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Why Trust This Guide 

This book is for international students and their families who want a practical 
guide to the U.S. university admissions process. For many, the journey can 
seem confusing and overwhelming, especially from outside the U.S. My goal is 
to make things clearer and easier to manage.  

I wrote this book after seeing the same thing happen year after year. Talented 
students were often overlooked because they lacked proper guidance or a clear 
plan.  

I noticed this with all kinds of students: high achievers, average performers, 
late bloomers, and quiet students whose strengths might not show up on paper. 
The real issue was not ability. Instead, the challenge was figuring out each 
student’s strengths, building a story around them, and sharing that story well.  

Over the years, Amyview Counseling has helped students from many 
countries, backgrounds, and school systems. We have supported families at 
every step, from academic planning and application strategy to essays, 
financial aid, visa options, and the start of university life.  

Through this work, I learned that strong applications are not put together in 
the last few months. They come from making considered choices, knowing 
yourself, and preparing steadily over time.  

This book can help you whether you are applying to a public university, a 
liberal arts college, or a highly selective school. The aim is not just to get into 
the most famous place. The real aim is to find a school that fits you 
academically, financially, and personally.  

At the heart of this book is one simple belief: every student has a story worth 
telling. You may be a straight-A student or a B student. An Olympiad winner 
or someone helping run a family business after school, a future engineer, artist, 
entrepreneur, or filmmaker.  

Your experiences, choices, and viewpoint are important. They make you who 
you are and can help you create a strong application. This book will help you 
see your strengths, develop them, and share them clearly and assertively.  



  



How to Use This Book 

This book covers four years of planning in sixteen chapters. You do not need 
to read this book cover to cover. The table below tells you exactly where to start 
based on where you are right now, and where to go from there. 

Your Reading Path 

You Are Read These First Then Go To 

A student who isn't 
sure how to use the 
book 

1. Before We Begin 
2. The two Part Five case 
studies closest to your 
situation 

Then return to the row below that 
matches your grade. 

A student in Grade 9 
or 10 

1. The Four-Year Blueprint 
2. Ch. 4 Academics 
3. Ch. 6 Activities 
4. Ch. 7 Recommendations 

Ch. 1–3 for context when ready. 
Keep Ch. 5 Testing for mid-Grade 
10. 

A student in Grade 
11 

1. Ch. 1–3 
2. Ch. 5 Testing 
3. Ch. 6 Activities 
4. Ch. 2 College List 
5. Ch. 8 Essay 

Ch. 11 Financial Aid. Start CSS 
Profile research. Your country 
section in Part Six. 

A student in Grade 
12 

1. Ch. 8 Essay 
2. Ch. 9 Supplementals 
3. Ch. 10 Strategy 
4. Ch. 11 Financial Aid 

Toolkit Worksheets 6–9. Part Five: 
Case studies for calibration. Ch. 
14–16 after decisions arrive. 

A parent 1. Before We Begin 
2. The parent notes 
throughout 
3. Ch. 11 Financial Aid 
4. Ch. 16 Campus Life 

Worksheet 14: Offer Comparison 
Sheet. Ch. 14 Decisions when 
offers arrive. 

A counselor or 
advisor 

1. Ch. 1 for the holistic 
framework 
2. Ch. 6 Activities tiers 
3. Ch. 8 Essay annotations 
4. Ch. 11 Aid table 

Part Five case studies and Part Six 
country sections for client-specific 
guidance. 



Every reader arrives at this book from a different place. A Grade 9 student has 
years to plan intentionally. A Grade 12 student, three months from the 
deadline, needs a different order. A parent needs the notes woven through the 
chapters, and the financial aid content that most guides underplay. A counselor 
needs the frameworks and the case studies. Follow the row that matches you; 
return to the table if your situation changes. 

What Each Part Covers 
Seven parts, sixteen chapters, ten case studies, seven country sections, fifteen 
worksheets. Here is what each part gives you: 

• Part One - how U.S. admissions actually work, and why holistic review 
changes everything about how you build an application. Read this first 
if the U.S. system is unfamiliar to your family. 

• Part Two - the four-year work that makes a strong application possible: 
academics, testing, activities, and the teacher relationships that produce 
extraordinary letters. 

• Part Three - the application itself: essays, supplemental essays, timing 
strategy, financial aid, interviews, and special situations. Chapter 8's 
three annotated sample essays are the book's most closely read pages. 

• Part Four - what happens after offers arrive: evaluating decisions, 
handling the visa process, and thriving in your first year on campus. 

• Part Five - ten real case studies. Different profiles, different outcomes, 
one consistent lesson: the successful students are the ones whose 
applications tell a unique, lucid, true story. 

• Part Six - country-specific guidance for applicants from India, China, the 
Middle East, Europe, Sub-Saharan Africa, Southeast Asia, and Latin 
America. Read your section alongside the main chapters. 

• Part Seven - fifteen worksheets you'll actually fill in, a glossary you can 
trust, and a directory of official resources. 

A Note on the Worksheets 
The worksheets in Part Seven are designed for use. They work best when you 
return to them as your thinking changes. 

Start early with the Four-Year Activity Planner (Worksheet 1) and the Activities 
Tracker (Worksheet 4); both benefit from being updated across years rather 



than filled in once. The College List Builder (Worksheet 3) becomes useful once 
you've done real research, not before. The Essay Brainstorm (Worksheet 6) 
works best with a timer and without editing. The application-stage worksheets 
(7–12) are checklists; use them in the final months to prevent the administrative 
mistakes that anxiety can make easy to miss. 

One More Thing 
Keep a pencil or a device beside you as you read. When something surprises 
you, when a question surfaces, when you recognize yourself in a case study, or 
when you disagree with a recommendation, mark it. The families who get the 
most from this book are the ones who talk about it as they go and decide 
together what fits their situation. 

👪👪 THE PARENT COMPANION 

Seven short notes, written directly for you, appear throughout this book. Read them in 
order below for a five-minute orientation, then return to them in context as your child 
reaches each stage. 

1. Before We Begin (p. 9) - Why this process works best when you support 
the search rather than the outcome. 

2. Chapter 1 (p. 20) - What “holistic admissions” really means, and why it 
isn't arbitrary. 

3. Chapter 3 (p. 29) - How to talk about odds without creating fear. 

4. Chapter 6 (p. 39) - Why your child's activity list should not be your 
project. 

5. Chapter 11 (p. 67) - The financial conversation to have before 
applications, not after offers. 

6. Chapter 14 (p. 80) - Letting your child own the final decision. 

7. Chapter 16 (p. 87) - What “thriving, not just surviving” looks like from 
your side, three time zones away. 



  



Policies Change: Read This First 

Admissions policies evolve. Testing requirements, financial aid rules, visa 
guidance, work authorization frameworks, scholarship terms, and institutional 
priorities can all change from year to year, and sometimes even within the same 
cycle. 

Use this book as a strategic guide to the process, not as a substitute for checking 
each university’s current requirements and the latest official guidance from the 
relevant authorities. Wherever the stakes are high - deadlines, aid forms, visa 
rules, or employment permissions- verify the current rule directly with the 
institution or official source. 

Case studies in this book are anonymized or are composite profiles based on 
real advising situations. Names, identifying details, and some contextual 
features have been adjusted to protect privacy while preserving the substance 
of the strategy, decision-making, and outcomes. 

Edition note: This edition reflects the admissions ecosystem and guidance 
available at the time of publication.  

Important: This book is intended for educational and informational purposes 
only. It does not constitute legal, immigration, tax, financial, medical, mental-
health, or other professional advice. For high-stakes decisions, always consult 
the relevant official source or a qualified professional. 

  



  



Note on Development Process 

In preparing this book, the author used digital and AI-assisted tools at various 
stages of drafting, structuring, language refinement, visual development, and 
production support, including assistance with certain infographics and cover-
design exploration. All substantive judgments, interpretations, selections, and 
final editorial decisions are the author’s own. The guidance, analysis, and 
recommendations in this book reflect the author’s professional experience, 
independent judgment, and final review. 

  



  



Before We Begin 

The students you are about to meet in this chapter are not real individuals. 
They are composite examples drawn from the many patterns, mistakes, 
strengths, and situations I have seen over the years of working with 
international applicants. 

Each represents the kind of student I have encountered repeatedly. Their 
names, backgrounds, and circumstances are fictional, but the admissions 
dynamics they illustrate are very real. 

I begin with them because before we discuss strategy, rankings, essays, and 
applications, it helps to understand one central truth: American university 
admissions are not simply about academic achievement but about how 
achievement, character, experience, and potential come together into 
something more than the sum of their parts. 

👪👪 A NOTE FOR PARENTS 
If you are a parent reading this book alongside your child, this note is for you. 
The process you are entering is complex, and your instinct to be closely involved 
is completely understandable. The education of your child is one of the most 
important investments in your life, and you want to protect it. 

But here is the most important thing we have learned from working with 
hundreds of international families: parents who create the space for their child to 
own this process in their own voice produce the best outcomes because the 
application that reaches the admissions committee must reflect a student, not a 
family project. 

And one more thing, which matters especially at the beginning of this book: 
please resist the urge to compare your child to the students in the opening stories 
- to Maya, Ren, or Amara, or anyone in the case studies later. They are here to 
show range, not a standard. Your child is not any of them. Your child is your 
child, and the application that works will be the one that tells that truth. 



 

Imagine a student named Maya. 

Maya is seventeen years old, and on paper, she has done everything right. She 
has a 42-point aggregate on her IB examinations. She placed first at the national 
Science Olympiad. Her teachers wrote recommendations they described as 
exceptional. Her personal essay is polished, thoughtful, and well-written. She 
applies to eight American universities. Months later, the decisions arrive. She 
is rejected by all eight.  



How does that happen? 

For many international families, this outcome feels impossible to understand. 
Maya appears to have every credential that should matter. Strong grades. 
Strong awards. Strong recommendations. And yet, something is missing. What 
Maya lacks is not academic strength. What she lacks is a reason for the reader 
to remember her. 

This is one of the first major misunderstandings many families have about 
American university admissions. Beyond academic metrics, the US admissions 
system prioritizes the construction of a cohesive personal narrative. This may 
be the single most important idea in this book. 

American universities do not simply rank applicants by their marks and select 
the highest scorers. They are trying to understand something deeper: who you 
are, what drives you, what you care about, what you have built, and why your 
presence would matter on their campus. 

In other words, they are trying to understand your story. If no one explains this 
to you, you may never realize what the application is asking for. Maya’s essays 
are technically strong, but impersonal. Her activities list shows 
accomplishment, but there is no arc. No deeper pattern. No clear sense of what 
motivates her. 

Now imagine a very different student. 

His name is Ren. 

Ren’s academic profile is solid but far less impressive than Maya’s. He scores 
34 on the IB. He has no national prizes. No major research projects. No elite 
summer programs. 

What he does have is a small YouTube channel where he teaches younger 
children in his neighborhood how to repair bicycles. He works part-time at his 
uncle’s garage. He has spent years quietly developing a deep curiosity about 
how things work. At first glance, many families assume Ren is not competitive. 
But that assumption would be wrong. Ren’s strength lies in something 
different. He has clarity and a real story. When he presents himself through his 



experiences, real curiosity, and passion, he becomes highly compelling because 
he understands how to articulate what makes him distinctly Ren. 

Now consider a third student. Her name is Amara. 

Amara’s profile looks modest by conventional standards. Her grades are good 
but not exceptional. She has no major awards, no research, no startup, and no 
international competition. But her life tells a different story. For three years, she 
has been waking up at five every morning to help care for her sister before 
school. Somewhere in the middle of that demanding routine, she teaches 
herself violin on an instrument borrowed from her school’s music room. She 
practices in small windows of time, sometimes just twenty minutes before 
catching the bus.  

Students like Amara often underestimate themselves. They assume their lives 
are ordinary. They believe admissions officers only care about trophies, 
competitions, and prestigious extracurriculars. 

That is often untrue. Admissions officers read thousands of applications 
featuring similar achievements. What stands out is often something rarer: 
resilience, discipline, character, and integrity. 

A student like Amara may have a story far more powerful than she realizes, if 
she learns how to tell it honestly. Maya, Ren, and Amara are fictional. But the 
situations they represent are very real. And together, they illustrate one of the 
most important truths about American admissions: the system is not only 
looking for the highest score in the room. It is looking for a person. 

A real person whose presence would make the university’s community 
stronger, more interesting, and more dynamic. That door opens for far more 
students than most families realize. But only if they understand what the 
system is looking for. 

That is why I wrote this book.  

 This book is the guide Maya wished she had the first time.  



The Four-Year Blueprint 

 
 

GRADE 9 
Build the Foundation 

• Choose 
rigorous 
courses. 

• Explore 3–4 
activities. 

• Build teacher 
relationships. 

• Start your 
ideas folder 

GRADE 10 
Consolidate & Initiate 

• Increase course 
rigor. 

• Take 
diagnostic 
SAT/ACT 

• Narrow to 3–4 
activities 

• Initiate a first 
project 

GRADE 11 
Peak & Build 

• Highest rigor 
year 

• Take the 
SAT/ACT 
officially. 

• Lead an 
activity. 

• Draft college 
list 

• CSS Profile 
research 

GRADE 12 
Execute & Apply 

• Finalize essays 
(Sept) 

• Submit ED/EA 
(November 1) 

• Submit RD (Jan 
1–15) 

• Financial aid 
forms 

• Visa 
preparation 



 

Month & Year Action Required Who Does It Deadline Type 

January, Gr 11 Diagnostic SAT + ACT 
(full-time tests) 

Student Self-imposed 

March–May, Gr 11 Official SAT/ACT Attempt 
1 

Student College Board / 
ACT 

June, Gr 11 CSS Profile research; 
financial conversations 

Family Ongoing 

August, Gr 12 Finalize college list; 
Common App main profile 

Student + 
Counselor 

Self-imposed 

September, Gr 12 Personal statement first 
draft complete 

Student Self-imposed 

October, Gr 12 ED/EA applications 
finalized and proofread 

Student Rolling 

November 1 Early Decision / Early 
Action deadline 

Student Hard deadline 

November–
December 

CSS Profile submitted to 
ED/EA schools 

Family School-specific 

January 1–15 Regular Decision 
applications submitted 

Student Hard deadline 

January–February CSS Profile to RD schools Family School-specific 

March–April Decisions arrive; compare 
financial aid offers 

Student + 
Family 

May 1 final 

May 1 National Decision Day - 
enrollment deposit due 

Student Hard deadline 

May–June F-1 visa process begins Student + 
Family 

ASAP after May 
1 

August Arrival on campus; 
orientation week 

Student University-set 

 



Key Insight 

The single biggest strategic mistake is treating this as a Grade 12 project. The 
admissions committee evaluates four years of choices. The student who begins 
in Grade 9 with curiosity and builds intentionally has a structurally different 
application by Grade 12 and starts planning in October of senior year, no matter 
how talented they are. 

