
 

1. The Common Application 
 

- There is no US equivalent of UCAS. However, there is the Common 

Application system. 

- The Common App has increased applications because it saves common 

data, although each university usually has a supplementary form. 

Applications are easier now because so much can be done online. 

- The Common Application is similar to the UCAS system: 

a. 488 member colleges and universities 

b. About 1/3 are ‘exclusive users’ – the rest have supplemental 

applications 

c. Unlimited number of applications from students 

d. Common App Online School Forms System – very easy, no cost 

 

 

 

2. Early Action / Early Decision 
 

- Early Action: you can only apply to one school but this is not binding. 

Applying Early Action gives a clear message of a student’s interest and also 

means you will have the university’s decision by December. However, only 

apply early if you are totally ready. 

- Early Decision: if you are accepted, you have to go. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. The Pieces of an Application 
 

- Personal Info – Essays/Extra-curriculars/Other Info 

 

- Transcript of grades (school will prepare this) 



 

- SATs or ACT (see separate section) 

 

- Two teacher recommendations (see separate section) 

 

- Guidance Counsellor (tutor/HsM) Recommendation  

 

- Possibly an interview (dependent on institution – see separate section)  

 

- Supplementary materials as suitable: art, music, research, videos 

 

- Check whether the university to which you are applying uses the Common 

Application website or not. 

- It may be $50-$100 for each application (fee waivers may apply if the 

student really cannot afford this, but the school may have to write to 

support this) 

- Teacher Recommendation: Music and Art are not counted as academic 

subjects by the US. Do not choose a GCSE teacher: you need to choose 

someone who is currently teaching you. 

- Guidance Counsellor: this is an overview and will mention any pertinent 

issues. Your Housemaster or tutor may be best. 

- To do students justice, three recommendations are needed: two teacher 

and one counsellor (NOT one piece of paper with all three) 

 

 

 

4. SATS or ACT? 
 

- Many universities require an applicant to take either the SAT or the ACT: 

either is usually fine.  They are a little bit like the ‘Pepsi’ and ‘Coke’ of the 

US system. There is a list of universities at www.fairtest.org which do not 

require either of these tests (this may be a good option if you have 

dyslexia or need extra time). 

- Research both types of test and look at some samples. Some people 

suggest that SATs are best if Maths and Science are your strength and ACT 

http://www.fairtest.org/


if your English skills are stronger. SATs may also be better for those who 

struggle with timing 

- ACT overtook the SAT in global popularity in 2012 

- Research the SAT at www.collegeboard.org and the ACT at 

www.actstudent.org 

 

General Comments 

 

- You will need to enrol for these tests yourself – the school does not enrol 

you – and make your own way to the test centre (e.g. Wycliffe College 

or Malvern College). You cannot sit these tests at school. It is never too 

early to register online and the website is very helpful. You can also sign 

up to receive a SAT question every day by e-mail, meaning you can be 

doing a little preparation daily which lessens the load: start preparing and 

sitting tests sooner rather than later! 

- Some universities require the Writing Test for the SAT/ACT and some do 

not: it is best to take it anyway and then you are covered. It is well worth 

practising for the Writing, as the style is quite different from British 

writing tasks. 

- There are also SAT II, sometimes called subject tests. University websites 

will usually specify whether they want you to take any of these; they may 

well be useful should you have a particular academic talent. You cannot 

take SAT1 and SAT2 on the same day, so you must plan ahead. 

- It is worth doing some preparation for the test each time you take it, as it 

is time-consuming and expensive. A good starting point are the 

www.khanacademy.org online papers 

- If you take the SAT/ACT more than once, most schools will take your best 

scores. It may be worth holding off sending your scores to the schools 

until you have seen them.  Research ‘super-scoring’,  a system by which 

universities accept the average of your best individual scores. 

- At an additional cost, you can request to get the workbook of the test 

questions and the answer sheet: you can request this at the time of 

booking the test or online afterwards. This is very useful! 

 

http://www.collegeboard.org/
http://www.actstudent.org/


- Both of these tests are a benchmark: they allow universities to compare 

students from all over the world. 

- Not all universities require these tests: go to www.fairtest.org which has 

details of those places where neither SATS nor ACTS are required. 

- Make sure you sit full practice tests, as the test is quite a marathon. 

- Register early! There are more people wanting to sit these tests than seats 

available, so book early. 

- Remember to take your photo ID with you when you go to sit the test. 

- Check you are using an acceptable calculator. 

 

SAT Advice: 

- Reading comprehension (read the questions before the passage and learn vocabulary) 

– analyse passages from literature, social studies and sciences 

 

- Writing – correct grammatical mistakes and improve passage style 

 

- Maths – Calculator (concepts and complex data; grid-in and multiple-choice), Non-

Calculator (computational fluency; grid-in and multiple-choice) 

 

- Optional Essay (a persuasive essay: choose one point of view and argue it as hard as 

you can, using examples; writing and grammar will be assessed) 

 

- TIMING:  Reading + Writing + Maths 180 minutes;  Essay 50 minutes 

SAT Scores 

Each section is marked out of 800 points, with a composite score possible of 1600 – 

Michigan State might require 1200, Penn 1400 and a top 10 school 1480. All questions are 

multiple choice, with the exception of maths grid-in or write-in questions. Students receive 

one point for correct answers, and ¼ of a point is deducted for every incorrect answer. 

There are no deductions for leaving the answer blank, except you will not have any positive 

points for that question. For that reason, some test tutors recommend skipping questions if 

students cannot eliminate any wrong answers to a question. 

Test takers will be given a raw score, which is determined by the composite of correct and 

incorrect answers. Students are also given a percentile, which is a percentage number that 

locates the student’s raw score in relation to other students who took the SAT on that test 

http://www.fairtest.org/


day. For example, a student in the 85th percentile has done better than 85% of all other 

students who took the same test on the same day across the world. 

