement with structured short-answer sections in 2026, and others are supplementing 
essays with anchored writing samples (e.g., graded class papers).  

5.	Prioritize Process Over Product: The intellectual journey is hard to fake. Pioneer’s mentorship model 
shows the value of tracking how students develop ideas and grapple with challenges. Admissions  
can move towards evaluating project-based portfolios, as encouraged by Minerva University. 

6.	Adopt Real-Time Assessments: To capture authentic student voice, institutions are turning to 
synchronous and proctored formats. Sciences Po reintroduced timed entrance exams, Bowdoin 
offers live interviews, Pioneer requires 30-minute interviews with a proctored writing task, 
Toronto’s Rotman Commerce and Waterloo Engineering use timed video and written responses 
via Kira Talent, and researchers are piloting AI interview bots. These approaches make it harder 
for applicants to rely on generative AI. 

7.	Add Checkpoints Later in the Funnel: Of course, not every institution can run thousands of 
live interviews. A practical alternative is to apply authenticity checks selectively — for finalists, 
borderline cases, or applications with red flags. These “layered safeguards” provide assurance 
without overwhelming staff or deterring applicants. 

8.	Center Equity: Applicants’ access to AI varies by geography and income, yet AI can also help 
close gaps. Education Above All’s Digi-Wise project shows how low-resource students can 
engage with AI literacy even offline. Avoid blanket assumptions about AI use, and shape policies 
that recognize it can level the playing field rather than signal privilege. 

9.	Define AI as Advising, Not Authoring: Admissions offices can permit AI for counselor-style 
support while prohibiting its use for drafting essays. This frames AI as an equity tool without 
undermining authentic student voice.
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I. Introduction: Navigating the New Frontier
In recent years, the rapid rise of generative artificial intelligence tools (most notably ChatGPT) has 
transformed the educational landscape. Once confined to niche applications, these tools are now 
mainstream, assisting students in everything from grammar correction to full essay drafting. 

For admissions, this creates both a challenge and an opportunity. As Matthew Jaskol, Founder of 
Pioneer Academics, notes, AI raises concerns about authenticity, but it may also help level a playing 
field that has never been equitable by giving less-privileged students access to the kinds of support 
wealthier peers have long received. (M. Jaskol, personal communication, August 2025).

This article examines how generative AI is reshaping college admissions, focusing on its implications for 
academic integrity, institutional responses, and equity.

II. The Rise of AI in Student Submissions
Generative AI has quickly become arguably the most disruptive force in college admissions, particularly 
in the writing of application essays. Recent research shows that students increasingly experiment 
with AI tools during the drafting process, often viewing them as helpful in generating ideas, improving 
organization, or polishing language (Cui, 2025; Johnston, 2025). 

Nelson, Cedeño, and Ramírez (2025) found that undergraduates saw AI as a useful writing partner 
but worried that its heavy use might undermine their authentic expression — an especially important 
consideration in the personal statement, which is designed to reveal the applicant’s voice.

Surveys confirm that these trends are filtering into the admissions pipeline itself. A 2024 study by 
Foundry10 reported that roughly one-third of high school seniors acknowledged using AI tools 
during the 2023–24 application cycle, most often for brainstorming or grammar assistance (Klein, 
2024). This suggests that AI use is no longer limited to college classrooms but is shaping applicant 
behavior at the point of entry.

Admissions professionals are already grappling with these concerns. A Business Insider investigation 
reported that counselors and essay coaches increasingly encounter AI-mediated writing, and while 
some acknowledge AI can reduce stress by helping students brainstorm, others argue that overreliance 
risks stripping applications of individuality and sincerity (Lieberman, 2025). The perception that AI 
produces “generic” or “sterile” essays reinforces the worry that officers may struggle to distinguish 
authentic student expression from machine-generated text.

Justin J. Mohney, Director of Recruitment in the Office of Admissions at Carnegie Mellon University, 
cautions that “one of the biggest pitfalls of overuse of artificial intelligence is that students lose some 
of their voice, their authenticity and storytelling.” (J. J. Mohney, panel discussion, Pioneer Co-Curricular 
Summit, 2025)

Even more troubling are cases where AI use undermines the integrity of admissions procedures. 
The Times revealed that a fully ChatGPT-generated application submitted under the name “Homer 
Simpson” advanced to the interview stage at Imperial College London (Matthews, 2025). Although 
intended as a test case, the episode demonstrates how generative AI can be weaponized to exploit 
vulnerabilities in application review systems. Such incidents reinforce the urgency of reevaluating how 
authenticity and authorship are assessed in the admissions process.
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The convergence of these findings suggests that AI’s role in admissions is double-edged: it can provide 
meaningful assistance to applicants but simultaneously threatens the personal, human dimension that 
has long been central to evaluating college essays.

