
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1	
 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 1	
 

		 		
	
USA		
	
	
	

	
	
Application	Deadlines:	
	
Early	 Action/	 Early	 Decision:	 15	 October	 of	
YR13/Terminale	 (FIS	 deadline).	 Official	 deadline	 1	
November	
	
Regular	 Decision:	 30	 November	 (FIS	 deadline).	
Official	deadlines	vary;	often	1	January.		
	
University	 of	 California:	 30	 November	 (official	
deadline)	
	
Counsellor:	 Mrs.	 Catherine	 McCarthy	 	 -	
cmccarthy@lfis.edu.hk	
	
When	 looking	 at	 colleges	 in	 the	 US	 or	 Canada,	
there	 are	 many	 factors	 that	 must	 be	 considered	
before	 making	 the	 initial	 decisions.	 There	 are	
over	 4,000	 colleges	 in	 the	 US	 and	 Canada,	most	
of	which	 you	 probably	 don't	 know.	Not	 only	 is	 it	
important	 to	 know	 what	 you	 want	 to	 study	 but	
you	also	need	to	know	where	you	want	to	study	in	
terms	 of	 location,	 school	 size,	 climate,	 cost,	 and	
many	 other	 factors.	 To	 find	 a	 college	 that	
matches	your	 interests,	use	the	College	Board’s	Big	
Future	 site:	
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/college-search	
	
	
College	Search:	Self	Evaluation	

You	 need	 to	 take	 a	 close	 look	 at	 your	 academic	
record	 as	 well	 as	 your	 strengths,	 weaknesses,	
needs,	and	goals	as	you	try	to	select	colleges.	You	
need	to	research	what	schools	offer	and	how	that	
fits	 with	 your	 needs.	 Keep	 in	 mind	 that	 what	 is	
good	 for	 one	 person	 is	 not	 necessarily	 good	 for	
you.	
	
Location	
Urban?	 Suburban?	 Rural?	 Long,	 cold	 winters?	
Sunshine	 year-round?	 Near	 a	 city?	 Not	 a	 city	
within	 hours?	 One	 of	 the	 easiest	 ways	 to	 start	
narrowing	 your	 search	 is	 to	 consider	 where	 you	
want	 to	 be.	 You	 are	 not	 only	 selecting	 a	 school	
but	 a	 place	 to	 live.	 Campus	 settings	 range	 from	
places	 such	 as	 New	 York	 University	 and	 George	
Washington	 University,	 which	 blend	 right	 into	
the	 urban	 setting	with	 no	 identifiable	 campus	 at	
all,	 to	 campuses	 of	 10,000	 acres	 of	 forests	 and	
hills	 several	 hours	 from	 a	 city.	 Your	 happiness	 is	
going	 to	 depend	 greatly	 upon	 the	 environment	 in	
which	 you	 study	 so	 you	must	 consider	 the	 actual	
location	of	schools.	 If	being	near	family	or	friends	
is	 important,	 use	 that	 importance	 to	 pick	 out	
possible	 locations.	 Keep	 in	 mind	 that	 being	 in	 a	
small	 town	does	not	mean	having	nothing	 to	do,	
and	 being	 in	 a	 large	 city	 does	 not	 necessarily	
mean	 having	 loads	 to	 do.	 Large	 cities	 can	 feel	
lonely.	A	small	college	may	be	friendlier.	
	

	
Types	of	Colleges	
Liberal	 arts	 colleges	 provide	 students	 with	 a	
breadth	of	knowledge	and	majors	are	usually	of	a	
more	 general	 nature	 (e.g.	 English,	 Psychology,	
Biology).	 They	 help	 students	 to	 become	 better	
thinkers,	 writers,	 and	 problem	 solvers.	 Students	
who	 know	 they	 will	 be	 going	 into	 graduate	
programmes	 often	 find	 liberal	 arts	 colleges	 to	 be	
good	preparation.	
Specialised	colleges	are	those	that	offer	majors	in	
one	 particular	 area.	 Examples	 of	 these	 are	
generally	 in	 the	 fields	 of	 The	 Arts	 (Julliard),	
Business	 (Bentley	 and	 Babson),	 or	 Engineering	
(Harvey	Mudd).	
	
Size	
Colleges	 in	 the	 US	 range	 from	 24	 students	 to	
65,000.	 School	 size	 is	 very	 important	 as	 you	
evaluate	 what	 you	 want.	 Consider:	 will	 you	 feel	
comfortable	 in	 a	 lecture	 class	of	700	 students?	Or	
do	 you	 prefer	 taking	 notes	 rather	 than	 discussing	
issues?	
Is	 it	 important	 for	 you	 to	 have	 teachers	 who	 know	
your	name?	If	a	more	personalised	education	 is	your	
preference,	 then	 you	 should	 be	 looking	 at	 the	
smaller	 liberal	 arts	 colleges	 where	 a	 student	 is	 a	
name	as	well	as	a	 face,	and	the	professor	may	email	
you	 if	 you	miss	 a	 lecture.	 Not	 only	 do	 you	 have	 to	
consider	 the	 size	 of	 the	 school	 population,	 but	 you	
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must	also	consider	the	typical	class	size.	
	
Cost	
The	 annual	 cost	 of	 private	 education	 in	 the	US	 can	
now	 exceed	 $55,000	 per	 year.	 Public	 institutions	
currently	 range	 from	$13,000-$30,000.	 If	 you	are	a	
US	 citizen	 or	 permanent	 resident,	 you	 are	 eligible	
for	 institutional-based	 financial	aid	 in	a	combination	
of	 grant,	 work-study,	 and	 loans.	 Financial	 aid	 is	
sometimes	needs	based,	which	means	 a	 family	has	
to	demonstrate	financial	need.	
Financial	 aid	 for	 international	 students	 is	 severely	
limited	and	very,	very	competitive.	Therefore,	non-
US	citizens	must	select	schools	for	which	the	family	
can	 provide	 complete	 financial	 support.	
Documentation	of	complete	support	is	required	for	
a	student	visa.	
Some	universities	offer	merit	scholarships.	Normally	
it	 is	 not	 necessary	 to	 apply	 for	 these,	 and	 they	 are	
generally	 offered	 along	 with	 the	 acceptance	 letter.	
These	 are	 not	 based	 on	 need	 but	 will	 generally	
require	 that	 the	 student	 maintain	 a	 certain	 Grade	
Point	Average	while	at	college.	
	