 

If You Are Arriving Late to the Process 
This book was written to help students begin early. But many do not. Some 
arrive in the final application year with a sense of urgency, confusion, and an 
uneasy feeling that everyone else has already figured it out. If that is you, pause 
here. The situation is still manageable. At this stage, your task is to make the 
right decisions now, in the right order, with integrity and discipline. A student 
who becomes clear and organized at this point can still submit a strong 
application. A student who remains scattered, even with excellent grades, often 
cannot. What matters most is a realistic college list, serious attention to essays 
and deadlines, a clear thread connecting your activities, essays, and 
recommendations, financial clarity before emotional attachment, and calm 
execution. You may be late to the process. You do not have to be late with the 
decisions that still matter. 
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PART1
Understanding the Game

Before you write a single word of your application, you need to understand the 
philosophy of the system you are entering. These three chapters give you that 

foundation. 

⏱ One-minute summary 
• The application is not a formality to process an already-obvious outcome;

admissions officers are asking who you are, not just what you've achieved.

• Build your college list on fit (academic, social, financial, geographic) before
prestige - a list of famous names is not a strategy.

• This process starts in Grade 9, not Grade 12 - the senior-year application is
the final chapter of a four-year story.

Read the full chapters when you can - this gets you oriented first. 
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A Different Kind of Admissions 

Why the American system is unlike anything you've encountered 
before 

A few years ago, I sat across a kitchen table in Singapore from a family who had 
done everything right. Their daughter had a 94% CBSE average, was a school 
prefect, had won a national science competition, and scored 1480 on her first SAT. 

Her father slid a sheet of paper across the table: a list of eight American 
universities, cross-referenced by ranking. 

'We just need to know what to submit and when,' he said. 

I smiled. Because I had sat at that table many times before, and what he believed 
was that the application was a formality, a system for processing an already 
obvious outcome, was the single most common misunderstanding about how 
American admissions work. 

A System Built on a Different Question 
The US admissions system is built on a philosophy that most of the world's 
education systems do not share: the belief that who you are is as important as 
what you know. 

This is called holistic review. Every file that reaches a selective admissions 
reader triggers the same set of questions: Can this student handle our rigor? 
Does this student love learning? Who is this person, and what will they 

CHAPTER 
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contribute? And the question most families miss is what has this student done 
with the opportunities available to them? 

Understanding holistic review changes everything about how you build an 
application. Because it means the door is wider than you think. It is not only 
for students with perfect scores. It is open to students who can tell a cogent 
story about who they are and how they came to be that person. The entire 
purpose of this book is to show you how. 

What the American University Landscape Actually Looks Like 
There is no single 'American university experience.' Research universities, 
liberal arts colleges, flagship state schools, and specialized institutions each 
offer a fundamentally different undergraduate environment. Understanding 
these differences is the foundation of building a college list that works. 

Research universities are large, graduate-program-driven institutions where 
undergraduate students can access world-leading infrastructure. Liberal arts 
colleges are small, intensely focused on teaching, and consistently overlooked 
by international families, yet they often offer exceptional financial aid and 
deliver outstanding outcomes. Public flagship universities offer world-class 
education at lower net prices, particularly when paired with merit 
scholarships; specialized institutions in technology, arts, and business. 

The right school for you is not the most prestigious one that will admit you. It 
is the school where your intellectual interests, learning style, financial reality, 
and personal values align most closely with what the chosen institution offers. 

One of the most expensive mistakes families make is assuming these 
institutions differ only in prestige. They differ in educational experience, 
student culture, and often in which kinds of students will thrive there. 

Why This Starts in Grade 9, Not Grade 12 
The application you submit in October of Grade 12 is the final chapter of a story 
that begins in Grade 9. The academic choices, the activities, the teacher 
relationships, the intellectual curiosity cultivated over four years; none of this 
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can be manufactured in a senior-year sprint. The earlier you understand the 
arc, the better you can shape it. 

The chapters that follow will walk you through each element of that arc. By the 
end of this book, you will understand not just what to do, but why, and that 
'why' is what makes every piece of advice actionable rather than abstract. 

👪👪 A NOTE FOR PARENTS 
Your most important role in this process is to create conditions in which your 
child can think clearly about who they are and what they want from the next four 
years. The best application narratives come from students who have unhurried 
conversations with their families about what matters and not from students who 
have been told what to write. 

The application is an invitation to explain who you are and to 
make a case for who you want to become. 

What Should Change 
If this chapter has done its work, you should no longer be planning the 
accomplishments. You should be developing an answer to a more demanding 
question: Will the application present the student as a person, not just as a 
performer? That distinction sits at the heart of the U.S. process. If you still see 
admissions as a ranking exercise with paperwork attached, wait here. The rest 
of the book will make less sense once that assumption changes. 
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Choosing the Right Universities for You 

How to build a college list that is ambitious, realistic, and reflects 
you 

When a student from Hong Kong arrived at our first meeting with a spreadsheet 
of 23 schools, all ranked in the U.S. News top 20, I asked him: "What do you want 
to study?” 

'Computer science,' he said. 

'What kind of computer science?' 

A pause. Then he spoke again, and the conversation lasted two hours. By the end, 
he had identified his interest in human-computer interaction. He wanted small 
seminars, a design lab, and access to urban internships. He was anxious about 
large lecture halls. None of these things appeared in any of his 23 schools. 

The Four Dimensions of Fit 
Rankings are a reasonable starting point. They are a terrible ending point. A 
better framework evaluates every school through four lenses: academic fit 
(does the program, the faculty, the curriculum serve your goals?), social fit 
(does the campus culture and size match how you learn and live?), financial fit 
(what is the real net price after aid, and can your family sustain it?), and 
geographic fit (does the location give you access to the industries and 
experiences that matter to your future?). I have seen too many families build 
lists around names they admire rather than around campuses where the 
student would actually do well. 

CHAPTER 



From the outside in - the complete guide for US college admissions 

8 

The Three-Tier Framework 

Tier Acceptance 
Rate 

What It Means How Many 

Reach Below 20% Competitive but uncertain 3–4 schools 

Target 20–55% Your profile sits solidly in the 
admitted range 

5–6 schools 

Safety Above 55% You are evidently stronger than 
the typical admit 

3–4 schools 

Every school on your list should be one you would be excited to attend. A 
safety school is a near guarantee. Build the list so that every outcome is good. 

Note for applicants: published acceptance rates reflect all applicants, domestic and international 
combined. International acceptance rates at many universities run significantly lower than the overall 
figure. Always check the Common Data Set (Section C9) for international admit data when assessing 
where a school sits in your tier. 

How to Research a University Honestly 
• Start with the Common Data Set (commondataset.org) Section C for

admission data, Section H for financial aid.

• Read faculty research pages in your intended department. Name at least
two professors whose work connects to yours before writing a single
supplemental essay.

• Go beyond brochures: use student Reddit communities
(r/ApplyingToCollege; individual university subreddits) for unfiltered
accounts of what campus life is actually like.

Research Sources Note: Use student forums, Reddit communities, and other 
informal online discussions for context rather than as authority. For admissions 
requirements, deadlines, financial-aid rules, visa matters, and institutional 
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policies, rely on each university’s official materials and direct confirmation 
whenever possible. 

• Attend virtual information sessions and register your attendance. At 
yield-sensitive schools, this may count as demonstrated interest. 

👪👪 A NOTE FOR PARENTS 

Have financial conversations early and directly. Understanding your family's 
financial parameters before building the college list prevents the most painful 
outcome of this process. 

 

The right college list is built on knowledge of who you are and what each school 
offers. 

Before You Continue 
A strong college list is built less by bravado than by judgment. Before you move 
forward, look at your list as if you were advising someone else: does each 
school belong there for reasons you could defend beyond name recognition? 
Can you explain the academic fit, the cost, the environment, and the practical 
upside of each choice? If not, the list may still be aspirational, but it is not yet 
ready. 
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Understanding Your Odds 

Reading the data and what it actually predicts. 

A father from Seoul emailed me a spreadsheet the night before our first call. It 
listed twelve universities, sorted by U.S. News ranking. In the final column, 
labeled 'Realistic,' he had typed 'Yes' or 'No' next to each university based solely 
on his daughter's SAT score. 

I understood the instinct. Numbers feel controllable. Rankings feel objective. 

But the acceptance rate at any school tells you what happened to the entire pool 
of applicants, not what will happen to your daughter, with her particular story, 
from her school, in her year. Understanding the difference between those two 
things is where strategy really begins. 

Acceptance rates describe outcomes, not mechanisms. Harvard's 3.6% 
acceptance rate tells you almost nothing useful about your probability; what 
matters more: where your academic profile sits relative to the middle 50% 
range (published in the Common Data Set), how international applicants from 
your region have historically fared, and the qualitative strength of your 
narrative. 

At highly selective schools, most rejected applicants are academically qualified. 
The rejection is about the story, fit, and what the committee needs to build that 
year's class, which means that improving your odds at selective schools is 
primarily about the quality of your application's argument, not the precision of 
your credentials. 

CHAPTER 
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How International Applicants Are Evaluated Differently 
International applications are reviewed by regionally specialized officers who 
understand your curriculum and school context. Your grades are evaluated 
relative to your school and educational system, not against an American 
standard. Geographic diversity is a bona fide factor that universities actively 
seek, as they recruit students from around the world. The 2023 Supreme Court 
ruling eliminated race as a direct admissions factor, making the personal essay 
an even more critical vehicle for communicating background, identity, and 
lived experience. 

Thinking About Probability 
The right list is both ambitious and true for you. It strives for the best possible 
outcomes while ensuring every outcome is good. We do not encourage 
students to apply to schools where their probability of admission is negligible, 
because every application requires investment, and that investment yields 
better outcomes when it is spent on applications with a real chance of success. 

Key Insight 

You cannot control the acceptance rate. You can only control the quality and 
distinctiveness of the story you tell. The students who succeed at highly selective 
universities are not those with the most impressive statistics; they are those 
whose applications made the reader feel, distinctly and immediately, that this 
student belonged at this place. 

The numbers describe the past. Your application is about the future. 
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PART2
Building the Profile 

Everything that makes your application powerful is built over four years. These 
chapters cover what to do in Grades 9 through 12 - academically, in your 
activities, in testing, and in your relationships with teachers who can write 
extraordinary recommendations. 

⏱ One-minute overview 
• Academic rigor matters more than the grade in any one course;

admissions officers read your transcript in the context of what your
school offers.

• Testing is a strategic tool, not a referendum on your worth. Know
when a score has already done its job and stop trying to perfect it.

• Six deep, real activities beat twelve shallow memberships, every
time.

Read the full chapters when you can; this gets you oriented first. 
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Academics: Rigor, Trajectory, and Context 

What your transcript says - and how to make it say the right things 

A student from India showed me her transcript: Grade 9 and 10 marks ranging 
from 78% to 84%, and Grade 11 marks ranging from 91% to 97%. She was worried 
the early grades would hurt her. 

'Actually,' I said, 'this is one of the strongest academic stories I've seen this cycle.' 

'Seriously?' 

'You showed growth. You were working on difficult subjects, and you showed 
that you respond to challenges by working harder rather than giving up. That 
story is worth more than four years of flat 90s with easy subjects.' 

What Admissions Readers See in a Transcript 
Three questions drive every transcript review: Did the student challenge 
themselves with the most rigorous available courses? Is there a positive 
academic trajectory? Does the subject profile align with the student's stated 
interests? Rigor over easy grades, every time. 

Curriculum What Admissions Sees Competitive Benchmark 

AP College-level; directly legible 5s in 4+ APs; strong signal 

IB Diploma Globally respected; HL = AP 
equivalent 

6–7 in HL subjects; full Diploma 
preferred 

CHAPTER 



From the outside in - the complete guide for US college admissions 

16 

Curriculum What Admissions Sees Competitive Benchmark 

A-Level Respected for depth A*A*A or A*AA 

CBSE / ICSE Well understood by regional 
officers 

95%+ in core subjects at a 
recognized school 

HKDSE Strong regional recognition 5** in 3+ subjects 

Other 
national 

Evaluated contextually Maximum school profile context 
required 

Year by Year: What to Focus On 

Grade 9 - Build and explore. 

Strong habits, broad curiosity, and taking two to three advanced courses. The 
job of Grade 9 is discovery, not performance. 

Grade 10 - Consolidate 

Add advanced courses in your strongest areas. Begin visiting teachers not 
when you are struggling, but when you are curious. These relationships 
produce letters that can change outcomes two years later. 

Grade 11 - Peak rigor 

The most scrutinized academic year. Take your hardest load, perform at your 
best, and take your standardized tests. Any underperformance here requires 
context. 

Grade 12 - Sustain 

Maintain your standards. Universities receive mid-year and final transcripts. 
Significant drops can result in rescinded offers. 
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Counselor's Tip 
The single most useful thing you can do in Grade 9 is to begin visiting teachers 
during office hours; do it early, not when you are struggling, but when you are 
curious. The relationships built beginning in Grade 10 produce the letters that 
matter in Grade 12. 

 

The most attractive academic profiles are not the highest grades; they are the most 
clear, the most trajectory-driven, and the most curious. 
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Testing: The Strategy Behind the Score 

What to take, when to take it, and when not to submit it at all 

A student from Beijing arrived at our first session with a 1380 on the SAT and a 
plan to sit for it 6 more times. 

'I need 1550,' he said. 'That's the cutoff.' 

I asked him which school he meant. He named a university whose middle 50% 
SAT range was 1390–1510. 

He had invented the cutoff. He had been preparing for a test that didn't exist. 
This is the most common testing mistake I see: treating scores as a fixed target 
rather than a strategic tool. The number you need depends entirely on the school, 
the year, and what the rest of your application says. 

 

Narrative Lens 

Your test score tells one sentence of a much longer story. It answers a single 
question: Can this student handle the academic rigor of university-level 
coursework? If the answer is yes and clearly legible from your score, the score 
earns its place. If your score raises a doubt that the rest of your application 
contradicts if you are a student with a 1300 SAT but A* grades across nine IGCSEs 
and three AP 5s the contradiction itself becomes part of the narrative you need to 
manage. 

The strategic question is never ‘how do I get a higher score?’ It is, ‘Does this score 
serve my story?’ A score in the 75th percentile of a school’s admitted class 
confirms the story. A score below the 25th percentile introduces a counter-
narrative that your essay and activities will have to work against. When in doubt, 
ask what work the number is doing. 

CHAPTER 
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For international students, a strong test score retains greater strategic value 
than it does for many domestic applicants. When your transcript comes from a 
system an admissions officer may not know intimately, a standardized score 
provides an objective cross-system benchmark. The strategic rule: if your score 
is at or above the 75th percentile of a school's admitted class, submit. If below 
the 25th, omit at test-optional schools. 

SAT or ACT: Choosing Your Test 
Take one full practice test for each under timed conditions before committing—
the SAT (digital, adaptive) rewards accuracy, algebra, and data reasoning. The 
ACT rewards reading speed and includes a dedicated Science reasoning 
section. Most students have a natural preference that becomes clear after one 
attempt at each. 