III. Institutional Responses to AI in Admissions: Detection, 
Bias, and Policy Development
But the question for admissions is no longer whether students use AI in their applications. It’s whether 
institutions can model how to use it responsibly.

As Mike Steidel, dean of admission emeritus at Carnegie Mellon University, observed: “Rather than 
treating AI as a threat, admission offices have an opportunity to lead by example — guiding students 
in a world where how we use technology is just as important as the fact that we use it.” His point 
underscores a crucial tension: institutions can either frame AI as an opportunity to model ethical use or 
respond primarily through defensive measures

1. AI Detection

Detection is often seen as the first response. But it shouldn’t be the only one.

In response to widespread AI usage, many universities have adopted detection tools such as Turnitin’s 
AI detection module and GPTZero to identify non-human writing. Yet scholars and educators warn that 
over-reliance on detection software can create unfair outcomes. For Pioneer Academics, detection 
is used only as a secondary check, and never as the sole basis for judgment. (Pioneer Academics, 
internal admissions practices, 2025)

2. Guidelines and Guardrails: Shaping Fair Use

Admissions offices are also responding with rules and guidance.

Many institutions are now drafting clearer guidelines to define acceptable and unacceptable uses of 
AI in academic settings. These frameworks aim to balance innovation with integrity, ensuring students 
can benefit from emerging tools while still being held accountable for the work they submit (EDUCAUSE 
Review, 2025).

For example, several universities are adopting explicit applicant disclosure policies that require students 
to state whether they used AI tools and in what capacity. Caltech, for instance, allows brainstorming 
and light editing but prohibits AI-generated drafting, and asks applicants to disclose their use of tools 
like ChatGPT when submitting essays (California Institute of Technology, 2025).
 
Similarly, Cornell University specifies that generative AI may be used for idea generation but warns 
applicants against submitting AI-written work as their own (Cornell University, n.d.). Meanwhile, MIT 
and Yale emphasize honor-code style attestations, making students certify that submitted materials 
represent their own authentic work (Yale University, 2025).

Brown University has taken a similarly transparent approach by publishing a clear statement on the 
role of AI in admissions. The university affirms the Common Application’s prohibition on submitting AI-
generated work, but also clarifies that limited use of tools for proofreading or grammar assistance is 
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permissible (Common Application, 2023). Brown underscores that essays must represent the applicant’s 
own voice and intellectual work, and it reserves the right to request additional verification, such as a 
graded paper or a follow-up writing sample, if questions of authenticity arise (Brown University, n.d.).

Pioneer also sets clear boundaries. Ideation support from AI may be acceptable, but all final essays 
must be composed independently. Applicants are told upfront that outside assistance is not 
permitted, and that proctored checks may be used if questions arise. (Pioneer Academics, internal 
admissions practices, 2025)

Finally, some institutions are issuing guidance not just for applicants but also for reviewers. Vanderbilt 
University, for example, has made clear that its faculty and admissions staff should not rely on AI 
detection tools such as Turnitin to determine authorship. Instead, Vanderbilt advises evaluators to 
use multiple forms of evidence such as drafts, citation checks, or stylistic comparisons before raising 
concerns about AI use. The university also warns that detectors are prone to bias, particularly 
against non-native English speakers, and stresses that policies must be applied with fairness and 
transparency (Coley, 2023).

Although Vanderbilt is unusual in this respect, its shift from automated detection to holistic evaluation 
demonstrates one way to balance integrity with equity in admissions practice.

At the same time, some institutions are deploying AI on the evaluator side. Virginia Tech recently began 
using AI models alongside human readers to help score short-essay responses, aiming to reduce review 
time by thousands of hours while maintaining human oversight (Barnard, 2025). While the university 
stresses transparency and safeguards, this practice raises questions about bias and highlights a 
tension: applicants are being warned not to overuse AI, even as admissions offices themselves turn to it 
for efficiency.

Two issues stand out: first, any use of AI in evaluation must be paired with clear human oversight, 
ensuring that final judgments are never automated. Second, institutions must test such systems 
extensively for bias and security, with full transparency to applicants and the public.

IV. Long-Term Adaptations: From Essays to AI Literacy
Institutions and educators are also implementing deeper reforms. These include rethinking essays, 
building AI literacy, and redesigning curricula. Each of these adaptations matters for admissions because 
they shape the evidence officers rely on to evaluate applicants and the skills students bring into the process.