Programmes	of	Study	
If	you	have	a	specific	major	in	rnind,	make	sure	that	
the	 schools	 to	 which	 you	 apply	 all	 offer	 that	
programme.	 If	 you	 are	 undecided	 about	 a	major,	 it	
might	be	a	good	idea	to	apply	to	schools	that	have	a	
range	 of	 majors	 so	 that	 you	 can	 pick	 a	 major	 later	
and	 have	 some	 choice	 about	 what	 to	 study.	 If	 you	
decide	to	apply	to	a	"specialty"	school	 (i.e.,	a	school	
that	 specialises	 in	 just	 one	 area,	 such	 as	 Business),	
make	sure	that	your	interest	 in	studying	that	subject	
is	 strong.	 If	 you	 enrol	 in	 a	 school	 that	 specialises	 in	
Business,	 for	 example,	 and	 then	 decide	 that	 you	
don't	 like	 it,	 you	 will	 probably	 have	 to	 transfer	 to	
another	college	to	study	something	else.	
Student	Diversity	
	
Schools	 vary	 greatly	 in	 terms	 of	 percentages	 of	

international	 students.	 Generally	 speaking,	 an	
international	 student	 might	 feel	 more	
comfortable	 in	 a	 school	 in	 which	 there	 are	 other	
international	students	and	fewer	in-State	students.	
	
On-Campus	Housing	
It	 is	 important	 to	 consider	 the	 percentage	 of	
students	 who	 live	 on-campus.	 Many	 international	
students	 prefer	 to	 live	 on	 campus	 as	 it	 gives	 a	
feeling	of	"a	home	away	from	home."	If	fewer	than	
50%	 of	 the	 students	 live	 on	 campus,	 or	 very	 near	
the	college,	weekend	activities	could	be	limited.	
	
The	Famous	Colleges	(Ivy	League,	etc.)	
Students	 should	 be	 wary	 of	 selecting	 a	 college	
based	only	upon	 its	name	and	prestige.	 It	must	be	
kept	 in	 mind	 that	 at	 some	 prestigious,	 big	 name,	
research	 universities,	 professors	 may	 concentrate	
more	on	graduate	students	and	research	than	they	
do	 on	 undergraduate	 students.	 You	 might	 be	
lectured	 by	 Teaching	 Assistants	 in	 a	 hall	 of	 500	
students.	
	
Pre-Professionalism	vs.	a	Liberal	Arts	Education	
Pre-professional	 programmes	 of	 study	 are	 designed	
specifically	 toward	 certain	 career	 goals.	 Pre-Med,	
pre-Law,	 Engineering	 and	 Business	 are	 good	
examples	of	pre-professional	majors.	Majors	that	do	
not	lead	directly	to	a	specific	career	goal	fall	into	the	
liberal	 arts	 category.	 The	 goal	 of	 a	 liberal	 arts	
education	 is	 to	 teach	 students	 how	 to	 think	
creatively	 and	 analytically,	 thus	 preparing	 them	 to	
pursue	any	career.	
There	are	pros	and	cons	for	both.	If	you	really	know	
what	 you	 want	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 career,	 then	 a	 pre-
professional	 course	 of	 study	 might	 be	 the	 most	
beneficial	 for	 you.	 If	 you	 are	 not	 sure,	 however,	 a	
liberal	 arts	 education	 is	 an	 alternative	 route	 into	 a	
professional	career	track.	
	

	
Selecting	Colleges	
You	 should	 apply	 to	 a	 maximum	 of	 6-8	 colleges.	
Some	colleges	may	be	long	shots	for	you	to	get	into	
(referred	 to	 as	 'reaches');	 others	 are	 in	 the	 mid-
range	 of	 competitiveness	 (called	 'targets.);	 and	
others	 are	 ones	 you	 are	 very	 likely	 to	 get	 into	
(called	 'safeties').	 You	 can	 determine	 what	 are	
'reaches',	 'targets',	or	 'safeties'	 for	you	by	comparing	
your	 SAT	 scores	 with	 what	 the	 college	 normally	
accepts.	 This	 information	 is	 usually	 available	 in	
most	 college	guidebooks,	and	you	can	also	 see	SAT	
score	 ranges	 at	
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/college-search 
	
	You	should	apply	to:	

• 1	 or	 2	 selective	 schools	 that	 you	 might	
consider	long	shots	(i.e."reaches").	

• 3	 or	 4	 colleges	 in	 the	 mid-range	 of	
competitiveness	 in	 which	 you	 have	 a	
realistic	 chance	 of	 acceptance	
(i.e."targets”).	

• 1	 or	 2	 that	 you	 feel	 confident	 will	 accept	
you	(i.e."safeties”).	

Also,	 be	 certain	 that	 your	 safety	 school	 is	 one	 you	
wouldn't	 mind	 attending	 if	 you	 had	 to.	 It’s	
important	 to	 remember	 that	what	may	 be	 a	 safety	
school	 for	 you	 might	 be	 a	 reach	 school	 for	 one	 of	
your	 friends.	 This	 categorisation	 varies	 for	 each	
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person.	There	are	no	guarantees	in	admissions.	
	
Freshman	Satisfaction	
One	 statistic	 provided	 in	 most	 guidebooks	 is	 the	
percentage	of	freshmen	who	return	to	their	college	
after	 their	 first	 year.	 If	 this	 is	 a	 high	 number,	 it	
indicates	 that	 most	 freshmen	 were	 satisfied	 with	
the	 college,	 its	 learning	 environment	 and	 its	 social	
aspects.		
	
