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The Cooper Union for the Advancement of Science and Art is a 
very small honors college that is the only “private, full 
scholarship college of higher learning in the United States 
dedicated exclusively to preparing students for the professions 
of architecture, art and engineering,” according to Barron’s 
Guide to the Most Competitive Colleges.  With New York City 
as its campus, Cooper Union is located in the heart of the East 
Village.  This school is considered to be one of the most 
prestigious colleges in the United States, with all three of its 
member schools consistently ranked among the highest in the country. 
 
Founded in 1859, the school established a radical new model of American higher education: its 
mission reflects founder Peter Cooper's fundamental belief that education of the highest quality 
should be "free as air and water" and therefore available to all who qualify, independent of race, 
religion, sex, or social status. For 150 years, the College has admitted students based on merit 
alone.  Tuition is listed at $35,000 per year, but every student receives a full tuition scholarship, 
valued at $140,000 as of 2010, and is not responsible for tuition-related costs.  Cooper Union 
students are responsible for living and miscellaneous expenses, including mandatory student fees 
(totaling $1,650 per year), room and board (about $14,000 per year), books and supplies (about 
$1,000-1,800 per year), and general living expenses (about $2,000-3,000 per year), totaling 
approximately $20,000 per year. In addition, international students are assessed a $1,850/year 
filing fee. 
 
A substantial portion of the annual budget, which supports the full-tuition scholarships in 
addition to the school's costs, is generated through donations from alumni in both the public and 
the private sector. In addition, real estate has become a very important asset to the College and 
has drastically increased its endowment to over $600 million. 

 
A rendering for the building that will replace a Cooper Union engineering building, 
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According to their website, approximately 3,500 applicants 
(900 for Architecture; 1,400-1,500 for The School of Art, 
and 1,100 for Engineering) apply for admission. They 
admit about 275 students (35 in Architecture, 65 in Art and 
175 in Engineering).  According to the 2011 Fiske Guide to 
Colleges, students applying to Cooper Union often also 
apply to Carnegie-Mellon, Columbia, Cornell, Duke, 

Franklin W. Olin College of Engineering, NYU, Pratt and Princeton.  The range of scores on the 
SAT is Critical Reading 590-710, Math 600-770 and Writing 600-770, and the ACT Composite 
scores range from 29-33.  The TOEFL is required of all international students and the minimum 
score for paper is 600, computer is 250 and web-based is 100.  Ninety-three percent of the 
freshman class has graduated in the top 10% of their high school class.  Cooper Union accepts 
7% of its applicants, 13% of whom are accepted Early Decision.  The Admission Office states 



that, “We’re seeking students who have a passion to study our professional programs.  Cooper 
Union students are independent thinkers, following the beat of their own drum.” 
 
All applicants should take a well-rounded high school program, challenging themselves in 
advanced coursework (i.e. AP, IB, etc).  All students should take courses that provide a solid 
grounding in the liberal arts, which is a basis for the humanities and social science study at The 
Cooper Union.  Art and architecture applicants should take visual art classes (drawing, painting, 
design, sculpture, etc) as well.  Architecture students are required to submit SAT I/ACT scores 
and complete the hometest, consisting of a number of visual projects to be completed in 
approximately 3-4 weeks and returned to The Cooper Union for review.  Art applicants must also 
submit SAT I/ACT scores, a portfolio of work, recommendation letters and the completed 
hometest.  Prospective Engineering students submit SAT I/ACT scores, SAT II in Mathematics 
AND Physics or Chemistry, Part II essays and recommendation letters.  Engineering students 
should be well prepared in pre-calculus, calculus, chemistry and physics. 
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Requirements for international students include a U.S. mailing address, 
TOEFL (if you have less than three years of study in English), SAT 
I/ACT, SAT II in Math and Chemistry or Physics (Engineering only), 
Student visa (certificate of finances needed for I-20) and a high school 
transcript. 
 
All first year students in the Irwin S. Chanin School of Architecture take 
courses in architectonics, techniques, freehand drawing, history of 
architecture and descriptive geometry/CAD, while those in the School of 
Art take courses in basic drawing, 2-dimensional design, 3-dimensional 
design, color, techniques and art history.  First-year students in the 
Albert Nerken School of Engineering take core courses in math, chemistry, physics, computer 
science and engineering design.  All students, however, also take core courses in the humanities 
and social sciences. Students have the opportunity for hands-on experience in city agencies, 
cultural institutions and the offices and studios of the many professional architects, artists and 
engineers who live and work in New York. 
 
Unlike many engineering schools, there is no option for general studies at the Cooper Union, 
even in the first year. All applicants must declare their major on the application, enrolling 
themselves in a particular department (or the interdisciplinary B.S.E. program) before they 
arrive.  Once at Cooper, however, switching majors within the Engineering school is permitted, 
but a cumulative GPA of 3.0 and faculty approval are required. 
 

New academic building is conceived as a stacked vertical piazza 

 
 
Completed in the summer of 2009, the New Academic Building 
is of modern, environmentally "green" design, housing nine 
above-ground floors and two basements.  Primarily designed to 
house The Cooper Union's School of Engineering and School of 



Art, the new building's first eight above-ground floors are populated by classrooms, small 
engineering laboratories, study lounges, art studio space, and faculty offices. The ninth, top floor 
is dedicated completely to School of Art studio and classroom space in addition to the art studio 
spaces located throughout the building. 
   
On February 27, 1860, the school's Great Hall, located in the 
basement level of the Foundation Building, became the site of 
an historic address by Abraham Lincoln opposing Stephen A. 
Douglas on the question of federal power to regulate and limit 
the spread of slavery to the federal territories and new States.  
It is now referred to as the Cooper Union Address.  Since 
then, the Great Hall has served as a platform for historic 
addresses by American Presidents.  Most recently, Barack 
Obama delivered an economic policy speech at Cooper Union's           Interior of the Great hall c. 2005 

Great Hall earlier this year.  
 
With fewer than 1,000 students, alumni of Cooper Union win a disproportionate share of the 
nation's most prestigious awards.  Recent awards include one Nobel Prize, 10 Rome Prizes, 18 
Guggenheim fellowships, 3 MacArthur fellowships, 9 Chrysler Design awards, and 3 American 
Institute of Architects Thomas Jefferson Awards for Public Architecture.  The school also boasts 
more than 23 Fulbright scholars since 2001, and 10 National Science Foundation Graduate 
Research Fellowships since 2004.  
 
Notable alumni of the Cooper Union include Thomas Alva Edison, 1879, inventor; Joshua 
Lionel Cowen, 1879, inventor (Lionel toy trains); Max Fleischer, 1900, animation pioneer and 
creator of Popeye and Betty Boop; Bob Kane (1915–1998), comic book artist and writer, creator 
of Batman; Bruce Pasternack, President and CEO of the Special Olympics; Milton Glaser ‘51, 
graphic designer, founder New York Magazine, creator of the I Love New York logo; Jay Maisel, 
’52, photographer; Mario Buatta, ‘62, interior designer; William Francis Deegan, architect and 
political leader, namesake of the Major Deegan Expressway; Daniel Libeskind, ’70, architect for 
the reconstruction of the World Trade Center; Russell Hulse, ’70, 1993 recipient of the Nobel 
Prize in Physics.  