English 
Proficiency Test 

Target Score Practical Note 

TOEFL iBT ≥95 overall 
(100+ 
preferred) 

Most widely required; home edition 
available 

IELTS 
Academic 

≥7.0 overall Broadly accepted; familiar to 
Commonwealth applicants 

Duolingo 
English Test 

≥120 Accepted at 4,500+ schools; fastest 
option; growing 

Cambridge 
C1/C2 

Merits or 
Distinction 

Well-regarded; accepted at most 
selective schools 
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Preparation Calendar That Works 

Phase Timing Goal 

Diagnostic Jan, Gr 11 Baseline + test choice 

Foundation Feb–Apr, Gr 11 Concept review; 2 practice tests; 
understand error patterns 

Intensive Apr–Jun Score within 50 pts of the practice tests 

Attempt 1 May–Jun Official benchmark 

Targeted 
prep 

Jul–Aug Address gaps from the official report 

Attempt 2 Oct–Nov, Gr 12 Final score if improvement is realistic 

Note: Once you have decided on your test dates, make sure you book the test well in 
advance. I have encountered many instances in which students forgot to sign up for the 
test, and the test centers were full. If your school is a test center, it's less of an issue, as 
they will accommodate you at the last minute. Be aware and be careful. 

Testing responds directly to systematic effort. Start early, choose strategically, and use the 
time you give yourself well. 

Pause Here 
Testing has a way of shrinking a student’s sense of the process until everything 
seems to depend on a single number. It does not. Before you book another 
sitting or set another score goal, ask what this test is doing in your application. 
Is it adding confidence, creating friction, or consuming time that should now 
go elsewhere? A good testing strategy is about knowing when a score has 
already done its job. 
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Activities: Depth, Leadership, and Impact 

Why ten clubs are worth less than one real project 
A note on terminology: Beginning with the 2026–2027 application cycle, the 
Common Application renamed its "Activities" section to "Activities and 
Experiences." The position or leadership title field is now optional rather than 
required. These are not cosmetic changes. The Common App is signaling that 
it values a broader definition of what counts; family responsibilities, 
caregiving, informal work, independent projects, and sustained hobbies now 
sit alongside traditional extracurriculars without requiring a title to legitimize 
them. For international students, this is welcome news: many of you hold 
responsibilities that never came with a title or an organization's name. 
Throughout this book, we use the terms "activities" and "extracurriculars" to 
refer to this section. The strategic advice applies regardless of what the 
Common App calls it. What matters is not the label but what you put inside it 
- and how it serves the larger story your application tells. 

Every year, I read two kinds of activity lists. 

The first: twelve activities, most of them club memberships, with descriptions 
copied from each club's official brochure. 

The second: six or seven activities, with a clear trajectory from participant to 
leader, and descriptions that are specific, quantified, and read like the summary 
of someone who showed up and built things. 

CHAPTER 
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The second student is admitted at a much higher rate because they did it more 
deeply, more honestly, and with more demonstrable impact. Depth is a proxy for 
engagement and character. 

The Tier Framework 

Tier What It Looks Like Admissions Signal 

Tier 1 - 
National/International 

Olympiad medal, 
published research, 
national competition 
winner, app with 
10,000+ users 

Differentiates you from 
almost the entire pool 

Tier 2 - 
Regional/School 

Head prefect, debate 
regional champion, 
district sports, and 
regional science finalist 

Leadership and 
recognition beyond 
your immediate circle 

Tier 3 - 
Local/Community 

NGO founder, club 
founder with growth, 
community program 
with outcomes 

Initiative and sustained 
impact; strong if 
specific 

Tier 4 - Participation Club member, event 
volunteer 

Adds breadth; weak if 
the only tier 
represented 

The ideal profile: two or three Tier 1/2 activities complemented by two or three 
Tier 3 activities. Sustained, deep involvement in a few things beats scattered 
membership in many. 
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The International Student's Advantage 
You have access to activities and experience no American student can replicate. 
Building a tutoring program for first-generation learners in a city where no 
institutional infrastructure exists is not a disadvantage; it is among the most 
compelling applications available. The key is documentation, and the ability to 
articulate distinctly what you did and why it mattered. 

Writing 150-Character Descriptions That Work 

Key Insight 

Weak: 'Member of the school environmental club. Helped with recycling and 
awareness events.' 

Strong: 'Co-founded initiative; 340 students reached; reduced campus plastic 
waste 60%; presented to city council.' 

The difference is not the activity. Quantify everything.  

The difference is always detail and the explanation with precision. The table 
below shows ten activity descriptions - weak and strong versions of the same 
activity. Every improvement follows the same rule: start with a verb, quantify 
impact, and use every character. 

Activity ❌ Weak - Generic, passive, 
unquantified 

✅ Strong - Active, specific, 
quantified 

Athletics Member of the school basketball 
team. Played in tournaments and 
helped the team improve. 

Captain, school & city league 
basketball; led 14-player roster 
to city semifinals - first time in 
6 years. 
 

Community Service Volunteered at a local food bank on 
weekends. Helped sort donations 
and serve meals. 

200+ hrs., Willing Hearts soup 
kitchen; organized 8-volunteer 
shifts; served avg. 250 
meals/session, 2 years. 
 



From the outside in - the complete guide for US college admissions 

26 

Research Worked with a professor on a 
research project about 
environmental science during the 
summer. 

Research assistant - Prof. Zhang 
(HKU Earth Sciences); analyzed 
10-yr coral bleaching dataset;
cited in manuscript.

Entrepreneurship Started a small business selling 
handmade crafts. Learned about 
running a business. 

Founded Kala Crafts (Etsy); 340 
units sold across 12 countries; 
USD 4,200 revenue; 20% 
donated to local NGO. 

Performing Arts Played violin in the school 
orchestra and performed at several 
school concerts. 

Lead violinist, National Youth 
Orchestra (audition-only); 
performed at Sydney Opera 
House; ABRSM Grade 8 
Distinction. 

Academic Club Participated in the Model United 
Nations. Helped organize 
conferences and write resolutions. 

Secretary-General, HKIS MUN; 
directed 340 delegate 
conferences across 12 
committees; raised HKD 28,000 
in sponsorship. 

Tutoring Tutored younger students in 
mathematics as a volunteer. 
Helped them understand concepts. 

Founded a peer math tutoring 
program; 40 students reached; 
80% improved WAEC grades 
the following year (school-
verified). 

Environmental Member of the school 
environmental club. Helped with 
recycling and awareness events. 

Co-founded a sustainability 
initiative; removed all single-
use plastic from the school 
cafeteria; presented to the city 
council. 

Writing/Journalism Wrote articles for the school 
newspaper about current events 
and school life. 

Sports editor, school 
newspaper; published 22 
articles and 4 investigative 
features; grew sports 
readership 60%. 

Technology Worked on coding projects and 
learned programming languages. 
Interested in software 
development. 

Built a Python-based 
scholarship-matching tool; 
1,200+ student users across 8 
schools; featured in school tech 
showcase. 
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Narrative Lens 

The activities list is the evidence base for a claim you are making about yourself, about 
what you care about, what you have built, and what kind of person shows up when the 
stakes are real. 

Every activity you perform either builds or breaks a consistent picture of your profile. 
The student with twelve scattered memberships is making no claim at all. The student 
with four deeply documented commitments is making a verifiable claim: I am someone 
who goes deep rather than wide, who leads rather than joins, and who builds rather than 
attends. 

Admissions readers are trained to spot the difference between a constructed list and a 
lived one. The constructed list contains activities in the correct categories with the correct 
titles. The lived list has specific numbers, identifiable outcomes, and the kind of detail 
that is only possible if you were actually there. Depth is for interest and character. 

 

Depth and documented impact. Applied to three or four interests over four 
years, these build an activities profile that no manufactured résumé can match. 
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Recommendations:  
The Letters That Open Doors 

How to choose, prepare, and support the people writing for you 

A student asked her AP Chemistry teacher for a recommendation. The letter 
arrived on time. It was technically proficient and generally positive. It described 
a student who 'works diligently,' 'asks good questions,' and 'shows strong 
analytical skills.' But no anecdote. No memorable moments. No line that could 
only have been written about this student. 

She had an A in the class. Her teacher liked her. But he did not know her, and the 
letter made that clear. 

 

CHAPTER 
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Narrative Lens 
The recommendation letter is the one part of the application written by someone 
who has watched you in action, one who has seen the gap between your public 
performance and your private effort, who has been in the room when you were 
working something out rather than displaying a finished result. 

A strong letter adds a dimension to your narrative that no self-authored 
document can provide: independent testimony. It says not just ‘here is what this 
student did’ but ‘here is what it was like to watch this student become who they 
are.’ The most powerful letters describe an event; a question asked that changed 
the direction of a class discussion, a persistence that continued long after the 
assignment was due, and a vulnerability that revealed the depth of a 
commitment. 

The teacher who can write that letter is the one who saw you most clearly. 

Choose for Relationship, Not Grade 
The most common mistake is selecting recommenders based on grade rather 
than relationship. The teacher who can write the most convincing letter is the 
one who has watched you grow, been surprised by you, argued with you 
intellectually, or witnessed something you did that they could not have 
predicted. That teacher has material. The subject teacher who gave you 97% 
and saw you sitting quietly in the front row does not. 

Choose your recommenders in Grade 10. Spend Grades 10 and 11 building 
relationships. Visit during office hours when you are curious, not just when 
you are struggling. Share articles. Ask extension questions. Let them see your 
intellectual life. 

The Preparation Packet 
Give each recommender: your academic résumé; a 'highlight reel' memo with 
three to five moments from their class you hope they remember; a brief 
description of your goals; every deadline obviously organized; and a specific, 
gracious request framing what you would most value them addressing. 
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Counselor's Tip 

Waive your FERPA right to view your letters on the Common App. Letters 
written under the waiver are given significantly more credibility by admissions 
committees. Waiving signals trust in your recommenders, and that trust signals 
maturity. 

 

Recommendations are built over years, not weeks. The relationship you invest in 
with a teacher in Grade 10 is the letter that changes your outcome in Grade 12. 

Template - School Profile Document 
Purpose: to give U.S. admissions readers the contextual information they need when 
your school does not have a standard U.S.-style profile on file. This is a common gap at 
smaller international schools, or at schools whose profile is a British- or European-style 
summary that reads as thin to American committees. Share this template with your 
school counselor and offer to help prepare the document collaboratively - it will 
strengthen every application from your school, not just yours. 

The document should be one to two pages, formatted cleanly, and cover the following 
sections: 

• School Overview: name, location, year founded, size (total enrollment 
and graduating class), and student demographics in one paragraph. 

• Curriculum: which curriculum the school offers (IB, A-Level, national, 
hybrid), how it is administered, and how student performance is 
assessed. Include a grade-scale explanation - if the school uses 
percentages, IB point totals, or a non-standard scale, translate it explicitly 
to a U.S. equivalent range. 

• Class Rank Policy: whether the school ranks students, and if not, why. 
This is the single most common source of confusion for U.S. readers of 
international transcripts. 

• Typical University Destinations: three to five recent classes' worth of 
typical university outcomes, in three columns: U.S. universities admitted 
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to, UK universities admitted to, and other significant destinations. Data-
only, not narrative. 

• Contextual Notes: any information a U.S. reader would benefit from that
isn't captured above - the school's approach to advanced coursework,
teacher-to-student ratios, availability (or absence) of AP self-study
support, recent grading policy changes, COVID-era adjustments, and
anything about the current graduating class that would be unfair to omit.

• Counselor Contact: the school counselor's name, direct email, and
window for contact from admissions offices.

Once prepared, this document is submitted through the counselor portal in the 
Common App at the start of the application cycle and updated once per year. It is one 
of the most impactful documents a small international school can produce; many U.S. 
admissions readers will read it before they read the transcript. 
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PART3 

Applying with Intention 

The application itself - essays, strategy, financial aid, interviews - is where four 
years of preparation either come together or fall apart. These six chapters give 
you the tools to make it come together. 
 

⏱ One-minute overview 
• Your essay is one part of your application, which only you can write; 

a single vivid detail does more work than five impressive-sounding 
sentences 

• Supplemental essays exist to test research into a school, not 
enthusiasm - name real professors, programs, and reasons. 

• Financial aid and interviews reward sincerity and preparation, 
respectively - know your real net price before you fall in love with a 
school, and treat the interview as a conversation, not a performance. 

Read the full chapters when you can - this gets you oriented first. 
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The Essay: Your Voice, Your Story 

How to write the one piece of the application that only you can 
write 

I once read an essay that began with a cracked bowl. 

Not a metaphorical bowl. An actual ceramic bowl that had broken on a kitchen 
floor, which the student's grandmother had repaired by filling the cracks with 
gold lacquer, so the break became part of the object's beauty. 

The essay was ostensibly about pottery. It was actually about the student's 
relationship with failure, her grandmother's philosophy, and the way her 
understanding of what it means to be 'fixed' had shifted. 

It was 620 words. I read it twice. 

Narrative Lens 
If the transcript answers, “Can this student handle our rigor?” and the activities 
list answers ‘What does this student care about?’ the essay answers the question 
that no other document in the application can address: ‘Who is this person when 
no one is assigning the topic?’ 

The essay is the only part that is wholly the student’s own creation. Its voice, its 
subject, its structure, its emotional temperature; all of these are choices, and every 
choice reveals something. A student who writes in a cautious, hedged, formally 
correct voice reveals something different from a student who writes in sentences 
willing to sit with a contradiction. 

CHAPTER 
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Voice, uniqueness, and self-knowledge are the three qualities that make an 
admissions reader stop, re-read a paragraph, and remember a name. All three are 
symptoms of true reflection. They cannot be manufactured. 

What the Essay Is Actually Asking 
Every prompt asks one question: who are you in a way that your grades, tests, 
and activities cannot show? Voice, uniqueness, and self-awareness are the three 
qualities an admissions reader is listening for. These cannot be manufactured; 
they come from reflection and candid writing. 

Finding Your Story 
Most students approach the essay backward; they start with a topic and try to 
fit themselves into it. Start by focusing on who you actually are. Ask yourself: 
What do I think about when I'm not doing anything particular? What is 
something that I know how to do but most people my age don't? What is the 
moment when I was surprised by something I discovered about myself? The 
essay is usually hidden in the answers. 

The Four-Stage Structure 

Stage Purpose Watch For 

1. Opening
Scene

Drop the reader into a 
moment immediately. 

Avoid: 'Since I was young,' 'I have 
always believed,' 'I as the first word. 

2. Context
& Tension

Enough background to 
understand why this 
moment matters 

Do not over-explain - trust the 
reader 

3. Turning
Point

The moment of change, 
realization, or choice 

Be specific; avoid abstract language 
like 'I realized the importance of 
community.' 

4. Reflection
& Forward
Look

Connect to who you are 
now and who you are 
becoming 

End with becoming, not a 
conclusion 
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The framework above tells you what a strong essay does. The three essays 
below show what it looks like in reality. A real international student wrote 
each. Names and some identifying details have been adjusted. Read each essay 
first, then the annotations. The stage markers (shown in grey) identify where 
each of the four stages fires. The annotation boxes explain what the writer is 
doing and why it works. 

Sample Essay 1 - ‘If I Can Make It Out of Trash’ 
Student context: International student at a British school. Applied to engineering and 
design programs. No formal training in engineering. Highest voice score of any essay 
in this collection. 