1. Reevaluating the Role of Admission Essays

Some universities are reconsidering the centrality of essays in admissions. For example, Duke University 
has reduced the weight placed on personal essays in its application review, reflecting concerns that AI 
tools — and professional consultants — can compromise their authenticity (Li, 2025). This represents 
a growing institutional trend toward either rethinking essay evaluation or supplementing it with 
alternative measures of student authenticity.

Similarly, Sciences Po, the Paris Institute of Political Studies, confirmed in October 2024 that it would 
reintroduce a written entrance exam beginning with the 2026 admissions cycle. The move is a direct 
response to fears that AI-generated personal statements and coached essays undermine fairness and 
authenticity. By requiring timed writing and knowledge-based components under exam conditions, 
Sciences Po seeks to ensure that admitted students are evaluated on verifiable skills rather than 

PIONEERACADEMICS.COM     5© Pioneer Academics 2026

https://admission.brown.edu/apply/how-apply/integrity-application-process
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/brightspace/2023/08/16/guidance-on-ai-detection-and-why-were-disabling-turnitins-ai-detector/
https://pioneeracademics.com/


polished, AI-assisted submissions (Alencar, 2024).

2. Promoting AI Literacy

At the federal level, AI literacy has emerged as a national priority. The White House issued an 
executive order in April 2025 creating the Task Force on Artificial Intelligence Education, which seeks 
to integrate AI literacy into schools, train educators, and ensure students are prepared for AI-driven 
environments (White House, 2025). Similarly, the U.S. Department of Education has released guidance 
on incorporating AI responsibly into classrooms to foster both opportunity and accountability (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2023).

Ultimately, a student body trained in responsible AI use gives admissions officers greater confidence 
that applications reflect authentic voice rather than unchecked machine assistance.

3. Classroom Integration

Meanwhile, educators are starting to adapt curricula to acknowledge AI use. Many assignments now 
encourage students to reflect on how they used AI tools, requiring annotations or process explanations 
to maintain transparency and foster metacognitive awareness. A WIRED report found that teachers are 
using AI to design lesson plans and assignments, not as a replacement for student learning but as a tool 
to spark critical thinking and engagement (Thompson, 2025).

At the same time, education nonprofits are providing structured curricula for AI literacy. In June 2025, 
aiEDU and Quill.org announced the launch of a full-year AI literacy curriculum for U.S. middle and high 
schools, offering 21 integrated modules across literacy and STEM disciplines (Jackson, 2025).

As these practices become embedded at the secondary level, admissions offices will increasingly 
receive applications from students who can articulate their work rather than just produce it, making 
evaluation of authenticity more feasible.

4. Global Initiatives

Other countries and international organizations are also pursuing national AI literacy strategies. Notably, 
UNESCO has published global AI competency guidelines for both students and educators, intended 
to serve as an international benchmark for curriculum development. These guidelines emphasize not 
only technical understanding but also ethical awareness, equity, and responsible application—helping 
national education systems frame AI as a core literacy for the 21st century (UNESCO, n.d.).

In India, the Ministry of Skills launched the SOAR (Skilling for AI Readiness) program in 2025, 
introducing AI literacy modules for students in grades 6–12 (Economic Times, 2025). These global 
initiatives demonstrate a recognition that AI literacy is becoming a foundational educational 
competency.

And in mid-2025, the European Commission, in cooperation with OECD and Code.org, released a 
draft “AI Literacy Framework for Primary & Secondary Education.” It sets competency goals such 
as understanding AI’s logic, ethics, and creative potential as part of a global effort. The framework 
supports cross-border implementation and aims to inform assessments like PISA (Kennedy, 2025).

Together, these adaptations signal that admissions will increasingly rely not just on what students 
submit, but on how education systems prepare them to use AI responsibly.
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V. Admissions at a Crossroads: Privilege, Access, and AI
Admissions should also acknowledge a deeper issue: if access to AI becomes stratified by income or 
geography, application quality will begin to mirror privilege rather than potential. To realize equity, AI 
systems must be intentionally designed to empower all learners.

As Jaskol explains: “Generative AI certainly presents new challenges for admissions, but it also opens 
up an important opportunity. For a long time, students from well-resourced schools have benefited from 
structured application support, while others have had little guidance. AI, if used responsibly, can provide 
less privileged students with a way to organize their thoughts and get feedback. It can help level a 
playing field that has never really been equitable.” (M. Jaskol, personal communication, August 2025).

Indeed, generative AI also holds the potential to narrow educational disparities by offering immediate 
writing support and feedback to students who lack access to conventional resources. Adaptive learning 
technologies and AI-assisted platforms can provide personalized scaffolding, which is especially 
valuable for students from under-resourced schools or those writing in a second language. 