Compare	SAT	scores	
To	determine	your	reaches,	targets,	and	safeties,	you	
should	check	which	scores	a	person	usually	needs	to	
get	 admitted.	 This	 information	 is	 available	 on	
websites	 and	 in	 college	 handbooks.	 You	 may	 be	
tempted	 to	 automatically	 eliminate	 schools	 if	 you	
do	 not	 have	 scores	 that	 place	 you	 in	 that	 middle	
fifty	 percent	 band.	 Don't	 do	 it.	 One	 of	 the	
problems	 with	 SAT	 averages	 is	 that	 colleges	 use	
their	 own	 techniques	 for	 determining	 average	
scores.	 In	 other	 words,	 they	 manipulate	 the	
numbers	 in	 a	 way	 that	 makes	 them	 look	 better	
than	 they	 perhaps	 are.	 All	 colleges	 want	 to	 look	
selective	and	improve	their	ratings.	It	may	be	either	
easier	or	harder	to	get	into	a	school	than	the	scores	
suggest,	 depending	 upon	 whether	 and	 booths	
school	has	manipulated	the	scores.	
	
Be	Realistic!	
You	need	 to	 realise	 that	only	 the	most	exceptional	
students	are	accepted	at	Harvard,	Stanford,	and	the	
other	 big	 name	 Ivy	 League	 Colleges.	 Harvard,	 for	
example,	 only	 accepts	 about	 8%	 of	 all	 students	who	
apply...and	 90%	of	 those	who	 apply	 are	 at	 the	 top	
or	 close	 to	 the	 top	 of	 their	 high	 school	 graduating	
class!	 Be	 realistic	 about	 your	 grades,	 SAT	 scores,	
and	 the	 rest	 of	 your	 application.	 Be	 aware	 that	
there	 is	 an	 element	 of	 unpredictability	 when	 you	
apply	 to	 highly	 competitive	 schools.	 Exceptional	
students	 who	 apply	 to	 Harvard,	 Yale,	 MIT	 and	
Stanford	 are	 often	 rejected:	 the	 competition	 is	

extremely	fierce.	
	
Questions	to	ask	a	college	representative	
September	 to	December	 is	normally	 the	 time	 for	
admissions	 officers	 to	 make	 school	 visits	 and	
attend	 college	 fairs.	 You	may	 also	 choose	 to	 go	
to	the	US	to	meet	college	staff	during	a	holiday.	
You	 should	 always	 research	 the	 college	
beforehand	 and	 ask	 intelligent	 questions.	 The	
person	 to	 whom	 you	 are	 talking	 may	 be	 the	
person	 who	 decides	 on	 your	 admittance	 or	
scholarship.	 The	 following	 are	 some	 examples	 of	
the	 type	 of	 questions	 that	 can	 be	 helpful	 in	 the	
college	 search.	 Be	 sure	 to	 avoid	 asking	 questions	
whose	answers	are	available	on	the	website!	

• Do	you	offer	a	wide	variety	of	majors,	and	
can	 students	 easily	 change	 their	 course	
of	 study?	 How	 many	 students	 double	
major?	

• What	 is	 the	 composition	 of	 the	 student	
body	 (e.g.,	 from	 which	 states,	 how	 many	
undergraduates/graduates,	 how	 many	
international	 students,	 male/female	
ratio,	 commuter	 vs.	 residential,	 racial	 and	
cultural	backgrounds)?	

• What	 percentage	 of	 students	 live	 on	
campus?	 Is	 housing	 guaranteed	 for	
freshmen?	

• What	 percentage	 of	 students	 return	 for	
the	 sophomore	 year?	 What	 percentage	
graduates	in	four	years?	

• What	 is	 the	 academic	 advising	 system	
like?	

• Do	faculty	members	teach	courses?	What	
is	the	average	class	size?	

• What	 courses	 are	 required?	 Can	 I	 get	
credit	 for	 International	 Baccalaureate	 or	
French	Bac	courses	I	have	taken?	

• Are	 there	 opportunities	 for	 research,	
independent	 study,	 internships,	 and	 study	

abroad?	
• What	 choices	 do	 students	 have	 for	 their	

extracurricular	activities?	
• What	 is	 the	 neighbourhood	 surrounding	

the	campus	 like?	How	do	the	students	get	
involved	in	the	local	community?	

• Do	 you	 offer	 academic	 scholarships?	
What	 is	 the	 application	 process	 for	
scholarships?	

• What	are	the	unique	characteristics	of	this	
college?	

	

The	Application	Process	for	the	US	
	
Remember	 that	your	application	will	be	 the	 first	
thing	 the	 college	 sees	 to	 form	 an	 opinion	 about	
you.	It	should	be	done	with	care	and	caution.	Your	
application	 is	a	 reflection	of	you	and	you	want	 to	
make	a	good	impression.	
	
Most	 students	 apply	 for	 US	 colleges	 via	 “Regular	
Decision”	 (FIS	 deadline	 15	 Dec).	 However,	 there	
are	 2	 other	 ways	 to	 apply	 -	 “Early	 Action”	 and	
“Early	 Decision”	 –	 that	 have	 an	 earlier	 deadline	 :	
FIS	deadline	15	October).	
	
Early	Action	
This	 is	 a	 programme	 that	 gives	 students	 early	
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notification	 of	 a	 college's	 admission	 decision.	
Like	 early	 decision,	 a	 student	 can	 normally	 only	
apply	 early	 action	 to	 one	 school	 but	 unlike	 early	
decision,	 it	 does	 not	 require	 a	 prior	 commitment	
to	 enrol	 if	 accepted.	 Early	 action	 -	 far	 less	
common	 than	 early	 decision	 -	 is	 primarily	
associated	with	four	Ivy	League	schools	that	offer	
it:	Brown,	Harvard,	Princeton,	and	Yale.	
	