◄ Stage 1: Opening Scene - drops into a shared situation immediately
►

Stage 1 - Opening Scene 

Notice what this essay does not do: it does not begin with ‘I have always loved building 
things’ or ‘Since I was young, creativity has defined me.’ It drops immediately into a 
shared situation - boredom, constraint, five people, nothing to do - that the reader can feel. 
The list (‘we couldn’t play basketball, we couldn’t play soccer, we couldn’t even play 
chess’) builds the constraint before the solution. This is the classic opening scene technique: 
show us the problem before you show us how you solved it. 

We essentially had nothing to do. We couldn’t play basketball, soccer, or even 
chess. Due to our school’s long and painful renovations, all our old pastimes were 
no longer available, leaving us anxious to find something to do…Ultimately, after 
months of nothing but hallway banter, we gave up. That is, we gave up hoping 
that something interesting would find its way to us. Instead, the five of us made 
a pact that we were going to invent our own lunchtime repertoire. 
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◄ Stage 2: Context & Tension - the failed attempt and the discovery  ►

Stage 2 - Context & Tension 

The back garden detention is the essay’s first twist, and it is genuinely funny. This is 
important: the essay earns its humor by being specific (‘two Friday detentions’) rather 
than making a general joke. Then comes the dumpster. ‘A black cauldron filled with broken 
furniture and old art supplies’ is the essay’s best single image. ‘Black cauldron’ is not the 
obvious word for a school dumpster, and it is the right one. This kind of word choice signals 
a writer who is paying attention to language, not just content. 

First, we brainstormed. This led me to the genius idea of meandering through the 
school’s back garden. While we made some mind-blowing discoveries, the 
biggest one was that we were considered ‘Off School Grounds’ and had to receive 
two Friday detentions. A week later, as we moped around, ready to lose faith, 
something interesting caught my eye. I found the school dumpster; a black 
cauldron filled with broken furniture and old art supplies. After looking at these 
items, looking at my five friends, and looking back at these items, we immediately 
sprinted back up to the school, grabbed our skateboards, and came rushing back 
down. 

◄ Stage 3: Turning Point - the building, in precise technical detail  ►

Stage 3 - Turning Point 

This is the essay’s centerpiece and its most unusual choice: the writer describes the 
engineering process in exact technical detail. ‘Used the dumpster’s weight to snap off the 
legs, an old art canvas to sand off any potential splinters’-this is the kind of exactitude that 
proves you were actually there, thinking. Most students would summarize (‘we built a 
ramp’). This writer explains how, step by step, including the physics reasoning (‘if I 
centered the weight on the middle of the plywood, I could get the closest thing to a 
halfpipe’). This is showing, rather than telling, what looks like in reality. 
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Immediately, we split the roles. Eric and Mahan were the skateboarders, Andre 
was the cameraman, and that leaves me, the builder. After taking in all the 
resources, I began crafting our masterpiece. I started with the old table, used the 
dumpster’s weight to snap off the legs, an old art canvas to sand off any potential 
splinters, and placed it down the stairs. Using an old wheelchair ramp, we 
connected the ground to the table, creating our first slope. Next, using the frame 
of a whiteboard placed two meters in front of the slope and a cut-in-half circle of 
tape, I assembled a makeshift tape rope and strapped some plywood upright 
against the board. I knew from physics that if I centered the weight in the middle 
of the plywood, I could get the closest thing to a halfpipe. Once everything was 
assembled, we relished in joy as we had just created our very own bootleg 
halfpipe ramp. 

◄  Stage 4: Reflection & Forward Look - what the experience revealed 
► 

Stage 4 - Reflection & Forward Look 

The closing paragraphs do several things well. First, they accumulate more examples 
(faulty servo gears and old light bulbs; a tissue box microphone stand), which extend the 
theme without repeating the earlier story. Second, the writer names the real insight: not 
ingenuity itself, but ‘the initiative it takes to be ingenious.’ This precise distinction takes 
the essay from anecdote to argument. The final line - ‘If I can make it out of trash, admit 
me and you’ll see what I can do with actually functioning materials’ - is bold. It works 
because the essay has earned it. 

 

Having the disease of boredom pushed me to an extreme where I saw actual 
rubbish as building materials might have been my biggest blessing in disguise. 
Without it, I may never have sparked an interest in designing robots, let alone 
crafts that can check drainpipes for water contamination. I certainly never would 
have found that faulty servo gears and old light bulbs would make for a decent 
lamp, or that a thrown-out hose reel could help us distribute our robot’s electrical 
tether. I never would have known that if you empty out a tissue box and cut a 
hole in the side, you can make a rather impeccable microphone stand (my 
grandmother was not pleased once she caught a cold). 
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Over the years, I have come to realize that it isn’t just ingenuity I have discovered, 
but also the initiative it takes to be ingenious. Whether it’s using a used Tetra Pak 
to fix a basketball hoop, mirror shards to boost a solar panel’s power output, or 
even a balloon in place of a popped Nike Air Max bubble, looking at useless items 
in a new light has not only changed my passions, but also how I approach every 
day and even lifelong problems. If I can make it out of trash, admit me, and you’ll 
see what I can do with actually functioning materials. 

Why does this essay work 

♦ The subject is completely unexpected: a dumpster, a school 
renovation, five teenagers. No other applicant submitted this essay. 

♦ The technical detail in Stage 3 proves the experience was real. The 
level of particularity (velcro weights, halfpipe physics) is only 
possible if you were there, thinking. 

♦ The final line earns its confidence because the essay has 
demonstrated, not claimed, the quality it describes. 

Watch for it in your own draft. 
If you are writing about something you built or made, include the how. The technical 
process is the evidence. Most students summarize. Describing the actual steps, including 
the physics reasoning, the failed first attempt, and the materials, is what will be 
remembered. 
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Sample Essay 2 - ‘Becoming My Own Fluorescent Mouse’ 
Student context: International student. Interned at a genomics research facility. 
Adoptee. Applied to biology and life sciences programs. The most intellectually original 
essay in this collection. 

◄  Stage 1: Opening Scene - a specific moment of discovery  ► 

Stage 1 - Opening Scene 

‘It all began with green, fluorescent mice' is one of the best opening lines in college essay 
writing. It is specific and surprising, and it immediately raises a question: what is a 
thirteen-year-old doing reading about genetically modified mice, and what did it lead to? 
The detail of ‘demanding to see photos’ is exactly right: it shows the reaction rather than 
stating ‘I was fascinated.’ This is the distinction between showing and telling in its 
simplest form: ‘demanding to see photos’ (showing) comes before ‘I was in absolute awe’ 
(telling), and the showing is more convincing. 

 

It all began with green, fluorescent mice. I was thirteen years old when I came 
across an article about how scientists had isolated a gene from a jellyfish species 
that made it glow and inserted it into mouse embryos, allowing the mature mice 
to express this luminescent characteristic. I remember reading in absolute 
disbelief and demanding to see photos of these supposedly glow-in-the-dark 
mice. The moment I verified this revelation, I was in absolute awe, which in turn 
sparked my interest in the wonders of genetic modification and led me on a path 
of self-discovery. 
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◄  Stage 2: Context & Tension - the internship and the real science  ► 

Stage 2 - Context & Tension 

This is where the essay does something rare: it accurately describes actual research work. 
‘Tanks full of zebrafish that had been modified to have translucent bodies that allowed 
researchers to compare changes in the internal organs of those with and without pancreatic 
cancer’ is not a summary - it is a detail that is only possible if you saw those zebrafish. The 
questions that follow (‘What if we made cancer tumors glow? Can we use genetic 
modification to prevent the inheritance of cancerous mutations?’) show intellectual 
curiosity in its active form: not absorbing information but extending it into new questions. 
Admissions readers notice this immediately. 

 

I actually got to see genetically modified animals up close this summer at the 
genomics research facility where I interned. I came across tanks full of zebrafish 
that had been modified to have translucent bodies, allowing researchers to 
compare changes in the internal organs of those with and without pancreatic 
cancer. Not only did I observe these genetic transformations, but I also had the 
opportunity to conduct independent, hands-on lab work with canine DNA to 
investigate stomach bloating and with human lung cells to examine idiopathic 
pulmonary fibrosis. 

Working at an institute at the forefront of genomics research was incredibly 
exciting. I learned that there was a lot more to genomic research than just making 
mice fluoresce. What if we made cancer tumors glow? Can we use genetic 
modification to prevent the inheritance of cancerous mutations? How can we 
determine what is ethical or not in genetic engineering? 
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◄  Stage 3: Turning Point - the science becomes personal  ► 

Stage 3 - Turning Point 

This is the essay’s intellectual heart. The pivot from genetic modification to adoption works 
because the writer prepares it carefully: she first establishes that ‘environmental conditions 
are also a major factor that determines the resulting characteristics of an individual’ - a 
scientifically accurate statement and then presents herself as a living example. ‘I have not 
inherited any genes from my adoptive parents, yet somehow I am still a product of them 
both’ is an original idea. The details that follow- underwater photography like her father, 
cheap pom-poms cheering teammates like her mother- are the evidence that makes the thesis 
credible rather than abstract. 

 

The science of genetic modification also fascinates me because it reminds me of 
who I am. Physically altering DNA is not the only way to change an organism's 
phenotype. Environmental conditions are also a major factor in determining an 
individual's resulting characteristics. I see myself as a prime example of this, as I 
was predisposed for a destiny completely different from the one I am living now. 

I have not inherited any genes from my adoptive parents, yet somehow, I am still 
a product of them both. I may not have their hazel eyes as my brothers do, but I 
have inherited many of their other cognitive characteristics. Like my father, I can 
completely lose track of time doing underwater photography. Similar to my 
mother, I am the person you can find with cheap pom-poms cheering on my cross-
country teammates at the finish line. 
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◄ Stage 4: Reflection & Forward Look - the metaphor extended and
earned ►

Stage 4 - Reflection & Forward Look 

The closing paragraphs return to the fluorescent mouse metaphor but extend it in a 
direction that surprises: ‘A fluorescent mouse isn’t much use if it doesn’t contribute to the 
experiment.’ This final sentence turns the essay outward. The student has been talking 
about self-discovery, but she ends by framing herself in relation to something larger than 
herself, contribution rather than just identity. This is exactly the quality that liberal arts 
colleges and research universities are looking for. The metaphor earns its use throughout 
because it is rooted in real science rather than decoration. 

It is not my genetic code that drives me to sing in a rock band, participate 
in school quiz nights, or binge-read books about the Holocaust, but the 
desire for me to become my own fluorescent mouse. Getting there may be 
a bigger challenge for me than splicing a couple of genes because what I 
want my fluorescent mouse to be keeps changing as I develop. At the same 
time, I strive to look beyond myself and focus on the bigger picture. A 
fluorescent mouse isn’t much use if it doesn’t contribute to the experiment. 

I believe that my identity is not defined by a jumble of intricate coding 
within my cells, but instead a constantly growing anthology of experiences 
and choices. Now, I look forward to my future endeavors in college that 
will play a significant role in my search for self-discovery as I enter 
adulthood. 
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Why this essay works 

♦ The central metaphor of genetic modification as a lens for adoption and 
self-authorship is original. No other student submitted this metaphor 
because no other student had this combination of experience and curiosity. 

♦ The lab details are specific and earned. ‘Zebrafish modified to have 
translucent bodies’ is the language of someone who was there. 

♦ The closing turns outward. ‘A fluorescent mouse isn’t much use if it 
doesn’t contribute to the experiment’ reframes the essay as being about 
purpose and contribution, not only identity. 

Watch for it in your own draft. 

If you are using a metaphor or extended analogy, it must be rooted in something you know. 
This metaphor works because the writer understands the science well enough to apply it 
correctly. A purely decorative metaphor, borrowed from somewhere else, not grounded in 
your own knowledge, will feel hollow. The test: could you explain the science behind your 
metaphor to a professor? If not, find a different metaphor. 
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Sample Essay 3 - ‘What Music Does’ 
Student context: International student, IB Diploma. Drummer and cellist. Volunteer 
music teacher at a Delhi community NGO. Applied to science programs. Selected 
because it demonstrates how to make a common topic (music) work through sensory 
singularity - and because its structural weakness is as instructive as its strengths. 

◄ Stage 1: Opening Scene - charming, but note the structural risk  ►

Stage 1 - Opening Scene (Note the Weakness Here) 

The shoelace opening is charming, and the self-deprecation is likable. But it poses a 
structural risk: the opening paragraph promises an essay about fine motor skills and 
physical limitations, but what follows is mostly a music essay. The shoelaces return at the 
end to close the frame, but the connection between ‘I can’t tie my laces’ and ‘music defines 
me’ is never fully explained. This is the most common structural error in college essays: 
an opening that makes a promise the body doesn’t fully keep. The best openings drop into 
the essay’s actual subject, not a frame around it. Note this, because understanding what 
doesn’t work is as valuable as understanding what does. 

I have always struggled to tie my shoelaces. My fingers have never responded 
well to instruction. I have often asked myself how I can amount to anything if I 
can’t even fasten my shirt buttons. Truth be told, I don’t know. But despite my 
lack of fine motor skills, I do know one thing: music defines me. 
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◄  Stage 2: Context & Tension - where the essay comes alive  ► 

Stage 2 - Context & Tension (The Essay’s Strongest Writing) 

The second and third paragraphs are the essay’s best writing, and they work for a reason: 
the writer stops making claims about music and starts showing us what hearing music 
feels like from the inside. ‘The perfect G# that intones from my house intercom, and the 
barks from my cocker spaniel that invariably follow’ is the kind of detail that only this 
student could have written, to a particular life in a particular place. This distinguishes a 
music essay that works from one that doesn’t: not the claims (music is everywhere’) but 
the texture of what that claim means for this particular person. 

 

I see music everywhere I go. There is rhythm in the rev of my school bus in the 
morning, as I scramble on late and out of breath, as usual. There is the perfect G# 
that intones from my house intercom, and the barks from my cocker spaniel that 
invariably follow. There is a pattern to the hurried clacking of my keyboard as I 
lurch towards yet another IB deadline. 

When my world stands still, bereft of rhythm, I create my own, drumming my 
fingers against the shower wall, against the tables at school while my teacher 
explains a chapter on genetics. When I make music, my world makes sense. 
Rhythms form patterns that I intuitively feel. Seemingly unrelated sharps and 
flats align themselves and pierce through an incomprehensible wall of 
dissonance, and from what was nothing … a song emerges. 
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◄ Stage 3: Turning Point - the cello, and the essay’s real subject  ►

Stage 3 - Turning Point (The Cello Section - This Is the Essay) 

The cello paragraphs are where this essay earns its place. The connection between the 
opening (fine motor problems) and the central challenge (choosing the cello, a fretless 
instrument requiring extreme fine motor control - despite that limitation) is the essay’s 
real subject. ‘Fumbling my hapless fingers that defied instruction across that oversized, 
fretless board for eight long years’ has the texture of difficulty. And the payoff, a cello 
distinction, is proportional to the difficulty described. The lesson drawn (‘if you set your 
mind to something, hard work can get you there’) is simple, but it is earned here in a way 
it rarely is when stated directly. 