That said, uneven access to advanced AI tools and reliable internet threatens to reinforce existing 
inequities. To realize equity, AI systems must be intentionally designed to empower all learners.

1. AI as a Tool for Equity

Non-profit initiatives are harnessing AI to promote educational equity globally. For instance, Education 
Above All (EAA) developed Digi-Wise, a free, open-source AI literacy program co-created with MIT, 
Harvard, and UNDP, to support learners in developing countries. Digi-Wise includes Ferby, a generative 
chatbot delivering tailored learning resources even offline. EAA emphasizes that AI should augment, not 
replace, human educators, and designs tools to suit local, low-resource settings (Branswell, 2025). This 
approach illustrates how AI can be leveraged to democratize access to learning support.

2. Systemic Barriers in Access

While AI presents opportunities, access remains uneven. The OECD highlights that AI tools risk 
deepening divides due to disparities in device quality, internet bandwidth, cultural relevance, and 
teacher training. Without concerted effort, AI may reinforce rather than reduce educational inequalities 
(Varsik & Vosberg, 2024).

3. Evidence from Educational Research

But when it comes to equity, early analysis suggests that AI’s benefits are unevenly distributed.

Recent academic analyses reveal complex equity outcomes associated with AI. Yu et al. (2024) analyzed 
over 1.1 million college writing submissions and found that while overall writing quality improved post-
LLM adoption, the gains were disproportionately concentrated among higher socioeconomic status 
(SES) students. Although LLMs somewhat narrowed the performance gap between linguistically 
advantaged and disadvantaged students, they also risked widening SES-based disparities.

4. AI as Scaffolding — Not Replacement

In language learning and writing support, researchers advocate for thoughtfully designed AI tools. For 
instance, they propose scaffolding frameworks where AI assists without replacing student voice —
allowing learners to maintain agency while benefiting from structured guidance.
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A similar principle can guide admissions: AI might be permitted for the structured guidance and 
feedback that counselors and advising services already provide, but essays and final submissions 
should remain the authentic work of the student. This approach reduces inequity by giving less 
privileged applicants access to basic support, while also setting clear boundaries to prevent misuse.

VI. The Future of College Admissions
So where do admissions go from here?

As noted earlier, several institutions have already reduced the weight of essays or supplemented them 
with alternatives. More broadly, essays themselves are losing reliability as indicators of authorship and 
intellectual effort. Forward-looking institutions are piloting alternative assessment models aimed at 
better capturing applicants’ true capabilities (Rim, 2025).

1. Reframing Traditional Metrics

Duke University’s decision to reduce the weight of essays reflects a broader trend: admissions officers 
are increasingly questioning whether essays still capture creativity and personal expression in the age 
of AI (Li, 2025; Legatt, 2025; Rim, 2025).

As Mike Steidel, dean of admission emeritus at Carnegie Mellon University, notes:

“Clearly, a holistic approach to college admission is more important than ever. However, our traditional 
assumptions that writing samples, essays and even letters of recommendations are original and written 
solely by an individual applicant, teacher or counselor may need to change in light of the tools available 
through AI.” (Steidel, personal communication, 2025).

His comments underscore how AI is compelling institutions to reconsider long-standing measures of 
student authenticity.

Pioneer’s model echoes this shift. Rather than relying on essays alone, admissions staff cross-check 
multiple “lenses” of communication ability, including standardized tests, teacher recommendations, 
coursework, interviews, and proctored writing. Consistency across these measures makes it far harder 
for AI to distort results. (Pioneer Academics, internal admissions practices, 2025)

2. Emerging Assessment Innovations

Several pilot initiatives are experimenting with alternative approaches such as real-time interviews, 
authentic task-based assessments, and portfolio evaluations, all designed to minimize the influence of 
AI-generated content.

Real-Time and Proctored Assessments

AI-Assisted Interviews: A team developed “InterviewBot,” a neural conversational model that 
conducts short, real-time interviews with college applicants — capturing authentic responses that are 
difficult to fabricate through AI tools (Wang et al., 2023).

In-Person or Synchronous Interviews: Besides AI interviews, liberal arts institutions such as Bowdoin 
College now offer optional live virtual or in-person interviews with admissions officers or alumni, 
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fostering authentic engagement and reducing the impact of AI-generated responses. (Bowdoin 
College, n.d.)

Proctored and Timed Responses: Institutions such as the University of Toronto’s Rotman Commerce 
program and the University of Waterloo’s Faculty of Engineering have implemented proctored online 
assessments that include timed video interviews and written responses. These formats, delivered 
through platforms like Kira Talent, compel students to demonstrate communication skills spontaneously, 
making it far more difficult to outsource responses to generative AI tools (MyLS, 2024; Dorward, 2024).