Early	Decision	
This	 is	 a	 programme	 under	 which	 a	 student	
receives	 early	 notification	 of	 a	 college's	
admissions	 decision	 and	 the	 student	 agrees	 in	
advance	 to	 enrol	 if	 accepted.	 Students	may	 only	
apply	early	decision	to	one	college;	it	should	be	a	
clear	 first	 choice.	 If	 accepted,	 the	 student	 is	
committed	to	enrol.	This	is	a	binding	agreement.	
	
The	Common	Application	
This	 is	 an	 online	 application	 that	 allows	 you	 to	
apply	 to	 several	 colleges	 using	 just	 one	
centralised	 application	 –	 a	 bit	 like	 a	 US	 version	
of	 UCAS.	 Around	 400	 colleges	 accept	 the	
Common	 Application.	 Teachers	 and	 your	
counsellor	 will	 also	 submit	 your	 teacher	
evaluations/counsellor	 recommendations	 via	
this	 platform.	 For	 specific	 details	 of	 how	 to	 fill	
out	 the	 Common	 Application,	 see	 the	 “DH	
Common	 Application	 Guide”	 on	 the	 FIS	 T	 Drive	
(University	Guidance	folder).	
	
How	your	application	is	evaluated	
	
School	transcript	
This	 is	 a	 document	 giving	 a	 summary	 of	 your	 school	
report	grades	–	usually	 from	F4	/	Troisieme	upwards.	
The	 transcript	 does	 not	 include	 the	 comments	 from	
teachers,	 just	 the	 grades.	 It	 is	 normally	 required	 for	
universities	in	the	USA	and	in	Canada.	
	

IB	 students:	 the	 transcript	 is	 created	 and	 held	 in	
school:	 Mrs.	 McCarthy	 can	 give	 you	 a	 copy	 or	 (for	
Common	 Application)	 will	 upload	 it	 herself	 as	
counsellor.		
	
French	Bac	 students:	you	need	to	save	a	copy	of	 the	
blank	 FIS	 transcript	
(http://orientation.fis.hk/transcript.html).	 With	 your	
school	reports	from	Troisième	upwards	in	front	of	you,	
enter	 the	 subjects	 and	 grades.	 Email	 it	 as	 a	 Word	
document	 to	Mme	 Lenud	 (slenud@lfis.edu.hk),	 who	
will	cross-check,	sign	and	chop.	
	
Standardised	Test	Scores	(SAT)	
Test	 scores	 are	 used	 to	 compare	 and	 evaluate	
students	 but	 they	 are	 not	 always	 the	 most	
important	 criteria	 for	 admission.	 At	 the	 same	
time,	however,	 test	 scores	are	used	 to	distinguish	
you	 from	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 applicants.	 Admissions	
also	 look	 for	 consistency	 between	 high	 school	
grades	and	test	 scores.	High	SAT	scores	with	not	
so	 great	 school	 grades	 might	 send	 the	 message	
to	 admissions	 people	 that	you	are	not	putting	 in	
your	best	effort	in	school.	
	
Are	You	Interesting?	
Colleges	 look	 for	 people	 who	 will	 bring	 a	 spark	
to	 their	 campus.	 They	 want	 people	 who	 are	
capable	 of	 more	 than	 just	 earning	 good	
grades—they	 want	 people	 who	 will	 add	 to	 the	
student	 life	 on	 campus.	 To	 determine	 how	
interesting	 you	 are,	 admissions	 officers	 look	 at		
your	 extracurricular	 involvement,	 your	 essay,	
recommendations,	 and	 any	 awards	 and	 honours	

you	have	received	in	the	past.	
	
	
Recommendations	
Recommendations	 provide	 information	 about	
you	 that	 is	 not	 included	 elsewhere	 in	 the	
application.	 Teacher	 and	 counsellor	
recommendations	 can	 have	 an	 important	bearing	
on	your	chances	of	success.	

• Counsellor	 Recommendation:	 this	 is	
compiled	 by	 Mrs.	 McCarthy,	 our	 North	
America	advisor,	from	comments	that	she	
receives	 from	 each	 of	 your	 teachers.	
Make	 sure	 that	 you	 submit	 the	 Self-
Reflection	 Form	 when	 your	 counsellor	
requests	 it:	 this	 allows	 you	 to	 present	
details	 about	 yourself	 that	 your	 teachers	
may	 not	 know	 -	 for	 instance,	 extra-
curricular	 activities,	 prizes,	 awards	 and	
other	achievements.	

• Teacher	 Evaluations:	 all	 US	 colleges	 will	
want	 one	 or	 more	 of	 these	 (check	 on	
their	 website	 or	 in	 Common	 Application	
to	 see	 how	 many	 are	 required.	 If	 you’re	
applying	for	a	specific	major,	one	of	them	
should	 be	 written	 by	 a	 teacher	 of	 a	
relevant	 subject.	 It	 is	 up	 to	 you	 to	
approach	 the	 teachers(s)	 and	 ask	 if	 they	
are	willing	to	write	the	evaluation.	If	they	
agree,	 email	 Mme.	 Lenud	
(slenud@lfis.edu.hk)	 the	 name	 of	 the	
teacher,	 so	 that	 the	 process	 can	 be	
formalised.	
Do	 not	 send	 more	 than	 the	 required	
number	 of	 teacher	 evaluations	 to	
admissions	officers.	This	may	damage	your	
application.	
	

Activities	outside	the	Classroom	
Extracurricular	activities	often	play	a	large	role	in	
distinguishing	 you	 from	other	 applicants.	 After	 all,	
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they	 will	 have	many	 candidates	 with	 similar	 test	
scores	 to	 yours.	 Avoid	 just	 listing	 activities.	 Use	
your	 activities	 to	 provide	 a	 picture	 of	who	 you	
are.	 The	 quality	 of	 activities	 is	 much	 more	
important	 that	 the	 quantity.	 Sustained	
involvement	 over	 several	 years	 in	 one	 or	 a	 few	
activities	 is	 more	 important	 than	 having	 just	
joined	lots	of	groups	for	shorter	periods	of	time.	
Colleges	 especially	 like	 positions	 of	 leadership	 in	
extracurricular	 activities	 and	 clubs.	 Taking	 that	
one	 step	 further,	 however,	 you	 could	 be	 in	 a	
position	 of	 responsibility,	 but	 if	 you	 don't	
accomplish	 anything	 while	 in	 the	 position,	 it	 is	
not	necessarily	an	advantage.	
	