After you take your SAT, your scores will be available to view online within 17-20 days 

depending on the test date (up to six weeks for the score results in paper form). The College 

Board recommends that you also allow at least an additional week for the university to 

process your scores. 

When you register for the SAT on the College Board website you have the option to send 

your scores by post or online to four universities of your choice for free. Beyond those four, 

you will have to pay a $10.50 fee for additional score reports. If you do not list any 

universities at the time of registration you will have to pay a fee to send the scores at a later 

date via the additional score report system. 

SAT2 / Subject tests (scored our of 800) 

 

o History: AVOID THIS ONE. It focuses on world/US history, and has a very 

different approach from the way in which British students learn history. 

o Literature (poems/passages) 

o Maths 1 

o Maths 2: A2 level. More difficult. Take it as late as you can. 

o 3 Sciences 

o Languages (reading only or reading & listening;  800 expected from native 

speakers!) 

ACT Advice: 

- ACT + writing leads to a waiver from SAT II tests at most institutions 

 

- English, Maths, Reading, Science (175 minutes)  

 

- Maths will involve algebra, trigonometry, probability, statistics and data 

 

- Science will be in the form of a reading comprehension 

 

- English will be quite formulaic and easy to prepare for 

 

- Optional Writing (40 minutes) 

 

- TIMING:  Reading + Writing + Maths 180 minutes;  Essay 50 minutes 

 



ACT Scores 

Each section is marked out of 36 points, with the average of these providing the composite.  33 or 

more would be expected in a top 10 school. 

 

 

 

 

5. What makes a winning admissions essay? 
 

 

What is the role of the college essay in the highly selective admissions process? 

 

- Allows the admissions team to get to know the student. It is the ‘most 

personal part’ of the application: they want to learn something about 

YOU. 

- Allows the admissions team to see what the student’s writing is like: are 

there writing problems? 

- Gives a sense of: 

o Context and background 

o Sense of humour perhaps! 

o Their commitment 

o How they interact with others and are perceived by others 

o The special talent the student may bring 

o ‘good realistic sense of the flesh and blood person behind the 

paper’ 

- In what are often big applicant groups with similar academics, ‘that is 

where the essay makes a difference’ (Crowder). 

- Write about something for which you have a passion: ‘It doesn’t matter 

what they write about as long as they write with a genuine and thoughtful 

voice’  

- Humour is not recommended unless it has been scrutinised. 

 



 

What help should I get? 

 

- Start early: start in the LVI. 

- Get someone to check the grammar and spelling, phrasing etc. Eliminate all of the silly 

errors! 

- Give the essay to someone you don’t know very well and ask ‘Do you learn something 

new about me having read this?’ or give it to someone you do know well and ask ‘Does 

this sound like me?’ 

- Stanford University says:  

6. Teacher and Counsellor Recommendations 
 

- These are important! 

- Line teachers up early on for recommendations: give them plenty of 

notice. 

- Choose someone who knows you well and meet with them to discuss your 

recommendation. 



- Music and Art are not considered to be academic subjects in the US, so 

do not choose one of these. 

- The teacher does not just have to include all the ways in which you excel: 

mentioning a time or something with which you have struggled and yet 

persevered may be just as valuable. 

- If you are very sporty or involved in DofE etc, you could get your coach or 

the person running that activity to write you a recommendation. 

- Do not choose a teacher who taught you at GCSE: it needs to be a current 

teacher. 

- If you are applying for a certain subject, ask that subject teacher to 

provide you with a recommendation. 

- The Counsellor Recommendation will be written by your tutor or perhaps 

your HsM. 

- CHSM will provide guidance to members of Common Room on these 

recommendations. 

 

 

 

7.  Interviews 

 

- You may be asked to attend an interview in the UK, sometimes with an 

alumnus representative of the university. These are much more informal 

than a typical UK university interview: they are ‘another opportunity to 

get to know the student’ (Rebekah Westphal, Director of International 

Admissions, Yale University). The interviewer is looking for you to 

converse and show interest in their interviewer: this is so rare! 

- For the USA, an application goes to the Admissions Department (not 

individual faculties as in the UK) and so they are looking for the breadth 

in your application; this also means that any interviews you get will be 

fairly broad and general, rather than subject specific. The aim is for the 

interviewer to get to know the applicant and get a better idea of what 

he/she can offer the university. 

- Old Decanian Zoe Firth, interviewed for Harvard a few years ago, said she was asked 

the following questions: 



o 1) Why do you want to come to Harvard? What is it you like about Harvard over 

other schools? What do you think Harvard is looking for in its applicants? 

o 2) What is your favourite subject? Convince me that you love it. 

o 3) Have you ever volunteered to do anything? If so, what? (i.e. I talked about 

Black Mountains Challenge and volunteering at the PDSA which also served as 

my Community Action) 

o 4) What are your extracurricular activities? What have you done with them? 

(sport, music, drama, art, etc) 

o 5) What do you want to do as a career? What do you see yourself doing in 10, 

20, 30 years time? (It's OK and actually maybe preferable to not have an 

answer, as pointed as this question seems. I gave a couple ideas and said that 

I didn't really know for sure, that I was open, and he said he was glad and didn't 

like people who'd planned out their futures at an early age. So it can go both 

ways!) 

o We also ended up talking about some other topics along the way, including 

why I loved Psychology and Linguistics (as I cited it as my most likely major) and 

the differences between England and America. He was going to explain and ask 

me about why going to America might be a culture shock, but didn't because I 

am American. So I would be prepared to compare the British and American 

education and university systems at an interview as well. 

 


