
Admissions Timeline 

 
It is never too early to start looking. 

A suggested timeline might be (actions for everyone are in bold type): 

- Fifth Form/Lower Sixth: research possible universities 

- Spring of Lower 6th year: practise for and take first SAT/ACT (see 

separate section for more details on these tests)  

- Sep-Nov in Upper 6th: Finalise short list of universities; take SAT/ACT 

again if needed and SAT2 (subject tests); begin and submit 

applications and aid applications if necessary. The more 

competitive universities (called schools in the US) may well require 

SAT2, so plan your time carefully. 

- (1st Nov: some Early Decision/Early Action deadlines) 

- (Dec: some Early Notification)  

- 1st Jan: Regular Decision deadlines (with some exceptions) 

- Mar/Apr: Regular Notification: receive admissions and aid decisions. 

Accept/decline offers by 1st May. 

- June-Aug: Apply for Visa 

- Autumn: begin study in the US. 

 
 

 

 

 

1. What are American universities looking for? 
 

- The US system is a good fit for any kind of student. The beauty of the US 

system is not having to declare a major – the most common major is 

‘undeclared’. 

- American universities are much more concerned with breadth of 

achievement than most English universities: they want to see what else 

you can offer as opposed to just the academics. 

- They want people who are ‘open-minded about education…’ and open to 

US culture. 



- Your application is considered in a holistic way. These universities want 

your academics plus the best view of who you are and what you can offer 

over and above the academics (e.g. essays submitted, details of activities 

in which you participate, a website link, a hockey video, a CD if you are 

musical). Be self-promoting! Make a list of what you do/can offer/what 

makes you an interesting and exciting person. You might get in because 

they need an oboist or a goalie. The system is not fair! 

- They will ask us for information about what is ‘normal’ or expected at 

Dean Close and then look for ways in which you have gone beyond that. 

- A-levels are seen as fairly difficult by the USA. 

- The Duke of Edinburgh scheme is highly regarded and community service 

is expected. 

- Leadership and initiative are very important – particularly if you have, for 

example, started a club or overcome a difficulty. 

- They will be interested in special talents and experiences that will 

contribute to a diverse student body. 

- They will look for evidence of intellectual curiosity. 

 

Why are extra-curricular activities valued so much? 

 

- ‘We’re very interested in how you spend your unstructured time. To us, 

how you spend your time outside of the classroom tells us a lot about 

what’s important to you. And also, we believe that the time beyond 

academics is an important part of the university experience and we want 

to know that you are going to take advantage of all different parts of the 

university experience. (These things) tell us a lot about you and what you 

will bring to our university community.’ Matt McGann, Associate Director 

of Admissions, MIT 

 

- ‘US universities are looking for well-rounded applicants who will be 

active in their classrooms and on their campuses’ because of the US 

philosophy of active learning in a classroom (ie discussions and group 

projects). From your application, they will also want to gain a sense of 

your character, personal interests and professional goals. By highlighting 

your involvement in extra-curricular activities at school or within the 



community, you will be able to tell them more about who you are as a 

person, as well as place your academic achievements in context. ‘Students 

that perform well academically while balancing extra-curricular activities, 

such as sports, performing arts, community service, leadership roles 

and/or part-time work, are more likely to gain admission to a US university 

program.’ (www.fulbright.org.uk) 

 

 

 

 

2. Admissions Criteria and Research 
 

- Great starting-points are www.fulbright.org and 

http://www.petersons.com/college-search.aspx   

- Another good option is a book called The Good Schools Guide: Uni in the 

USA (there are copies in the library). 

- You should think about what is important to you before you research: 

o Academics (competitiveness of admission; courses offered; 

enrichment opportunities eg. study abroad, internships, undergrad 

research) 

o Location (urban, surburban or rural; proximity to public transport 

or airports to get home; cultural differences; weather and climate; 

centres of excellence for certain fields) 

o Costs and availability of funding (determine total costs; is there 

need-based aid? Is there merit-based aid? What would my net cost 

be?) 

o Campus life (atmosphere and activities; residential or off-campus 

living; size of campus and/or student body) 

 

- Think. How good are you? Oxbridge-good? Where do you ‘sit’ 

academically? 

- What extra-curricular programmes are offered? Are you interested in 

those? 

http://www.fulbright.org.uk/
http://www.fulbright.org/
http://www.petersons.com/college-search.aspx


- Bear in mind that there may be extra-curricular scholarships which might 

suit you:  academic and music scholarships may be available even if you 

are a middling performer. 

- If you need aid, look for colleges which can provide this. Any financial aid 

applications will need to be sorted at the time of application. Dual 

nationality citizens may have fewer restrictions on the aid for which they 

can apply.  You will not hear what is on offer until a place is awarded. 

- You should narrow your wide search down to 10-20 good options and 

then research these in detail, narrowing the list down further to 4-6 

options to which you will apply.  All information is available via the college 

websites. 

- You should include 1-2 dream schools (your Oxbridge), 1-2 match schools 

(where you ‘match’ the criteria) and 1-2 safety schools. You should keep 

your options open. Yale has a 6.82% admit rate; UCLA 21.27%; Brown 

9.6% - choose a range of schools! 

- www.businessweek.com and www.usnews.com do rankings of schools, 

including how difficult they are to get into. 

- Do your qualifications match what is needed? 

- Summer holidays can be used to prepare for SATS/ACTS if necessary.  

Some applicants will spend up to a 100 hours preparing for these tests 

- Most ‘normal’ deadlines are around 1st January. 

- All the Ivies have to release their decisions on the same day. 

- Bear in mind that the schools are ‘crafting a class. Do we need more 

trombonists…? Do we need more international students?’ (Rebekah 

Westphal, Director of International Admissions, Yale University)  

- Offers are not conditional but universities do expect students to continue 

their high level of achievement and achieve their predicted grades or be 

very close. Offers can be rescinded if the fall between predictions and 

outcome is ‘precipitous’. Yale does not make any unconditional offers. 

- Collegeboard.com allows you to compare schools and their application 

requirements of various universities eg. what SAT scores are they looking 

for? The top schools may well be looking for a score of 700 or higher in 

each subject. 

- More competitive schools will be interested in your Maths and English.  

http://www.businessweek.com/
http://www.usnews.com/


- It is also worth looking at the statistics for the rate of graduates getting a 

job straight after graduation. 

 

- It is important that you find a really good fit, so you are able to do well 

academically and socially. For British students, it can be quite an 

adjustment (different social pressures, fraternities/sororities, age of 

drinking etc). You may feel more comfortable in one region as opposed to 

another. Some schools may have more international students than others 

– you can look at this on the College Board website – and you may feel 

more comfortable with more international students around.  

 

 

 

3. Visiting the USA 

 

 

- There is nothing like visiting.  Compare the reality with the marketing 

pitch. And the school will know you visited and cared enough to visit. 

- If you can, visit the US as the system and style of education are very 

different from that in the UK. Try to visit during their term-time. 

- Prepare before you get to a campus: what do you want to ask or look for? 

- Know which schools you want to visit and visit each, and make a 

reservation for a guided tour (you must book in advance for these and all 

campuses offer them). Visiting the schools is also a great way to meet the 

admissions staff: they will run the information session, for which you can 

also book in. They will also talk about financial aid. A UK student will be 

put in contact with the counsellor who has responsibility for the 

UK/Europe and they will walk out of session with the business card for 

that person. It is also well worth chatting to the students on campus. 