Essays	
This	is	the	one	part	of	the	application	that	you	can	
control,	 so	 try	 to	do	a	good	 job.	The	essay	 is	 your	
chance	 to	 express	 yourself	 in	 a	 way	 that	 is	 not	
possible	in	the	rest	of	the	application.	You	are	very	
different	 from	 the	 typical	 US	 high	 school	
applicant,	 and	 the	 essay	 can	 be	 used	 to	 convey	
this	 difference.	 Even	more	 important	 than	what	
you	 write	 is	 how	 you	 write	 it.	 Have	 parents,	
teachers,	 or	 friends	 proofread	 and	 give	 opinions	
on	 your	 essay.	 Make	 sure,	 however,	 that	 you	 do	
the	writing.	Websites	 can	 give	 advice,	 but	 do	 not	
plagiarise	 anything!	 See	 below	 for	 more	 essay	
advice.	
	
Ask	questions	
If	 you	 have	 a	 question,	 it	 is	 good	 to	 contact	 the	
college.	If	e-mailing,	be	sure	to	check	the	spelling	
and	grammar	on	your	e-mails,	as	any	contact	will	
likely	 become	 part	 of	 your	 file.	 Write	 formally.	
Talk	 to	 admission	 officers	 who	 visit	 FIS	 or	 whom	
you	meet	at	 fairs.	Sending	a	 letter	of	 rejection	to	
someone	they	have	met	and	know	is	harder	than	
sending	one	to	someone	they	haven't	talked	to.	
	
Can	you	pay?	

For	non-US	citizens,	most	colleges	in	the	US	go	so	
far	 as	 to	 say	 that	 if	 you	 can't	 pay	 your	 own	 way	
then	 you	 needn't	 apply.	 For	 some	 colleges	 it	 is	
easier	 to	 get	 in	 if	 you	 can	 pay	 your	 own	 way	
because	 that	 means	 they	 will	 have	 funds	 to	
entice	 other	 students	 who	 would	 be	 good	
additions	 to	 their	 student	body	but	who	may	not	
be	able	to	afford	the	full	cost.	
	
	
The	College	Essay	
Many	 students	 dread	 the	 essay.	 In	 Yr13/Terminale,	
with	 so	much	academic	work	 to	do,	who	has	 time	 to	
write	 extra	 essays?	 However,	 the	 essay	 is	 a	 crucial	
part	 of	 your	 application	 package.	 It	 allows	 the	
admissions	people	a	chance	to	get	to	know	YOU!	
Most	 colleges	 our	 students	 apply	 to	 are	 part	 of	 the	
Common	 Application.	 This	 is	 a	 centralised	 online	
application	 system	 that	 allows	 you	 to	 fill	 out	 one	
application	which	 is	then	sent	out	to	the	colleges	you	
choose.	The	Common	Application	gives	you	a	choice	of	
5	essay	titles	(7	for	2017-18)	from	which	you	choose	1	
(max	 650	 words).	 Some	 colleges	 will	 also	 require	
supplementary	 essays;	 the	 titles	 for	 these	will	be	 set	
by	the	individual	colleges.	
	
The	Common	Application	essay	titles	for	2017-18	are:	
	
1.	Some	students	have	a	background,	identity,	
interest,	or	talent	that	is	so	meaningful	they	believe	
their	application	would	be	incomplete	without	it.	If	
this	sounds	like	you,	then	please	share	your	story.		
	
2.	The	lessons	we	take	from	obstacles	we	
encounter	can	be	fundamental	to	later	success.	
Recount	a	time	when	you	faced	a	challenge,	setback,	
or	failure.	How	did	it	affect	you,	and	what	did	you	
learn	from	the	experience?		
	
3.	Reflect	on	a	time	when	you	questioned	or	
challenged	a	belief	or	idea.	What	prompted	

your	thinking?	What	was	the	outcome?		
	
4.	Describe	a	problem	you've	solved	or	a	problem	
you'd	like	to	solve.	It	can	be	an	intellectual	challenge,	
a	research	query,	an	ethical	dilemma	-	anything	that	is	
of	personal	importance,	no	matter	the	scale.	Explain	
its	significance	to	you	and	what	steps	you	took	or	
could	be	taken	to	identify	a	solution.		
	
5.	Discuss	an	accomplishment,	event,	
or	realization	that	sparked	a	period	of	personal	
growth	and	a	new	understanding	of	yourself	or	
others.	 
 
6.	Describe	a	topic,	idea,	or	concept	you	find	so	
engaging	that	it	makes	you	lose	all	track	of	time.	Why	
does	it	captivate	you?	What	or	who	do	you	turn	to	
when	you	want	to	learn	more?		

7.	Share	an	essay	on	any	topic	of	your	choice.	It	can	be	
one	you've	already	written,	one	that	responds	to	a	
different	prompt,	or	one	of	your	own	design.	

	
The	Dos	and	Don'ts	of	Essay	Writing	
Do:	

• Allow	time	to	think	and	plan.	
• Write	 it	 well.	 This	 is	 crucial	 --	 a	 good	

essay	 involves	 good	 writing.	 Misspellings,	
incorrect	 punctuation,	 incorrect	 tense	
shifts,	 and	 inappropriately	used	 language	
indicate	that	you	couldn't	care	less	about	
your	 application.	 Have	many	 people	 read	
your	 work	 and	 comment	 on	 content,	
format	and	structure.	

