Crafting ATS-Proof Resumes & Acing Technical Interviews
A practical guide for CS Students and Recent Graduates

Main Idea

Quality over quantity. Target a smaller set of roles you genuinely want, then tailor your materials
and preparation to those roles. Curiosity about the domain is an intelligence multiplier in screening,
interviews, and projects.

Resume Strategy

Mirror the job description (ethically)

Goal: Match terminology so Applicant Tracking Systems (ATS) and humans see a clear fit.

» Use the exact phrases from the posting naturally in bullets (not just a skills list). For instance,
prefer “web development” if the posting uses that phrase rather than “developing web apps.”

« Prioritize the first 5-7 required skills/technologies in the posting. These are often used as filters.

« If you know an equivalent tool, write: Flask (similar to Express) APIs, but of course, do not list
tools you cannot discuss.

Formatting that survives ATS

Keep things simple so parsers don’t break.

* Font: Use a sans-serif (Helvetica/Arial/Calibri). This PDF uses Helvetica.

Structure: Single column, no text boxes, no tables for layout, minimal icons.

Headers: Standard section titles: Education, Experience, Projects, Skills, Awards.

File: Submit text-based PDF (no scans). Name like Firstname Lastname Resume.pdf.

Length: About one page for students/early career.

Bullet Formula & Examples
Use: Action + What/How + Impact (metric) + Tools/Keywords.

Before (weak): “Worked on backend for class project.”
After (strong): “Implemented RESTful web development APIs for a team project, reducing
latency by 35% via PostgreSQL indexing and Go concurrency, deployed on Docker/AWS.”

Before: “Helped with ML model”
After: “Trained a binary classifier for churn prediction (sklearn, XGBoost) on 250k rows, im-
proved AUC from 0.71 to 0.86 via feature engineering and 5-fold cross-validation.”



Keyword mapping (job — bullet)

Posting keywords Your bullet (integrated)

‘web development”, “REST “Built web development features by designing REST
APIs”, “PostgreSQL”, “Docker” APIs in Flask, optimized PostgreSQL queries (EX-
PLAIN/ANALYZE) and containerized services with Docker.”

“‘machine learning”, “feature en- “Delivered machine learning pipeline with feature engi-
gineering”, “A/B testing” neering and online metrics, partnered with PM to design A/B
testing plan (stat sig power 0.8).”

Skills section (what ATS scans first)

» Group by category (Languages, Frameworks, Data, Cloud/DevOps, Tools).
+ Avoid proficiency bars, use simple comma-separated lists.
 Reflect the posting’s ordering (put the most relevant first).

Projects that hire managers care about

+ Prefer shippable projects: live demo, screenshots/GlFs, or repo with README and tests.
+ Show end-to-end ownership: problem definition — design — implementation — evaluation.
+ Add a results line: users, accuracy, latency, throughput, cost, reliability, downloads.

Education and coursework

» Keep GPA if > about 3.2 (or include major GPA). Add merit scholarships/awards.
« List upper-division courses relevant to your target role.

Common red flags

» Buzzword dump with no evidence. Instead, tie each tech to a bullet with impact.
» Fancy multi-column templates causing ATS parsing failures.
» Typos or inconsistent tense/punctuation.

Tailoring Workflow

Highlight top 8-10 keywords from the posting.

Reorder Skills to match priority. Insert missing but truthful keywords.
Swap 1-2 bullets per experience/project to mirror terminology and emphasize relevant impact.
Rename project if needed (“Recommender System for News” rather than “CS 484 Project”).
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Save as variant (keep a master resume).

Cover Letter

Cover letters are often optional, but can strengthen your application.



What a strong cover letter already includes

A cover letter is optional for many roles, but when it is read it should serve as a signal rather than
just repeating your resume. Keep it short (about 4—6 sentences) and highly targeted:

Why this team/mission: 1 sentence that shows genuine interest (product, users, technical
problems, or values).

* Why you: 1 sentence connecting your background to the role’s core requirements.

» Evidence: 1-2 quantified results that map directly to the job description (use the posting’s
terms).

Close: a clear next step + link(s) to portfolio/GitHub.

Technical Interview Prep

Data structures and algorithms

Know: arrays/strings, hash tables, stacks/queues, linked lists, trees/tries, heaps, graphs, sort-
ing/search, recursion/backtracking, greedy, DP, complexity.

Patterns to practice:
+ Sliding window, two-pointers, prefix sums, binary search variants.

» Graph traversals (BFS/DFS), topological sort, Dijkstra/Union-Find.
 Classic DP (knapsack, LIS, edit distance) and state compression ideas.

Systems/design (for backend, infra, ML sy stems)

Framework: requirements — APls — data model — scaling — consistency & failure modes —
observability & testing — trade-offs.

Discuss: read/write patterns, sharding/replication, caches (TTL/eviction), queues, idempotency,
rate limiting, schema evolution, blue/green deploys, SLOs.

Behavioral Interviews (STAR+)
Prepare 5-7 stories you can adapt:

« Situation, Task, Action, Result 4+ Learning.

« Themes: debugging under pressure, conflict resolution, leading without authority, ambiguity,
failure and growth, ethical choice, shipping under constraints.

Whiteboard/Live-Coding Tactics

1. Clarify constraints and edge cases. Restate the problem.

2. Propose a brute-force baseline, analyze O(-), then optimize.

3. Narrate thought process, test with small cases, address time/space trade-offs.
4. Refactor for readability, discuss alternative approaches.



Take-Home & Project Interviews

» Treat like a mini production task: README, tests, clear structure, linting, small Cl script if
possible.

» Timebo, implement core features first, leave a TODO section for stretch ideas.

Asking Good Questions (Signals Depth)

Examples:

» “What would success look like at 90 days? What metrics do you track for this role?”

* “How do you do on-call and incident reviews?” (systems) “How do you evaluate model per-
formance and drift?” (ML)

Negotiation and Offers

« If asked for numbers early: “I'm focused on the right role and team fit. I'd like to understand
scope before discussing compensation.”

» When offered: ask for the full breakdown (base, bonus, equity, sign-on) and time to review.

« If negotiating: “Based on scope and my competing opportunities, is there room to revisit [oase/sign-
on] to $X?”

Mini Templates

Bullet Templates

 “Built [component] that reduced [metric] by X% using [techniques/tools].”

» “Designed [API/system] for [use-case], handling [scale] with [caching/queueing/sharding]. cut
errors by Y%.”

* “Trained [model] achieving [metric], via [feature/modeling] and [evaluation method]”

Behavioral Story Template (STAR+L)

+ S/T: Context and goal in 1-2 sentences.

» A: 3-5 concrete actions you took (tools, collaboration, decisions).
+ R: Quantified outcome (numbers or stakeholder quote).

* L: What you learned and now do differently.

Appendix B: Interview Question Bank (Starters)

Behavioral

» “Tell me about a time you debugged a gnarly production issue.”
» “Describe a disagreement and how you resolved it.”
* “When did you simplify something that others over-engineered?”



Design Prompts

» Design a URL shortener, a rate limiter, a news feed, or a real-time chat.
* ML: design an online learning pipeline for recommendations with drift detection.
Final Advice

Pick roles you truly want, tailor your resume with real impact, and practice out loud. Show curiosity,
ship things, measure results, and be specific in interviews.

Sample Resume

An excellent sample resume can be found here: Jake’s resume


https://www.overleaf.com/latex/templates/jakes-resume/syzfjbzwjncs.pdf
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