My greatest musical lesson, however, has come through the cello. Given my 
shoelace problem, the cello was perhaps an odd choice of instrument. I recall 
fumbling my hapless fingers that defied instruction across that oversized, fretless 
board for eight long years. It was my resilience that kept me going. It made the 
triumph of receiving a cello distinction all the sweeter. I now know that if you set 
your mind to something, hard work can get you there. 

◄ Stage 4: Reflection & Forward Look - two strong moments, one risky
ending  ►

Stage 4 - Reflection & Forward Look 

The music-science parallel (the metronomic precision I seek in my drumming and the 
exacting accuracy required of scientific pursuit) is an intellectual connection, not a forced 
one. The Creative Thinkers Forum paragraph is the essay’s most emotionally resonant 
moment: ‘amidst two hundred children, as our voices rise together towards the chorus, I 
look in my neighbor’s eye, and we know ’-visual and moving. The final line (For now, at 
least, I want to get to college’) is deliberately self-deprecating and will charm some readers. 
Still, it risks undercutting an essay that has just shown intellectual depth and community 
commitment. Know it is a choice, and know its risk. 
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Interestingly, it is music that has drawn me to science. I see great similarity in the 
metronomic precision I seek in my drumming and the exacting accuracy required 
of scientific pursuit. The way in which the parts of an orchestra fit together has 
clear parallels with the concept of collaboration in science. 

Music also helps me connect with the world around me. Since the age of ten, I 
have worked with The Creative Thinkers Forum in Okhla, New Delhi, which 
teaches slum children creative and vocational skills. Amidst two hundred 
children, as our voices rise together towards the chorus, I look in my neighbor's 
eye, and we know: we share the purest connection. The sheer joy, passion, and 
community we collectively forge through music transcends dialect, class, and 
culture. 

So, when I struggle with the buttons on my shirt, I am comforted by the conviction 
that I do know what I want to be. I want to be a scientist, a musician, a composer, 
a writer… maybe all of these. For now, at least, I want to get to college. 

Why this essay works 
♦ The sensory specificity in Stage 2 - the G# from the intercom, the 

cocker spaniel, the IB deadline keyboard is the essay’s strongest 
writing. It shows an internal experience rather than summarizing it 
from the outside. 

♦ The cello section is the real essay: it pairs a physical obstacle with a 
proportional achievement and earns its conclusion rather than 
stating it. 

♦ The Creative Thinkers Forum paragraph is the most emotionally 
resonant moment and the most relevant for international student 
applications; it grounds the abstract claim (‘music connects us’) in a 
defined place and a specific community. 

Watch for it in your own draft. 
Music essays work when they show the experience from the inside, not when they describe 
it from the outside. ‘Music defines me’ tells the reader nothing. ‘The perfect G# from my 
house intercom’ tells the reader everything. Before writing any essay about a passion, ask: 
what is the most sensory, private detail of what this passion feels like from inside my 
experience? Start there, not with the claim. 
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One pattern across all three essays: all three are specific enough that removing 
the student’s name would make them unattributable to anyone else. The 
dumpster halfpipe, the fluorescent mice, the G# from the intercom- another 
student could have written none of these. Specificity is the single most reliable 
signal of an authentic voice. 

Writing as an International Student 
Write from your actual life. Your cultural context is not a barrier; it is one of 
your most distinctive qualities. Avoid the 'two worlds' cliché as an abstract 
frame; it has been used so often that it no longer carries weight. Precision is 
always the antidote to cliché. 

The test for any essay: remove your name. Could another student have 
submitted it without changing a word? If yes, rewrite it until the answer is no. 

Before you submit your essay, take a moment and make someone read it as an 
audience. After weeks of writing, rewriting, and polishing, you may become 
too close to the essay to see obvious errors or weak spots. A fresh reader can 
help you catch mistakes, sharpen your message, and make sure the essay says 
what you truly want it to say. 

Guidance on Artificial Intelligence Use in Admissions Essays 
AI writing tools are now easy to access, so international students should learn 
the rules before starting their applications. In August 2023, the Common 
Application updated its fraud policy to explicitly state that using "the 
substantive content or output of an artificial intelligence platform, technology, 
or algorithm" constitutes misrepresentation. Everyone applying through the 
Common App must agree to follow this rule. If someone is found to have 
committed fraud, their account may be suspended, and all the schools on their 
list will be notified. In addition to the Common App, a few universities, such 
as Georgetown and Caltech, have created their own AI-related policies. Still, 
most top schools have not yet published official guidelines about AI in 
admissions. 
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The main question for applicants is not whether to use AI, since most students 
already do, but where to draw the line between getting help and crossing into 
academic dishonesty. It is usually fine to use AI for brainstorming topics, 
organizing your ideas, or checking grammar. However, submitting AI-
generated drafts as your own work constitutes misrepresentation. This matters 
because your personal voice, which admissions officers want to see, cannot be 
truly copied by AI. Experienced readers can often tell when it is missing. 
Recently, admissions officers at top schools have seen more essays that are 
well-written but lack a personal touch. Now, students who write in their own 
voice have an advantage. 

International students face another often-overlooked risk. A 2023 Stanford 
study found that popular AI detection tools wrongly flagged over 61% of 
essays by non-native English speakers as AI-generated, while they were almost 
always accurate for native speakers (Liang et al., 2023, published in Patterns). 
This happens because people writing in a second language often use simpler 
sentences and more common words, which these tools mistake for machine 
writing. Some newer tools are better, but the problem is still common. Because 
of this, international students who write their own essays may still be 
questioned in ways native speakers are not. The best way to avoid this is to add 
personal details like names, places, events, and sensory descriptions so your 
essay clearly shows your real experiences. 

If you are asked in an interview or on an application supplement whether you 
used AI, most applicants for 2026 will need to answer yes in some way. Be 
ready to explain honestly how you used it. For example, saying "I used 
ChatGPT to brainstorm three possible essay topics, then wrote every draft 
myself" is a good answer. Saying "I pasted my prompt into ChatGPT and edited 
what it gave me" is not. 



From the outside in - the complete guide for US college admissions 

52 

👪👪  A NOTE FOR PARENTS 

The essay must remain entirely your child's own work. An essay written by an 
adult is immediately visible to experienced admissions readers. Your role is to 
ask questions, not provide answers. Read the draft and tell your child what you 
want to know more about. Then step back. The voice must be theirs. 

The best essay is the sincerest, and truly voiced of the three, the one where the 
reader finishes and thinks, "I know who this person is." 

One Question Before the Next Chapter 
Before you move on, ask a harder question than whether the essay sounds 
polished: does it reveal a mind, a temperament, a way of noticing? The best 
essays do not merely recount an event well. They make the reader feel they 
have encountered a person whose voice could not have been borrowed. If your 
draft still leans more on effect than truth, it needs another round of thinking 
before it needs another round of editing. 
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Supplemental Essays:  
The Art of Knowing Your Schools 

Why 'Why This College?' is the most important - and most badly 
written - Essay 

I keep a private folder of supplemental essays I've reviewed over the years. Not 
the good ones, the bad ones. 

Most were grammatically impeccable. Several were elegant. 

They were bad because every single one could have been submitted to any other 
school on the student's list without changing a word. Remove the name, swap in 
another. No one would notice. 

The supplemental essay is a research test. The students who pass it are the ones 
who did the work before they sat down to write. 

Narrative Lens 
The supplemental essay is where the narrative you have built throughout the 
application meets the story of a particular institution. It asks a question that 
sounds simple but is not: Does this student see us clearly, and do we fit? 

The student who answers, ‘Why This College?’ with ‘vibrant campus community’ 
and ‘world-class faculty’ is answering a question about a different school’s 
question - a school they have not visited, have not researched, and do not know. 

CHAPTER 
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Naming a professor, a specific course, and one concrete aspect of campus culture 
is demonstrating the same quality the application has been building: curiosity 
about the world beyond themselves. 

Research before writing, always. The quality of a ‘Why This College?’ essay is 
proportional to the quality of the research that preceded it. A student who knows 
a school deeply can write this essay in one hour. 

Most supplemental essays fail a simple test: remove the school's name, and any 
school could have been the subject. 'Vibrant campus community,' ‘world-class 
faculty,’ ‘commitment to innovation': these phrases appear in thousands of 
essays every cycle. Admissions officers recognize this genre at a glance. 

The answer to 'Why This College?' that works names a specific professor, a 
specific course, and one concrete aspect of campus culture and connects each 
directly to your own academic or personal trajectory. This level of detail is only 
possible if you have done research.  

Managing Twenty Supplemental Essays 
• Write your top five schools' supplements first, in depth and with

particularity. These set your quality baseline.

• Create a research document for each school before writing, covering
specific courses, professors, programs, student organizations, and
traditions. Remember that the college has spent hundreds of millions of
dollars creating facilities for its students, such as sports and arts facilities.
They would like to hear how you would use them.

• Identify overlapping prompts. A strong community essay can be
carefully adapted, not find-and-replaced, for similar prompts at other
schools.

• The 'Why This College?' essay for a school you truly know should take
one hour to write. For a school you do not know, it will take a week and
still feel generic. Research is the leverage.
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Specificity is the only thing that saves a supplemental essay from being 
forgettable. Know the school. Then tell them why you know it. 

 

The Final Month Before Submission 
The last month before major deadlines has a way of distorting judgment. 
Students begin to confuse urgency with productivity and volume with 
progress. Resist that impulse. Your goal in this final stretch is not to do more. 
It is to do what remains with care. Finalize the list. Confirm every deadline. 
Complete the strongest possible version of the personal statement. Give your 
most important supplements the time they deserve. Check whether every 
application still reflects the same student, the same voice, the same direction. 
And then review everything slowly enough to catch what anxiety is trying to 
make you miss. In the final month, restraint is a strength. Fewer serious, 
accurate, well-researched applications will almost always outperform more 
rushed ones. 
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Strategy and Timing:  
Playing the Application Cycle 

A student from Mumbai called me in a panic three days before the Early Decision 
deadline. 

'I think I should apply ED to Penn,' she said. Her counselor had told her it would 
give her a big boost. 

'Do you want to go to Penn?' 

A pause. 'It's a great school.' 

'That's not what I asked.' 

She enrolled at Michigan the following autumn and told me it was the best 
decision she had made throughout the process. Early Decision is a commitment. 
The boost is real, but only if the school truly is your first choice. 

 

Plan Binding? Decision When to Use It 

Early 
Decision 
(ED) 

Yes December Only when this school is your clear first 
choice, and financial aid is workable. 

Early 
Decision II 

Yes February After an ED deferral, or if the first choice is 
identified late 

CHAPTER 
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Plan Binding? Decision When to Use It 

Early 
Action 
(EA) 

No December–
Jan 

Apply to multiple schools; get early 
feedback; preserve flexibility 

Restrictive 
EA (REA) 

No December Harvard, Yale, Stanford, Princeton, 
Georgetown; highest intent signal 

Regular 
Decision 

No March–
April 

Standard cycle; most applications; 
maximum time for strong work 

Rolling No 4–8 weeks Apply early; primarily, less selective 
public institutions 

Use ED only when three conditions are simultaneously true: this school is your 
unambiguous first choice for at least a year; you know it in enough depth to 
write a strong supplemental; and your family has had a realistic financial 
conversation and is confident the aid package will be workable. If any 
condition is unmet, do not use ED. When families use ED well, it feels like 
clarity. When they use it badly, it usually feels rushed long before the result 
arrives. 

Narrative Lens 
Every strategic choice in this chapter should be evaluated through the same lens: 
Does it reinforce or contradict the story the application has been building? 

Early Decision is a declaration of commitment that must match the story you have 
been telling. Applying ED to a school you do not know deeply, whose 
supplemental essay you wrote in an afternoon, whose program you cannot 
describe in specific terms, is not a strategy. It is a contradiction. 

The students who use ED most effectively are the ones who discovered a school 
early, researched it completely, and arrived at the November deadline with the 
conviction that comes from knowledge, not from a ranking or a counselor’s 
suggestion, but from the understanding of why this particular place is right for 
who they actually are. 
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Demonstrated Interest: What Works and What Doesn't 
Demonstrated interest matters most at schools with acceptance rates between 
25% and 60%. The highest-impact DI actions are in-person campus visits 
registered through the admissions office; attending virtual information 
sessions under your own name; requesting an interview; and, most powerfully, 
writing supplemental essays that demonstrate deep knowledge. 

Watch Out 

Never email an admissions office to ask a question that is answered on the 
website. This signals a lack of engagement rather than demonstrating it. Every 
outreach should include a question that requires you to spend 20 minutes on the 
school's site first. 

 

Strategy is alignment. The most successful applications are those in which the 
student's enthusiasm and the school's interests overlap precisely. 

Before You Go On 
Strategy only helps when it matches reality. Before you move forward, ask 
whether your current plan reflects your actual first-choice school, your family’s 
real financial range, and the amount of work your applications can credibly 
support. Timing decisions become powerful when they are aligned. They 
become expensive when driven by anxiety, prestige, or the illusion that every 
early move is smart. 
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Financial Aid: The Guide 

How to afford an American education - and how to find out if you 
can before you apply 
Financial Aid Disclaimer: Financial aid policies, institutional methodology, 
scholarship availability, exchange-rate effects, and documentation 
requirements vary by University and may change from one admissions cycle 
to the next. Examples in this chapter are illustrative only and should not be 
treated as guarantees of aid, affordability, or success in appeals. 

A family from India had done everything right. Their son was admitted to eight 
schools. Then the financial aid letters arrived. Five offered nothing. Two offered 
partial grants, leaving an annual cost of over USD 65,000. One school, a small 
liberal arts college in Massachusetts, included almost as an afterthought a grant 
of USD 67,000 per year, leaving a net annual cost of approximately USD 14,000. 

That was the school he attended. And it was an extraordinary fit. 

The financial aid research must happen before the application, not after. 

Need-Blind Versus Need-Aware 
Need-blind schools make admissions decisions without considering financial 
circumstances. Applying for substantial aid has zero effect on your admission 
probability. A small number of universities - MIT, Harvard, Princeton, 
Amherst, Bowdoin- are need-blind for international applicants and meet 100% 
of demonstrated need. 
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Need-aware schools consider financial need as one factor. This does not 
guarantee rejection if you request aid, but at the margin, it may affect 
borderline decisions. Understand each school's policy and work with your 
counselor on a disclosure strategy. 

University Aid Policy Average 
Annual 
Grant 

Key Notes 

MIT Need-blind for 
all 

≈ USD 66,000 No-loan policy; generous across all 
income levels 

Harvard Need-blind for 
all 

≈ USD 64,000 Families earning < USD 100,000/yr 
pay nothing 

Princeton Need-blind for 
all 

≈ USD 65,000 No-loan policy; Princeton Promise 
for the lowest-income 

Amherst Need-blind for 
internationals 

≈ USD 72,000 Meets 100% demonstrated need; 
no loans 

Bowdoin Need-blind for 
internationals 

≈ USD 60,000 Commitment to international 
access 

Vanderbilt Merit + need Full tuition Cornelius Scholarship: full tuition, 
highly competitive 

The only number that matters when comparing offers is the net price: Cost of 
Attendance minus all grants and free scholarships. Not loans. The sticker price 
is misleading. The net price is the truth. 