• Try	 to	 be	 interesting	 and	 specific.	 Be	
original.	 You	 want	 the	 reader	 to	 have	
enjoyed	your	essay	rather	than	having	 just	
survived	reading	it.	

• Ask	 for	 help	 from	 your	 parents,	 friends	
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and	 teachers.	 Ask	 your	 friends	 to	 write	 a	
list	 of	 your	 five	 most	 salient	 personality	
traits	 until	 an	 image	 of	 your	 personality	
begins	to	emerge;	consider	life	experiences	
that	could	illustrate	your	traits.	

• Answer	the	question!	
• Use	imagery	and	be	vivid.	
• Be	 honest	 and	 genuine	 -	 when	 you	 are	

faking,	it	comes	through.	
• If	 you	 are	 writing	 about	 a	 role	 model,	

make	 sure	 that	 you	 talk	 about	 how	
he/she	 relates	 to	 you.	 Many	 Admissions	
officers	 say	 they	 are	 ready	 to	 admit	 the	
applicant's	 grandmother,	 father,	 or	 other	
role	 model	 when	 they	 read	 these	 essays,	
but	 they	 know	 nothing	 about	 the	
applicant.	

• Proofread,	 Proofread,	 Revise,	 Revise,	
Revise.	

	
Don’t:	

• Wait	until	the	last	minute.	
• Use	vocabulary	just	to	impress	the	
• reader.	Be	yourself	 in	your	writing.	Again,	

the	 admissions	 people	 want	 to	 get	 a	
sense	of	YOU.	

• Make	 it	 longer	 just	 to	make	 it	 longer.	 Stick	
to	the	topic	and	to	the	length	requirement.	
If	 you	 are	 asked	 to	 write	 one	 page,	 write	
one	 page.	 If	 writing	 the	 essay	 in	 Common	
Application,	 you	 have	 a	 650	 word	 limit.	
Admissions	 staff	 tell	 us	 that	 600	 words	 is	
fine!	

• Use	your	essay	to	try	to	explain	low	grades	
or	test	scores.	

• Tell	 the	 admissions	 committee	 what	 a	
wonderful	 school	 they	 have	 and	why	 you	
will	be	an	excellent	student	there.	

• Try	 to	 be	 cute.	 Avoid	 using	 exclamation	
points	 and	 never	 add	 smiley	 faces	 or	

hearts.	
• Put	quotation	marks	to	try	to	make	a	word	

"a	 word."	 Just	 use	 the	 right	 word.	 Put	
yourself	in	the	place	of	the	reader.	

• Repeat	 information	 that	 is	 found	
elsewhere	in	your	application.	

• Forget	 that	 your	 choice	 of	 topic	 is	 not	 the	
crucial	issue.	It	is	not	the	topic	you	choose	
that	 makes	 an	 essay	 work;	 it	 is	 how	 you	
treat	 the	 topic	 that	 counts.	
	

College	Essay	–	More	Advice	
Suggestions	on	How	 to	Begin	Writing	an	Essay	can	
be	 found	 at	 https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/get-
in/essays	
	
Standardised	Tests	–	SAT/ACT	
NB:	 for	more	detailed	 info	on	ACT	vs	SAT,	please	see	
the	 “ACT	 vs	 SAT”	 document	 under	 “Procedures”	 on	
the	Guidance	website.	
	
Note	that	an	increasing	number	of	US	colleges	do	not	
require	 the	 SAT/ACT.	 For	 a	 list,	 see	
http://fairtest.org/university/optional.	
	
The	SAT	(Scholastic	Assessment	Test)	is	set	by	the	
USA-based	College	Board.	It	is	offered	six	times	a	year	
internationally	in	October,	November,	December,	
January,	May,	and	June.		Most	students	take	the	SAT	
for	the	first	time	during	L6/1ere,	and	a	second	time	if	
necessary	in	the	autumn	of	YR13/Terminale.	
	
SAT	I:	Reasoning	Test	(3hrs	45	minutes)	
The	SAT	is	a	standardized	examination	used	by	
university	admissions	officers	to	assess	student	
preparedness	for	college-level	coursework.	The	SAT	
tests	students’	skills	in	reading,	writing,	and	maths,	
but	more	importantly	it	tests	the	ability	of	students	to	
use	critical	thinking	skills	in	the	context	of	a	strictly	
timed	exam.	

• SAT	Critical	Reading:	The	SAT	Critical	
Reading	Practice	Test	consists	of	3	sub-
sections	with	various	types	of	questions	that	
include	sentence	completions	and	questions	
about	short	and	long	reading	passages.	
	

• SAT	Mathematics:	The	SAT	Math	Practice	
Test	paper	consists	of	3	sub-sections	which	
include	44	multiple-choice	questions	and	10	
grid-in	questions.	There	may	be	questions		on	
arithmetic	operations,	algebra,	geometry,	
statistics	and	probability.	
	

• SAT	Writing:	The	SAT	Writing	sample	
practice	paper	includes	a	brief	essay	and	
multiple	choice	questions	that	consist	of	

error	identification	questions,	sentence	
improvement	questions,	and	paragraph	
improvement	questions.	

	
SAT	II:	Subject	Tests	
SAT	 Ils	 are	 one-hour,	 primarily	 multiple-choice	
tests	 in	 specific	 subjects.	 This	 test	 measures	
knowledge	of	particular	subjects	and	the	ability	to	
apply	 that	 knowledge.	 Students	 can	 take	 up	 to	
three	 tests	 in	 one	 sitting.	 SAT	 Ils	 are	 sometimes	
required	 by	 the	 more	 selective	 US	 colleges.	 The	
majority	 of	 schools,	 however,	 do	 not	 require	
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them.	 Note	 that	 some	 tests	 are	 not	 available	 at	
every	session:	 for	example	Language	with	Listening	
is	only	available	in	November.	
	