At Pioneer, interviews are central rather than optional. Each lasts 30 minutes: roughly 20 minutes 
of oral questioning followed by a 10-minute proctored writing task. During the oral portion, students 
are asked to elaborate step by step, consider different angles, and demonstrate critical thinking in real 
time. In the writing portion, applicants share their screen, close all outside applications, and respond 
to a complex prompt under timed conditions. Cameras remain on throughout to discourage outside 
assistance, and the writing sample is later run through standardized AI detection software.
 
The program is also piloting shared-screen oral questioning so reviewers can observe students’ 
reasoning in real time without outside assistance. Together, these measures give reviewers confidence 
they are evaluating authentic student performance rather than AI-assisted work. (Pioneer Academics, 
internal admissions practices, 2025)

For larger universities, Jaskol suggests a more targeted use: reserve proctored writing or interviews 
for finalists or applicants with inconsistent records. He cautions that communication here must be 
delicate, so students perceive it as a routine step rather than a question of honesty. (M. Jaskol, personal 
communication, August 2025).

Structured or Anchored Writing Samples

Anchored Writing Samples: Several universities, including Princeton and Amherst, now require 
applicants to submit a graded paper from their high school coursework. This provides admissions 
officers with a verified writing sample produced under classroom conditions, serving as a baseline for 
comparison with application essays (Princeton University, 2025).

Short-Form, Structured Essays (UCAS Reform): Starting in 2026, UCAS is replacing the single free-
form personal statement with three structured short-answer sections to promote fairness and reduce 
AI-generated essays. (UCAS, 2025)

Alternative Evaluation Models

AI-Supported Evaluation of Recommendations: In graduate admissions, a new system named 
LORI (LOR Insights) analyzes letters of recommendation for leadership attributes like teamwork and 
innovation. With a high F1 score (91.6%), AI offers a reliable analytical lens for subjective materials that 
may carry authentic, human-generated content (Soylu et al., 2025).

Portfolio Evaluations: Institutions like Minerva University also encourage submissions of project-based 
portfolios that reflect sustained effort and intellectual engagement, which are formats that are less 
susceptible to AI manipulation.(Minerva University, 2025).

Pioneer’s approach underscores a similar principle. As Matthew Jaskol, founder of Pioneer 
Academics, explains:

“What we look at is how a student grapples with an abstract question or problem and develops their 
interest and understanding to a higher level. In evaluating the work, you can see their development as 
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a student. In our process we ask students to show their critical thinking — to elaborate step by step, to 
consider a question from different angles, and to develop their understanding to a higher level. That’s 
where you see their authenticity come through, not in the polish of an essay.” (M. Jaskol, personal 
communication, August 2025).

These innovations underscore a broader trend: admissions is moving toward formats that require 
spontaneous, real-time output or bonus context that isn’t easily spoofed by generative systems.

3. Ethics and AI Disclosure

While many institutions have already set disclosure rules (as discussed earlier), deeper ethical questions 
remain unresolved. 

Should limited AI use be treated like outside proofreading, or as a distinct category requiring separate 
disclosure? How should colleges balance transparency with student privacy? And can disclosure policies 
avoid penalizing less privileged students who may rely on AI in place of costly tutoring? Current debates 
emphasize not only rule-setting, but also redefining fairness, autonomy, and authenticity in light of AI’s 
capabilities (Legatt, 2025; EDUCAUSE Review, 2025).

VII. Conclusion: Charting a Path Forward
As mentioned, generative AI presents both challenges and opportunities for college admissions. On 
the one hand, it threatens traditional notions of academic integrity and complicates the evaluation of 
student-authored work. Yet it also offers powerful tools for learning, accessibility, and creativity. And if 
used responsibly, it also offers a chance to level a playing field that has never been fully equitable.

To navigate this evolving landscape, institutions must:

•	 Clearly define acceptable uses of generative AI in admissions and academic work.
•	 Promote AI literacy across curricula.
•	 Design policies that ensure that the use of AI reduces rather than reinforces privilege.
•	 Use international frameworks (like UNESCO’s AI guidelines) as touchstones to keep policies 

consistent, ethical, and future-proof.
•	 Reassess the reliability of subjective application materials like essays.
•	 Consider implementing diverse, dynamic evaluation methods to assess student potential more 

holistically. 

By developing policies that are transparent, inclusive, and forward-thinking, colleges and universities 
can uphold integrity while embracing innovation, turning AI from a threat into a catalyst for fairer, more 
authentic evaluation.
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