The Broader Aid Landscape: 25 Schools Across Five Tiers 
The nine schools above represent the most generous end of the aid spectrum, 
including Notre Dame, Brown, and the seven listed below. The full extent of 
funding opportunities is wider. The table below covers 25 institutions across 
five funding tiers to help you build a list that is both academically ambitious 
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and financially realistic. All figures are approximate and change annually - 
always verify at each school’s Net Price Calculator before applying. These 
designations reflect general institutional behavior, not guarantees. Always appeal 

professionally if the gap is significant - “the label is a starting point, not a verdict. 

School Tier Aid Policy Avg. 
Grant 

 Key Notes 

TIER 1 - Need-Blind for International Students: Meet 100% of Demonstrated Need 

MIT T1 Need-blind, 
all 

≈ USD 
66,000 

 No-loan policy; families earning 
<$75k/yr often pay nothing 

Harvard T1 Need-blind, 
all 

≈ USD 
64,000 

 Families earning <$100k/yr 
typically pay nothing; no-loan 
policy 

Princeton T1 Need-blind, 
all 

≈ USD 
65,000 

 Princeton Promise; no-loan policy; 
most generous Ivy per capita 

Amherst T1 Need-blind, 
international 

≈ USD 
72,000 

 Highest avg. grant in set; 100% 
need met; strong international 
access commitment 

Bowdoin T1 Need-blind, 
international 

≈ USD 
60,000 

 100% need met; smaller applicant 
pool = relatively higher odds 

Yale T1 Need-blind, 
international 

≈ USD 
63,000 

 100% need met for admits; need-
awareness is a real admission 
factor at the margin 

Dartmouth T1 Need-blind, 
international 

≈ USD 
58,000 

 100% need met for admits; limited 
international spots heighten need-
awareness 

TIER 2 - Need-Aware for International: Generous but Admission Risk When Requesting Aid 

Stanford T2 Need-aware, 
international 

≈ USD 
62,000 

 No-loan policy; very need-aware 
at the margin for international 
admits 

Columbia T2 Need-aware, 
international 

≈ USD 
62,000 

 No-loan policy; very need-aware 
at the margin for international 
admits 

Duke T2 Need-aware, 
international 

≈ USD 
62,000 

 No-loan policy; very need-aware 
at the margin for international 
admits 

Williams T2 Need-aware, 
international 

≈ USD 
70,000 

 Among the most generous LACs, 
need awareness is less severe than 
at the Ivies. 
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Wellesley T2 Need-aware, 
international 

≈ USD 
57,000 

Strong international aid; women’s 
college with global orientation 

TIER 3 - Strong Merit Aid: Scholarships Available Independent of Financial Need 

Vanderbilt T3 Merit + need Full 
tuition* 

*Cornelius Scholarship: full
tuition, highly competitive; 3.5
GPA to renew

Case Western T3 Merit + need ≈$30–55k Generous merit; lower selectivity 
= higher odds; STEM-strong 

Tulane T3 Merit + need ≈$25–45k Presidential, Provost, Dean’s 
Honors awards; no minimum 
GPA to retain 

Northeastern T3 Merit + need ≈$20–35k The Co-op program is the key 
differentiator; merit is awarded at 
the time of admission. 

University of 
Rochester 

T3 Merit + need ≈$30–50k Renaissance Scholarship: full 
tuition; 3.0 GPA to renew 

TIER 4 - Liberal Arts Colleges with Strong Need-Based Aid for International Applicants 

Middlebury T4 Need-aware, 
international 

≈ USD 
58,000 

Strong international program; 
generous to admitted students; 
need-awareness lighter than Ivies 

Colby T4 Need-aware, 
international 

≈ USD 
55,000 

100% need met for admits; active 
international recruitment; 
QuestBridge partner 

Vassar T4 Need-aware, 
international 

≈ USD 
54,000 

Strong aid; some merit 
scholarships available at 
admission 

Skidmore T4 Need-aware, 
international 

≈ USD 
45,000 

Lower selectivity than peers; 
generous aid for admitted 
students 

Macalester T4 Need-aware, 
international 

≈ USD 
50,000 

Strong financial commitment to 
diversity; very international 
campus 

U. of Alabama T5 Merit only Full 
tuition* 

*For SAT 1500+/ACT 34+;
Presidential Award covers full
tuition for international students

U. of S. Carolina T5 Merit only ≈$15–30k Merit-competitive: an SAT score 
of 1400+ significantly increases the 
scholarship amount. 
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University of 
Michigan 

T5 Very limited Minimal  Very limited need-based aid for 
international students; merit 
awards exist, but are highly 
competitive 

UC System T5 Minimal ≈$0–15k  Blue and Gold cover fees for CA 
residents only; international aid is 
very limited. 

U. of Illinois T5 Merit only ≈$8–20k  Some merit; the Illinois 
Commitment does not apply to 
international students 

Note on Tier 5: Most U.S. public universities are funded by the state government to serve in-
state residents. Need-based federal and state aid programs are generally unavailable to 
international students. Build your core list around Tiers 1–4 for reliable access to aid. Include 
public universities for their academic programs and potential merit scholarships, but do not 
rely on them for need-based support without first verifying their international student aid 
policy. 

👪👪 A NOTE FOR PARENTS 

Have three financial conversations with your counselor early: Which schools will 
realistically fund this? What documents do we need and when? And if an offer is 
insufficient, what are our options? The sooner this conversation happens, Grade 
10 or early Grade 11, the more time you have to build a list that is both ambitious 
and financially realistic. 

 

Financial aid is research, early preparation, and the willingness to build a list 
around schools that will fund you well, not just schools that carry famous 
names. 

Stop for a Moment 
Before you turn the page, stop and look at your list through the lens of 
affordability rather than hope. Which schools are truly possible? Which ones 
are generous in principle but difficult in practice? And where are you relying 
on assumptions instead of evidence? Families get into trouble here because 
they postpone clarity. This chapter works only if it changes the list before 
decisions arrive, not after.  
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The Interview:  
A Conversation, Not a Test 

How to prepare for, conduct, and follow up after a college 
interview 

I once sat in on a mock interview with a student from Seoul who had prepared 
for three weeks. She knew the university’s history. She had memorized the dean's 
name. She had a printed list of twelve thoughtful questions. 

She answered every question correctly. And the interview was completely 
unconvincing. 

'You're performing,' I told her. 'The interviewer doesn't want to assess you. They 
want to meet you. There's a difference.' 

We spent the next hour not drilling answers but talking. About what she actually 
loved about biochemistry. About the moment in Grade 10 when she stayed late 
in the lab just because she wanted to. That conversation and interview, 
unscripted, specifically, was hers. 

 

The college interview serves two purposes: for the institution, it verifies that 
the human behind the application is the one they imagined. For you, it is an 
equally valuable opportunity to evaluate whether this school is right for you. 
The best interviews are two-way conversations. 

CHAPTER 



From the outside in - the complete guide for US college admissions 

70 

Five Things to Do Before Every Interview 
1. Re-read your application. You will almost certainly be asked about

something in it.

2. Research the school in depth. Know one professor's work, one program,
one campus tradition.

3. Prepare four to six stories: two about your intellectual life, two about
your character, and two about your goals.

4. Prepare five thoughtful questions, especially about the interviewer's
experience at the school.

5. Do a mock interview. Record it and watch it back. The things you notice
are the things to fix.

Common 
Question 

Where Most Go Wrong Better Approach 

Tell me about 
yourself. 

Recite CV 
chronologically; long; 
impersonal 

90-second overview: one academic
passion, one key activity, why I'm
excited about this school

Why this school? Generic praise: 'strong 
academics, great 
community.' 

Name one professor, one course, one 
campus aspect. Show you did the work. 

Greatest 
challenge 

Too dramatic or too 
trivial 

STAR: Situation, Task, Action, Result. 
Focus 75% on your response, not the 
difficulty. 

Questions for 
me? 

Googleable facts or none 
at all 

Ask about the interviewer's personal 
experience: their favorite course, what 
surprised them. 
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Counselor's Tip 

Virtual interview: camera at eye level, light source in front of you; look at the 
camera, not your own image; test audio before the session. These small things 
carry disproportionate weight when the interviewer cannot see you in person. 

 

The interview is a conversation. Students do best when they show up curious.  
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Special Situations 

Athletics, arts, transfer, first-generation, and the gap year 

One of the most memorable applications I've worked on belonged to a student 
who was also a nationally ranked sportsperson. 

His college coach had identified him two years before he applied. By the time he 
submitted his application, the admissions decision was effectively made pending 
his meeting the academic threshold, which he did comfortably. 

He had no idea that athletic recruitment worked this way. Most students don't. 
If you have a special talent, in sport, in music, or in the arts, this chapter tells you 
how to use it. 

Most of this book is written for the standard applicant completing secondary 
school and applying directly to a four-year university. Many international 
students encounter situations that require additional or different approaches. 
This chapter addresses the most common. 

Athletic Recruitment 
Recruited athletes, those actively pursued by a coach, enter a separate 
admissions pathway that can provide a significant advantage even at highly 
selective universities. Begin the process in Grade 10 or 11 if you compete at the 
national or regional level. Prepare a recruiting profile (transcript, scores, 
results, two-to-four-minute highlight video, coach contact), email coaches 
directly, and follow up professionally. A coach's support can be decisive for 
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borderline applicants, but your academic profile must still meet the 
university’s minimums. 

Arts, Music, and Theatre 
Arts applicants submit supplemental portfolio or audition materials, which are 
evaluated by faculty independently of the academic committee. Visual arts: ten 
to twenty original works via Slide Room. Music: two to four recorded pieces; 
live auditions for conservatories. Theatre: two contrasting monologues. 
Creative writing: ten to twenty pages of original work. Even at arts-focused 
institutions, the academic record must meet minimum standards; artistic 
ability does not substitute for a transcript that raises serious academic concerns. 

First-Generation Students 
If you are the first in your immediate family to earn a four-year degree, identify 
yourself as a first-generation student on the Common App and provide context 
in your essays and counselor letter. Many selective universities actively seek 
first-generation students as part of their commitment to social mobility. The 
QuestBridge National College Match program offers full four-year 
scholarships at 50+ partner institutions; applications are due in September of 
Grade 12. 

The Gap Year 
Apply in Grade 12, gain admission, then request a deferral with a professional 
plan in place. Write the deferral request as a proposal: what you will do, where, 
with which organization, and what you intend to learn. Do not enroll at another 
degree-granting institution during the deferral year. 

Every admissions journey is different. The special situations in this chapter are not 
complications - they are dimensions of a story that is richer and more varied than a 

standard application ever captures. 
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Template - Deferral Request (for Gap-Year Students) 
Purpose: to request a one-year deferral of enrollment after admission so that you can 
undertake a structured, purposeful gap year. Frame this as a proposal, not a request; a 
plan the school can approve, not an open-ended pause. 

Dear [Admissions Officer Name / Dean of Admissions], 

Thank you for your offer of admission to [University] for the Class of 
[Year]. I am honored to have been admitted and am writing to formally 
request a one-year deferral of my enrollment in the Class of [Year + 1]. 

During the deferral year, I plan to [describe the plan in two to three 
sentences: what you will do, where, with which organization, over what 
dates, and what you intend to learn or contribute]. [If applicable: I have 
attached a letter of confirmation from [organization] outlining my role.] 

I understand that during a deferral year, I may not enroll at another 
degree-granting institution. I am committed to that condition and to 
enrolling at [University] in [month, year]. 

Thank you for considering this request. Please let me know what 
additional information or documentation would support the review. 

Sincerely, 

[Student Name]  |  [Applicant ID]  |  [Email]  |  [Phone] 

Length target: 200–250 words. Attach: letter of confirmation from the gap-year 
organization if available, a one-page plan document outlining month-by-month 
activity, and - if the gap involves paid work or a stipend - enough financial disclosure 
to reassure the school that the year won't derail enrollment. 

One Last Review Before You Send It 

Before you submit, slow down and take time to review the application. Check 
every school name, every prompt, every intended major, and every uploaded 
document. Make sure no sentence meant for one university has wandered into 
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another application. Read the essays one final time, not only for grammar, but 
for voice. Does this still sound like the student? Does it still sound true? Does 
each school answer feel specific enough that it could belong nowhere else? 

At this stage, it is also wise to ask a neutral third party to read the full 
application carefully. After weeks of writing, rewriting, and revising, students 
often become too tired and too familiar with their own work to spot obvious 
mistakes. A fresh reader can help catch silly errors, repetition, missing 
information, unclear answers, or sections that do not quite match the question. 

Then turn to the supporting pieces. Recommendations, scores, English-
language requirements, aid forms, scholarship deadlines, and additional 
uploads must all be complete, not assumed complete. Most preventable 
mistakes happen at the point of greatest emotional fatigue. The final review is 
part of the work. 
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PART4 

After the Envelope 

Admission is not the end of the process - it is the beginning of a new one. These three 
chapters cover decisions, money, visas, and the transition to campus life. 

 

⏱ One-minute overview 
• Admission is the beginning of a new process, not the end of the old one; 

decisions, money, and logistics all still require care. 

• Let your child own the final decision; choosing for themselves allows 
them to arrive on campus ready to commit. 

• Visa paperwork and the first weeks on campus both reward preparation; 
the culture shock is real and temporary, not a sign that something is 
wrong. 

Read the full chapters when you can - this gets you oriented first. 
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Decisions: What Every Outcome Means 

Admitted, deferred, waitlisted, denied - how to respond to each 

Decision What It Means What To Do 

Admitted You have an offer - now 
evaluate it carefully. 

Calculate net price; attend 
admitted-student events; compare 
offers systematically by May 1 

Deferred Not admitted in early 
round; moved to RD 
pool. 

Send a Letter of Continued 
Interest within two weeks: 200–
300 words,  updates, and one or 
two named reasons you remain 
committed. 

Waitlisted Reserve position; may 
receive offer after May 1 

Opt in; submit a brief,  update 
letter; commit to your best current 
admit by May 1, regardless. 

Denied Not offered admission 
this cycle 

Allow yourself to feel it; then 
engage fully with your admitted 
options - none of them are 
consolations. 
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When comparing financial aid offers, use net price as your only metric. Most 
schools will reconsider an offer if you present a competing package from a 
comparable institution. This is standard practice. Frame the appeal 
professionally and include documentation. 

👪👪 A NOTE FOR PARENTS 
Your instinct to want the best possible outcome for your child here is right, and 
it comes from real love. The goal is to aim it at the right target. The weeks between 
notification of the decision and May 1 are when parental temptation to advocate 
for a specific school is at its highest. The most useful thing you can do is help your 
child think clearly rather than push for the outcome you prefer. The student who 
makes this decision for themselves, with full information and family support for 
any outcome, is the one who arrives on campus ready to commit. 