Test	dates	and	Registration	
You	register	and	pay	online	on	the	College	Board	
website,	and	the	SAT	tests	are	held	at	a	variety	of	
locations	around	HK.	For	test	dates	and	registration,	
go	to	
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/registe
r/international	
	
	
Preparation	
Some	example	papers	are	available	at:	
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/practi
ce/full-length-practice-tests.	
	
There	 are	 also	 SAT	 guides	with	past	 questions	 in	 the	
FIS	 library.	 If	 you	 are	 self-disciplined,	 you	 should	 be	
able	to	make	good	progress	by	working	through	these	
on	your	own.	If	you	require	more	structured	guidance,	
you	 can	 engage	 with	 a	 tuition	 centre	 in	 HK,	 e.g.	
Kaplan,	 NTK,	 	 Arborbridge,	 The	 Edge	 (which	 can	 be	
expensive!)	
	
The	Khan	Academy	offers	free	SAT	guidance	online.	Its	
mission	 is	 to	 offer	 equal	 opportunity	 to	 all	 students,	
regardless	 of	 income:	
https://www.khanacademy.org/login?continue=http
s%3A//www.khanacademy.org/mission/sat	
	
IELTS		
(International	English	Language	Testing	System)	
This	is	a	standardised	English	test,	and	is	required	by	
some	universities	for	students	for	whom	English	
is	not	their	first	language.		
	
Most	French	Bac	students	will	need	to	take	the	
IELTS.	Most	IB	students	will	not	need	to	take	it,	

but	you	must	double	check	as	some	do.	If	
possible,	it’s	a	good	idea	to	get	IELTS	out	of	the	
way	in	1ere/L6.	
	
IELTS	takes	around	3	hours.You	will	take	the	
Listening,	Reading	and	Writing	tests	all	on	the	same	
day	one	after	the	other,	with	no	breaks	in	between	
them.	They	are	always	taken	in	this	order.	Your	
Speaking	test	will	either	be	after	a	break	on	the	same	
day	as	the	other	three	tests,	or	up	to	seven	days	
before	or	after	that.	This	will	depend	on	your	test	
centre.	
Register	online	at:	
https://ielts.britishcouncil.org.hk/iorps/html/registrat
ion/showExamSessionListServlet.do?vEngine	
	
Make	sure	you	register	for	the	Academic	Module,	not	
the	Training	Module.		
	
The	IELTS	is	held	at	various	centres	around	HK,	with	
very	frequent	test	dates	throughout	the	year.	It	is	
marked	on	a	scale	of	9,	and	results	are	available	2	
weeks	after	the	test.		
	
Past	papers	are	available	online	and	in	the	FIS	library.	
	
Advice	from	other	students	

• Take	SAT	I/II	and	IELTS	at	least	once	in	L6/1ere	
so	that	they	are	out	of	the	way.	

• Don't	take	it	easy	in	L6/1ere.	Initial	decisions	
can	be	made	based	on	L6/1ere	grades.	

• Start	thinking	about	and	planning	your	Extended	
Essay	early	(IB).	

• Try	to	participate	in	(and	lead)	extra-
curricular	activities	-	they're	fun	and	you	need	
them.	

	
	
	
	
Key	Terms:	US	Applications	
	
Advanced	Placement	(AP)	
College	 credit	 earned	 by	 students	 while	 still	 in	
high	school.	FIS	students	do	not	take	Aps.	 IBDP	or	
French	 Bac	 can	 also	 get	 you	 credit,	 especially	 HL	
IB	courses.	
	
Candidate's	Reply	Date	Agreement	(CRDA)	
The	May	 1	 deadline,	 observed	 by	 most	 selective	
colleges,	 by	which	 the	 applicant	must	 respond	 to	
an	 offer	 of	 admissions,	 usually	 with	 a	 non-
refundable	 deposit	 of	 several	 hundred	 dollars.	
Colleges	that	require	students	 to	respond	by	May	
1	 in	 almost	 all	 cases	 notify	 acceptances	 on	 or	
before	April	15.	
	
Certification	of	Finances	
College	Board	general	form	supplied	to	students	
from	 the	 college.	 This	 form	 certifies	 the	
international	 student's	 ability	 to	 pay	 and	 must	
be	 supported	 by	 a	 parent's	 statement	 and	 is	
commonly	required	for	all	foreign	students.	
	
The	College	Board	(CEEB	-	College	Entrance	
Examination	Board)	
The	 organisation	 that	 sponsors	 SAT	 I,	 SAT	 II,	
Advanced	 Placement,	 and	 FAFSA	 (Financial	 Aid	
Form).	 College	 Board	 admissions	 tests	 are	
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developed	 and	 administered	 by	 the	 Educational	
Testing	Service	(ETS).	
	
Common	Application	
An	online	application	accepted	by	around	400	US	
colleges	that	may	be	filled	out	and	sent	to	member	
colleges	 in	 lieu	 of	 each	 school's	 individual	
application.	This	saves	a	lot	of	time.	
Cooperative	Education	
A	college	programme	in	which	a	student	alternates	
between	 periods	 of	 full-time	 study	 and	 full-time	
employment	in	a	related	field.	
	
Core	Curriculum	
A	group	of	courses	all	students	 in	a	college	must	
take	in	order	to	graduate.	
	
Deferral	
A	 college's	 postponement	 of	 the	 decision	 to	
accept	 or	 reject	 an	 early	 action	 or	 early	 decision	
candidate.	 The	 applicant's	 file	 is	 entered	 in	 with	
those	 of	 Regular	 Action	 candidates	 and	 is	
reviewed	 once	 again,	 this	 time	 for	 a	 final	
decision.	
	
Early	Action	
A	 programme	 that	 gives	 students	 early	
notification	 of	 a	 college's	 admission	 decision.	
Like	early	decision,	a	student	can	only	apply	early	
action	 to	 one	 school	 but	 unlike	 early	 decision,	 it	
does	 not	 require	 a	 prior	 commitment	 to	 enrol	 if	
accepted.	 Early	 action	 -	 far	 less	 common	 than	
early	 decision	 -	 is	 primarily	 associated	 with	 four	
Ivy	 League	 schools	 that	 offer	 it:	 Brown,	 Harvard,	
Princeton,	 and	 Yale.	 Deadlines	 for	 early-action	
applications	 are	 usually	 in	 the	 late	 autumn	 with	
notification	in	December	through	February.	
	