How you respond to every outcome in this process, with dignity and engagement, is 
itself a demonstration of the character you have been trying to show in the 

application. 

Template - Letter of Continued Interest (After Deferral) 
Purpose: to send within 10–14 days of an early-round deferral, to signal continued 
interest and provide substantive updates before the Regular Decision reader picks up 
the file. 

Paragraph 1 - Acknowledge and reaffirm 

Dear [Admissions Officer Name] and the [University] Admissions Committee, 

Thank you for the careful consideration of my Early [Decision / Action] 
application. I understand my application has been deferred to the Regular 
Decision round, and I want to reaffirm that [University] remains my [first choice 
/ top choice among the schools I have applied to] for undergraduate study. I am 
writing to share updates since my application was submitted and to reinforce my 
continued interest. 
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Paragraph 2 - Substantive new information 

Since submitting my application, I have [describe one to three new items, e.g., 
completed my IB Extended Essay on [topic] with a predicted [grade]; been 
selected as [role] for [organization]; published [article] in [publication]; received 
[award]; my mid-year grades have been finalized and are attached to this letter 
through the school]. [Include one evaluable outcome per item, not adjectives.] 

[If test scores have improved: My [SAT / ACT] score has improved to [new score], 
and I have submitted the updated scores through the [College Board / ACT] 
portal.] 

Paragraph 3 - One or two named reasons for continued commitment 

My reasons for wanting to attend [University] remain specific and considered. 
[Name one professor whose work connects to yours, or one program or resource 
specific to the university, in one to two sentences.] [If applying to a specific school 
within the university, name it here.] 

Thank you again for your continued consideration. I remain committed to 
enrolling if admitted. 

Sincerely, 

[Student Name]  |  [Applicant ID]  |  [Email]  |  [Phone] 

Length target: 250–350 words. Keep it under one page. Attach an updated transcript 
or new score report as a separate document, not embedded in the letter. 

Template - Waitlist Opt-In Message 
Purpose: to opt into a waitlist within the school's stated response window (usually 
seven to ten days from decision notification), with a brief, sincere note of continued 
interest. 

Dear [University] Admissions Committee, 

Thank you for offering me a place on the [University] waitlist. I am writing to 
confirm that I would like to accept my place and remain under active 
consideration. 

[University] remains one of my top choices for [reason - name one program, 
faculty member, or opportunity that continues to draw you]. Since submitting 
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my application, [one to two updates: recent achievement, updated grades, 
additional context]. I have attached [document] for your reference. 

I understand that waitlist offers, if extended, arrive after May 1. I want to confirm 
that I would be prepared to enroll if a place becomes available. Please let me 
know if there is any additional information I can provide. 

Sincerely, 

[Student Name]  |  [Applicant ID]  |  [Email]  |  [Phone] 

Length target: 150–200 words. Shorter than a LOCI, but the substance is the same: 
acknowledge, update, close. 

Template - Mid-Year Update Letter (Regular Decision) 
Purpose: to send in late January or early February, after fall-semester grades finalize, 
to any Regular Decision school where you have meaningful updates. Not required, but 
strengthens files at target and reach schools when there is real substance to add. 

Dear [Admissions Officer Name] and the [University] Admissions Committee, 

I am writing to share updates on my academic and extracurricular work since 
submitting my application to [University] in [month]. 

Academically, [describe fall-semester performance in one to two sentences, GPA 
if it strengthens the picture, specific course achievements, honors]. My updated 
mid-year report is attached through the school. 

Outside the classroom, [one or two developments: a project completed, a role 
expanded, an outcome achieved, a paper published. One evaluable detail per 
item.] 

[University] remains a strong fit for me because [one to two sentences naming a 
specific program, professor, or resource]. Thank you for your continued 
consideration of my application. 

Sincerely, 

[Student Name]  |  [Applicant ID]  |  [Email]  |  [Phone] 
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Length target: 200–250 words. Only send if you have new information; a mid-year 
letter that says “things are going well” adds nothing and may crowd more substantive 
letters in your file. 
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Visas, Paperwork, and Getting There 

Visa Disclaimer: U.S. immigration rules, embassy procedures, interview 
requirements, document lists, and processing timelines change frequently and 
may vary by country, consulate, and individual case. Always verify current 
requirements directly with your institution's international office and the 
relevant official U.S. government sources before acting. 

The F-1 visa process explained - without the anxiety 

Every year, I get a version of the same message in late May: 'We've been admitted, 
we've paid the deposit, now what?' 

The visa process feels bureaucratic and opaque, and families often delay starting 
it because it feels distant from the excitement of admission. That delay is the only 
thing that can turn a smooth start into a stressful one. 

The steps are not complicated. There are seven of them, and they have a clear 
sequence. If you begin in May, you will arrive on campus in August with 
everything in order. Here is exactly what to do. 

Begin the visa process in May, immediately after committing to your chosen 
institution. Every step has a logical sequence; the anxiety comes from not 
knowing what comes next. This chapter removes that anxiety. 

The Process: 

1. Pay your enrollment deposit to trigger the issuance of your I-20.
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2. Receive and review your Form I-20 from the university DSO. Every 
detail must be correct. 

3. Pay the SEVIS I-901 fee at fmjfee.com (USD 350 for F-1 as of publication 
- verify the current amount at fmjfee.com before paying). Keep the 
receipt. 

4. Complete Form DS-160 at ceac.state.gov. Allow 30–60 minutes. 

5. Schedule your Embassy appointment as soon as DS-160 is complete; do 
not wait for the I-20. 

6. Attend your interview with all documents (see below). Be direct and 
clear. 

7. Receive your visa. Enter the U.S. no earlier than 30 days before your I-20 
program start date. 

Document Notes 

Valid passport At least 6 months' validity beyond the intended stay 

Form I-20 Signed by you and your DSO; verify all details 

DS-160 
confirmation 

Print and bring 

SEVIS fee receipt fmjfee.com 

Admission letter With scholarship/aid documentation 

Financial 
documentation 

6–12 months bank statements; sponsor letter 

Academic 
transcripts 

All secondary school records 

Visa-specification 
photograph 

Check current U.S. Embassy requirements. 
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Counselor's Tip 

Carry your I-20 and admission letter in your carry-on bag, not checked luggage. 
US Customs officers at the port of entry may ask to see them. Having them 
immediately accessible prevents delays at the border. 

The paperwork is real, the timeline is tight. But every step is manageable if you 
begin in May and move steadily forward. 

Before You Leave This Chapter 
At this point, the task is to understand the sequence well enough that nothing 
important is left out to panic over. Before you move on, ask yourself whether 
you know what must happen first, what documents must stay close at hand, 
and which steps should never be left to the last minute. The students who 
handle this stage best are rarely the most relaxed. They are simply the most 
prepared. 
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Life on Campus:  
Thriving, Not Just Surviving 

Employment Authorization Disclaimer: CPT, OPT, STEM OPT, on-campus 
work rules, and related employment permissions are governed by current 
immigration regulations, institutional processes, and eligibility conditions that 
may change, sometimes with little or no notice. Work authorization rules are 
among the most frequently revised elements of US immigration policy. Before 
making any educational or career decisions that depend on post-graduation 
employment authorization, always verify the current rules directly with your 
institution’s international student office and the USCIS website (uscis.gov). The 
information in this chapter reflects policy at the time of publication and may 
not reflect current requirements. 

Well-Being Note: This chapter discusses student well-being, adjustment, 
and support in a general educational sense. It is not a substitute for licensed 
medical or mental-health care. Students facing urgent emotional, 
psychological, or safety concerns should seek immediate support from 
qualified professionals or campus services. 
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From orientation week to career day - how to make the most of four 
years? 

The first week is, for almost every international student I have ever spoken to, 
simultaneously the most exciting and the most disorienting week of their life to 
that point. 

What I tell every student before they leave: the first six weeks are not 
representative of the rest of the year. The culture shock is real. The feeling that 
everyone else has figured something out that you haven't is almost certainly not 
accurate. The students who thrive in the long run are seldom the ones who found 
it easiest at the beginning. 

Academic Culture: Three Things That Will Surprise You 
Office hours are not optional extras; professors actively expect and welcome 
students. Come when you are curious, not only when struggling. Attending 
office hours regularly from week one is one of the most productive habits you 
can build. 

Class participation is evaluated. In most humanities, social science, and 
business courses, it accounts for ten to twenty-five percent of your grade. 
Prepare two to three talking points before each session. 

Academic integrity is taken very seriously. When in doubt about what is or is 
not permitted, ask. The violation that results from confusion is entirely 
avoidable. 

Career Development from Day One 
• Register with Career Services during orientation week. Book an advising

appointment within the first month.

• The most competitive summer internships recruit in October–November
for the following summer. Prepare your résumé and cover letter in
September of your first year.
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• CPT (Curricular Practical Training) allows off-campus employment as 
part of your curriculum after one full academic year of full-time 
enrollment. 

• OPT (Optional Practical Training) provides twelve months of post-
graduation work authorization. Students with a qualifying STEM degree 
may apply for a 24-month STEM OPT extension, bringing their total 
work authorization to 36 months. Begin the OPT application process no 
earlier than ninety days before your graduation date. 

Health and Mental Well-being 
Every U.S. university provides free, confidential counseling through 
Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS). The transition to university is 
challenging for domestic students and often more acutely for international 
students navigating multiple layers of newness simultaneously. Seeking 
support is what successful students do. 

👪👪 A NOTE FOR PARENTS 

Your child is on the other side of the world, in a new culture, facing challenges 
you cannot fully see or solve. Be reliably available for regular check-ins. Resist 
the impulse to manage from afar. The student who develops independence 
during these four years, who learns to solve problems, navigate institutions, and 
build a life in a new environment, is emerging with something far more valuable 
than a degree. 

 

Four years is a long time. Long enough to build something real, to discover 
things about yourself that you could not have found any other way, and to 
become someone you could not have imagined when you submitted the 
application. 

What Matters After Admission 
Once admission is real, the question changes. It is no longer only about whether 
the student got in, but how the student will live once they arrive. Before 
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proceeding further, ask what a successful first year would actually look like: 
not in prestige, but in daily life, support, belonging, and growth. A good 
ending to the admissions process is the beginning of a life that works. 
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PART5 

Real Students, Real Applications 

The ten case studies in this section are the most read pages of all admissions guides for 
one simple reason: seeing someone as you succeed changes what you believe is 

possible. 
Each profile is drawn from the kinds of applications we work with at 
Amyview, representing our international student community. Names and 
identifying details have been adjusted. The academic profiles, application 
strategies, and outcomes are representative of real results. 

As you read, pay attention not only to the outcomes but to the strategies. The 
pattern that emerges across ten very different students is consistent: the ones 
who succeed are those whose applications tell an authentic story. Not the ones 
with the highest numbers. 
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⏱ chracter 

• These ten case studies are drawn from real applications, with names and
identifying details adjusted; read them for pattern. They are not perfect
but provide guidance.

• The students who succeed are the ones whose applications tell a
coherent story, not the ones with the highest numbers.

• Use the self-assessment worksheet that follows before you read the case
studies, so you calibrate against your own situation first, not against the
most extreme profile in the book.

Read the full chapters when you can; this gets you oriented first. 

WORKSHEET - Where Do I Actually Stand? 
Answer honestly. There are no right answers, only a starting point. 

1. My GPA / grades relative to my school's typical admitted-to-strong-
universities student:

☐ Above  ☐ At  ☐ Below

2. My test scores (if taken) relative to my target schools' middle 50% range:

☐ Above  ☐ Within  ☐ Below  ☐ Haven't tested yet

3. The activity I've done longest and care most about (not the most
impressive sounding one):

4. One thing about my story that I haven't told anyone in an application yet:

5. Reading the case studies in Part Five, the one I relate to most is # ___,
because:

Counselor's Tip: This worksheet is not a scorecard. Its only job is to stop you 
from measuring yourself against the most extreme case study in the book 
instead of your own actual situation. 
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Student Success 
Note: the ten case studies in this section are anonymized or composite profiles 
drawn from real advising situations. They are included to illustrate strategy, 
positioning, and decision-making, not to imply that any one result is 
mechanically repeatable. Admission criteria, acceptance rates, testing 
requirements, financial aid availability, and institutional priorities change from 
year to year. Past results at any university do not predict future outcomes. 
These profiles show what worked for students in specific cycles, not a formula 
that can be replicated.  

The ten case studies that follow are drawn from real advising work at 
Amyview, primarily with families based in Hong Kong, Singapore, and the 
Middle East, where the practice has been most active. The strategic principles 
they illustrate for framing academics, activities, and essays for U.S. admissions 
readers apply equally to applicants from any country. For country-specific 
guidance on translating your curriculum, culture, and competition. see Part 
Six. 
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Case Studies - University Application Profiles 
10 Students · Admitted to Top US Universities 

🏀🏀  Case Study 1: Student A - Hong Kong 

School An American School - American Education System 

SAT / Tests SAT 15XX  |  Math 7XX  |  Evidence-Based Reading & Writing 7XX 

GPA / Grades High Honors Status; Head of School Commendation - Highest 
Academic Honors 

Activities Varsity Basketball - HKIS & HK Women's League Team Captain; 
Sports Section Editor, School Newspaper; HKIS Athletic Council; 
INQ Journalism Club Leader; Mock Trials; Photography Club; 
Global Squad Basketball Camp - PA 

Applied To UCs · Northwestern · University of Michigan · UVA 

Outcome 🎓🎓  Admitted to & enrolled at UCLA 

What Worked ✦ Team captain at both school AND city league level - dual athletic
leadership is rare and hard to fake
✦ Sports editor of the school newspaper while playing varsity
basketball: two distinct identities, one clear thread
✦ Sustained service across India and Thailand with measurable
outcomes - basketball clinics, fundraising for Community Service
Projects
✦ Trilingual profile, reinforced global citizenship across the entire
application
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🎵🎵  Case Study 2: Student B - Singapore 

School A British School, Singapore - IB Diploma 

SAT / Tests ACT 3X |  English 3X|  Math 3X  |  Science 3X  |  Reading 3X 

GPA / Grades IB 4X/45 

Activities Drummer & Lead Vocalist - Afro Latin Band, Ska Band, Jazz Band, 
Battle of the Bands; Performed at Sydney Opera House; Job 
Shadowing, Internist, Specialist Clinic; Research Assistant - Global 
Head of Digital Sales (e-sports vs traditional sports) ICC; Intern - 
Decathlon Singapore; Student Leader, Student Care 
(underprivileged children); Raised USD 5000 through talent show 
for NGO music teacher 

Applied To UCs · Brown · NYU · Johns Hopkins 

Outcome 🎓🎓  Admitted to & enrolled at UC Berkeley 

What Worked ✦  Near-perfect ACT (3X) across all four sections - combined with A* 
across 9 IGCSEs, the academic case was airtight 
✦  Performing at the Sydney Opera House isn't a line on a CV - it's a 
Tier 1 achievement that admissions officers remember 
✦  Research at the ICC connecting sports analytics, media, and e-
sports showed real intellectual range beyond the IB syllabus 
✦  Five-plus years volunteering at a family-founded NGO in slums: 
continuity and personal roots that no last-minute padding can 
replicate 
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📊📊  Case Study 3: Student C - Singapore 