Early	Decision	
A	 programme	 under	 which	 a	 student	 receives	
early	 notification	 of	 a	 college's	 admissions	

decision	 and	 the	 student	 agrees	 in	 advance	 to	
enrol	 if	 accepted.	 Students	may	 only	 apply	 early	
decision	 to	 one	 college;	 it	 should	 be	 a	 clear	 first	
choice.	 Application	 deadlines	 for	 early	 decision	
are	 usually	 in	 November	 with	 decision	 letters	
mailed	 by	 mid-December.	 If	 accepted,	 the	
student	 is	 committed	 to	 enrol.	 This	 is	 a	 binding	
agreement.	
	
FAFSA	(Free	Application	for	Federal	Student	Aid)	
The	 form	 is	 used	 by	 US	 citizens	 to	 apply	 for	
federal	 aid.	 There	 is	 no	 fee	 attached	 to	 the	
application	 that	must	 be	 filed	 after	 January	 3	 for	
aid	for	the	following	year.	
	
Financial	Aid	Application	(Foreign	Student)	
College	 Board	 form	 required	 of	 foreign	 students	
who	 are	 applying	 for	 financial	 aid.	 The	 college	
normally	 sends	 the	 form	 to	 the	 students.	 The	
form	 is	 submitted	 directly	 to	 the	 college	 and	 can	
be	used	for	all	colleges.	
	
Fee	Waiver	
Permission,	 often	 granted	 upon	 request,	 for	
needy	 students	 to	 apply	 for	 admission	 without	
having	to	pay	the	application	fee.	
	
Financial	Aid	Package	
The	 combination	 of	 loans,	 grants,	 and	 a	
work/study	 job	 that	 a	 school	 puts	 together	 for	 a	
student	receiving	financial	aid.	
	
Four-Year/Liberal	Arts	Colleges	
A	 student	 who	 is	 neither	 a	 US	 citizen	 nor	 US	
Permanent	 Resident.	 Also	 referred	 to	 as	
"international	student".	
	
Foreign	Student	
These	 colleges	 award	 a	 bachelor's	 degree	 upon	
completion	 of	 4	 years	 of	 full-time	 study	 and	 are	
also	 sometimes	 known	 as	 colleges	 of	 arts	 and	

sciences.	The	study	of	 liberal	arts	 is	 intended	 to	
develop	 general	 knowledge	 and	 reasoning	
ability	 as	 opposed	 to	 specific	 preparation	 for	 a	
career.	 They	 do	 not	 offer	 as	 many	 majors	 in	
technical	 or	 scientific	 disciplines	 as	
comprehensive	colleges	or	universities.	
Grant	
Money	that	is	awarded	to	a	student	that	does	not	
have	to	be	repaid.	
	
Interdisciplinary	Major	
A	 major	 that	 combines	 two	 complementary	
subjects	 from	 different	 fields:	 i.e.,	 Biology	 and	
Psychology.	Students	completing	these	majors	take	
courses	 in	 each	 area	 as	 well	 as	 courses	 that	
explicitly	join	the	two.	
	
Merit	Scholarship	
A	 financial	 grant	 usually	 awarded	 for	 academic	
achievement	 or	 special	 skill	 in	 an	 extracurricular	
activity	and	not	based	upon	need.	Students	do	not	
apply	 for	 these;	 they	 are	 awarded	 along	with	 the	
admission	letter.	
	
Need-Based	Aid	
Money	 awarded	 solely	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 need.	
Most	 financial	 aid	 packages	 consist	 of	 a	
combination	 of	 three	 components:	 grants,	 loan	
and	work-study.	
	
Need-Blind	Admissions	
A	 policy	 in	 which	 the	 applicant's	 ability	 to	 pay	
does	not	affect	the	college's	consideration	of	the	
application.	
	
Private	College	
Tuition	 and	 fees	 are	 generally	 higher	 than	 at	
public	colleges.	
	
Rolling	Admissions	
A	 policy	 under	 which	 a	 college	 considers	
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applications	 almost	 immediately	 after	 receiving	
them.	 Decision	 letters	 are	mailed	within	 a	month	
of	 the	 application	 being	 filed.	 Colleges	 with	
rolling	 admissions	 continue	 to	 accept	 applicants	
only	 until	 the	 class	 is	 filled	 so	 it	 is	 best	 to	 apply	
early.	
Semester	
An	 academic	 calendar	 that	 divides	 the	 year	 into	
two	 equal	 semesters	 with	 a	 shorter	 summer	
term.	 Two	 semesters	 constitute	 an	 academic	
year.	
	
Teaching	Assistant	(TA)	
A	 graduate	 student	 who	 assists	 a	 professor	 in	
the	presentation	of	a	course.	
	
Trimester	
An	 academic	 calendar	 that	 divides	 the	 school	
year	 into	 three	 terms	 of	 approximately	 equal	
length.	Schools	on	the	trimester	system	generally	
have	one	 term	before	 the	winter	 break	 and	 two	
after.	
	
Undergraduate	Programmes	
Programmes	that	can	be	entered	
directly	 from	 high	 school.	 These	 are	 the	
programmes	 that	 lead	 to	 Associate	 and/	 or	
Bachelor's	degrees	
	
	
Wait	List	
A	 list	 of	 students	 who	 are	 not	 initially	 accepted	
but	 who	 may	 be,	 depending	 upon	 how	many	 of	
the	accepted	 students	withdraw	their	application.	
Most	colleges	ultimately	accept	only	a	 fraction	of	
the	 students	 on	 this	 list	 and	 they	 are	 notified	
during	the	summer.	
	