School A British School, Singapore - A-Levels 

SAT / Tests SAT 14XX  |  Math 7XX|  Evidence-Based Reading & Writing 7XX 

GPA / Grades IGCSE: Economics (A*), Geography (A*), Maths (A*), Chemistry 
(A*), Physics (A*), Biology (A*), English Language (A), Spanish (A*), 
Further Maths (A*) - A-Level Predicted: Maths (A*), Economics (A*), 
Chemistry (A), Geography (A*), EPQ (A*) 

Activities Internships: Financial Services (wind farm suitability & break-even 
analysis) ·Microfinance Bank (SWOT + competitor benchmarking) · 
Blockchain Startup (blockchain database, CEO presentation); Duke 
University Pre-College - 'Analyzing Big Data'; Economics Prefect; 
Geography Mentor; Badminton Coach; Violinist in Senior Orchestra; 
Short Film Director & DOP for 4 music videos; Model United 
Nations; Ukraine Relief Fund ($12,000 raised); Homeless Hearts of 
Singapore; Okhla Creative Thinkers Forum 

Applied To UCs · USC · NYU · Northeastern 

Outcome 🎓🎓  Admitted to & enrolled at the University of Southern 
California 

What Worked ✦ Three internships, three industries (renewables, microfinance,
fintech) - each with a real deliverable, not shadowing. That's a body
of professional work before age 18
✦ SAT Math 7XX + A* in Further Maths + economics and geography
A-levels: the quantitative spine was exceptionally strong
✦ Filmmaking - director, screenwriter, director of photography - ran
alongside the finance internships. Admissions readers love a profile
that doesn't fit one box
✦ The Okhla NGO connection was personal: his grandfather
founded it. He raised $2,000 to build a music school there. That kind
of detail is impossible to invent
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⚖  Case Study 4: Student D - Hong Kong 

School A Canadian School, Hong Kong - IB 

SAT / Tests SAT 14XX  |  Math 7XX |  Evidence-Based Reading & Writing 7XX 

GPA / Grades Honor Roll all years - Current and prior school; Knowledgeable 
Award 

Activities Intern - International Law Firm, Bangkok (sustained, ongoing); 
Investment Club Executive Member - Grade 10 Representative; 
UNICEF Member; Founder - Marine Life & Us (non-profit selling 
sustainable jewelry for Plastic Free Seas); Splash HK (swimming 
coaching for domestic helpers); Homeless Shelter volunteer (weekly 
breakfast prep); Ballet Grade Examinations - all grades with 
Distinction 

Applied To NYU - Early Decision 

Outcome 🎓🎓  Admitted to & enrolled at NYU (Early Decision) 

What Worked ✦  She didn't join a club - she founded a functioning non-profit 
generating revenue for ocean conservation. That's the difference 
between participation and creation 
✦  A law firm internship in Bangkok from a young age, continued 
over multiple years: professional commitment that made her 'future 
lawyer' narrative completely credible 
✦  English native · Japanese full professional · Mandarin professional 
working - trilingual at this level in three distinct language families is 
rare 
✦  Ballet with Distinction at every grade level over a decade: proof 
that commitment and excellence outside academics were a lifelong 
habit, not a checkbox 
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🎻🎻  Case Study 5: Student E - Hong Kong 

School An American School - American Education System 

SAT / Tests SAT 14XX  |  Math 7XX |  Evidence-Based Reading & Writing 7XX 

GPA / Grades Honor Roll 2017, 2018, 2019 

Activities Sailing Club Leader; Internship - Countrywide Newspaper (political 
events + notable personality interviews); Research - Social Media & 
Political Activism in Indian Youth; (Research - AI Bias Against 
Minorities (ongoing)); Cello - 7.5 years, solo performance with the 
Symphony Orchestra of India; Student orchestra tours to Singapore, 
Beijing & Seoul; Photography (film & digital); Humanities Tutor; 
Teaching English; Teaching English - Chiang Mai Children's 
Program, Thailand 

Applied To Haverford · Wesleyan · Vassar · USC · Brandeis 

Outcome 🎓🎓  Admitted to & enrolled at Haverford College 

What Worked ✦ Two university-level research projects - one on AI bias, one on
political activism - while still in high school. Both with named
professors. This is the application profile of someone already
thinking like a researcher
✦ Solo cello performance with the Symphony Orchestra of India
isn't a school recital - it is a professional concert stage. Tier 1 music
achievement that very few applicants can claim
✦ Beat newspaper internship meant attending real political events
and interviewing real public figures. The journalism-to-humanities
pipeline was logical and evidence-backed
✦ Liberal arts colleges like Haverford love intellectual range: sailing
captain + cellist + AI researcher + political journalist. Every piece of
the profile pointed to something interesting
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🏸🏸  Case Study 6: Student F - Hong Kong 

School An International School - Advanced Placement (AP) System 

SAT / Tests SAT 15XX  |  Math 7XX  |  Evidence-Based Reading & Writing 7XX 

GPA / Grades Honor Roll with Distinction; Presidential Certificate of Academic 
Excellence; Outstanding Student Awards – Two Subjects 

Activities Environmental Council Leader; Book Club Leader; School Newspaper 
Section Editor; School Tutor – 3 - 4 Subjects, Public Speaking; Children's 
Reading Club (English for refugee children); Animal Shelter Volunteer; AI 
Technology Research Project (university professor); Asia Pacific Competition 
Beijing; Netball 

Applied To Harvard · UPenn · Stanford · Brown 

Outcome 🎓🎓  Admitted to & enrolled at Harvard University 

What Worked ✦  SAT 15XX - 9Xth percentile – In Main Subjects: the academic ceiling was 
as high as it gets 
✦  AI research project with a university professor while in high school, in a 
year when AI was barely on the radar in school curricula. It showed he was 
ahead of the curve, not following it 
✦  Four distinct leadership roles - environmental council, newspaper, book 
club, tutoring - each with real responsibilities, each sustained. Breadth 
without dilution 
✦  The refugee reading club, animal shelter volunteering, and NGO 
fundraising weren't one-off service trips. They were weekly commitments 
that told a story about who he actually is 
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🏊🏊  Case Study 7: Student G - Middle East 

School An American School - IB Diploma 

SAT / Tests SAT 14XX  |  Math 7XX  |  Evidence-Based Reading & Writing 6XX  

GPA / Grades GPA 3.9X; High Honor Roll - Grades 9, 10, 11; US President's Award 
for Educational Excellence (Gold) - Grades 7 & 8; IB Predicted 41/45 

Activities Internship - Fund (equity investment evaluation & management 
presentation); Internship - Microfinance Bank (field research on rural 
women and loans); Internship - EdTech Startup (SWOT + market 
benchmarking); Harvard Pre-College - Number Theory; École 
Lemania, Switzerland - French; Pi Day Math Competition - 2nd 
Place (100+ teams); Swimming - represented school at Bangkok & 
MESA Delhi/Dubai; Tennis - represented school at MESA Muscat & 
New Delhi; Teacher Assistant - AP Statistics; Student Tutoring; Anti-
Bullying Campaign Video; Food Security Farm (Qatar); Whale Shark 
Conservation (Maldives); Sri Lanka Service Project 

Applied To NYU · Brown · University of Michigan · UCs 

Outcome 🎓🎓  Admitted to & enrolled at the University of Michigan 

What Worked ✦  Three internships with real deliverables: an equity 
recommendation presented to management, a microfinance field 
study, and a product SWOT. By any measure, that is a professional 
track record 
✦  2nd Place out of 100+ teams at a math competition is an 
independently verifiable, externally ranked achievement - exactly 
what admissions officers are trained to weigh heavily 
✦  IB 4X/45 with Maths, Biology, and Economics all at Higher Level: 
the combination of quantitative depth and scientific rigor is rare 
even at the IB level 
✦  Community service spanning four countries (Qatar, Maldives, Sri 
Lanka) and ranging from whale shark conservation to teaching 
English: global in the truest sense, not just on paper 
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🚣🚣  Case Study 8: Student H - Hong Kong 

School A Chinese School, Hong Kong - IB Diploma 

SAT / Tests SAT 15XX  |  Math 7XX  |  Evidence-Based Reading & Writing 7XX 

GPA / Grades IB 4X45; Year Commendations for Academic Excellence (Years 10 & 
11); Head's Commendation for Academic Excellence; Year 11 
Economics Most Improved Award 

Activities Research Assistant - Laboratory for Space Research (Gamma Ray 
quasi-periodic oscillations; Paid Intern - Crypto Startup, machine 
learning, built exchange search engine; Summer Intern - corporation, 
Cambridge UK (AgriTech data analysis); Paid Concierge; Robotics 
Club Leader (underwater ROVs); Launch X Young Entrepreneurs - 
solar PC, won Business Logistics Prize; Drop in the Ocean (removed 
all plastic from school cafeteria); Beach Cleanup Co-Founder (100+ 
volunteers); National Geographic Community Service, Hawaii; 
Rowing Captain; Coastal Rowing Champion; Tennis - National 
Squad 

Applied To University of Chicago - Early Decision 

Outcome 🎓🎓  Admitted to & enrolled at University of Chicago (Early 
Decision) 

What Worked ✦  Paid work - not shadowing, not volunteering - at a crypto AI 
trading firm and an AgriTech startup in Cambridge, UK, both before 
age 18. Real deliverables, real accountability 
✦  Assisting a named Professor on published astrophysics research 
(quasi-periodic oscillations in gamma-ray emissions) is the kind of 
academic credential that makes UChicago admissions readers sit up 
✦  Multiple international rowing championship wins, including 
Japan regattas and the coastal championship - elite sport at a 
competitive level that is publicly verifiable 
✦  Removing all plastic products from the school cafeteria and co-
founding interschool beach cleanups with 100+ volunteers: 
environmental action that was structural and scalable, not symbolic 
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⚽  Case Study 9: Student I - Singapore 

School An American School - AP Curriculum 

SAT / Tests SAT 14XX  |  Math 7XX  |  Evidence-Based Reading & Writing 6XX 

GPA / Grades Cumulative GPA 3.8X - with a standout upward trajectory: Grade 9 
(3.XX) → Grade 11 (4.XX) 

Activities Paid Analyst Intern; (3 separate stints: 2019, 2020/21, 2022 - growing 
responsibility each year); Intern - Global Macro Hedge Fund (NAV 
reconciliation, asset allocation); Academic Research - Behavioral 
Psychology of Day Trading; Macroeconomics Portfolio Project 
(modified Greenblatt algorithm); Singapore Armed Forces National 
Service - Enhanced Leadership Batch; Varsity Soccer; Lead Drummer 
- band 'Taking Back December' (Trinity Grade 5); MusicShare Club; 
ItsRainingRaincoats (frontline volunteer, raised $5,000); Willing 
Hearts Soup Kitchen 

Applied To University of Virginia - Early Action 

Outcome 
🎓🎓  Admitted to & enrolled at University of Virginia (Early 
Action) 

What Worked ✦ Three stints at the same fintech firm over four years - each with 
increased responsibility, culminating in a posting to their Bangalore 
office. That is a career arc, not an internship 
✦  A self-initiated research project on the behavioral psychology of 
day trading, guided by a named UT Austin professor - specific, 
original, and intellectually ambitious in a way a generic finance 
interest is not 
✦  GPA went from 3.XX in Grade 9 to 4.XX in Grade 11 - an upward 
story that counselors could narrate convincingly and admissions 
officers could see in the transcript 
✦  Finance quant + film producer + jazz drummer + national 
serviceman: the breadth of this profile was unusual enough to be 
memorable 
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🎾🎾  Case Study 10: Student J - Hong Kong 

School A British School, Hong Kong - IB Diploma 

SAT / Tests SAT 15XX  |  Math 7XX  |  Evidence-Based Reading & Writing 7XX 

GPA / Grades School Mathematics Award - highest marks, Grades 11 & 12; School 
Economics Award - highest marks, Grades 11 & 12 

Activities Co-authoring research paper on HK Electricity Industry efficiency - 
Stochastic Frontier Analysis; Summer Internship - Field project on 
drip irrigation impact on farmers, India (primary research, village 
interviews, full report); Internship - Wealth Management 
comparative study; Head - School Debate Club; School Tennis 
Captain; Student Leader - Tsunami Rehabilitation Project, Aceh, 
Indonesia; Duchess of Kent Hospital (weekly volunteer); Christina 
Noble Foundation (trip leader, orphan rehabilitation, Vietnam); 
Student Mentoring Service; School Robotics Club 

Applied To University of Pennsylvania - Early Decision 

Outcome 
🎓🎓  Admitted to & enrolled at University of Pennsylvania (Early 
Decision) 

What Worked ✦  Co-authoring a paper on energy market efficiency with a 
professor - pending publication - while still in school. That is a peer-
reviewed academic contribution 
✦  The field placement in rural Jalgaon involved six weeks of 
primary data collection, farmer interviews, and a full report. Real-
world economics fieldwork at the undergraduate dissertation level 
✦  Top academic prizes in both Maths and Economics across two 
consecutive years: the intellectual combination that Wharton was 
built for 
✦  Debate captain, tennis captain, hospital volunteer, Vietnam trip 
leader, tsunami rehabilitation - leadership wasn't a role; it was a 
habit. Admissions committees can spot the difference 
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PART6 

Applying from Your Country 

The admissions experience is not identical for all international students. Where 
you are applying from affects how your credentials are read, what your 
competition looks like, and where the opportunities and pitfalls lie. This section 
guides you in your context. 
 

⏱ One-minute overview 
• The admissions experience is not identical for every international 

applicant - where you're applying from changes how your 
credentials are read. 

• Find your country or region's section for guidance on translating 
your specific curriculum, culture, and competition into a US-legible 
application. 

• Common threads worth knowing regardless of region: contextualize 
your transcript, document what you've done rather than what looks 
impressive, and check need-based vs. merit aid early. 

Read the full chapters when you can - this gets you oriented first. 
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Applying from India 
India sends more students to U.S. universities than almost any other country, 
and that scale changes the emotional climate of the process. Families often feel 
they are competing not only with the world but also with a familiar type of 
Indian applicant who seems to have perfect marks, Olympiad results, research, 
and a carefully engineered profile. That pressure is real. So is the temptation to 
respond by making the application broader, louder, and more crowded than it 
should be. A better response is sharper positioning: clearer academic direction, 
fewer but stronger activities, and a college list that is built around fit as well as 
prestige. 

How Your Curriculum Is Read 

Regional officers understand CBSE and ISC grades, but context is essential. A 
95% in the CBSE is a strong result, but at a highly competitive school, it may be 
in the bottom quartile. Your school counselor's report, which contextualizes 
your performance within your school's grading standards, is one of the most 
important documents in your application. 

Self-study for AP exams is a powerful strategy for Indian applicants. They 
provide the cross-system objective benchmark that validates your board results 
and signals college-level academic readiness. Three to four AP 5s in subjects 
relevant to your intended major is a differentiator. 

The Specific Competition 

The strongest Indian applicants in the pool for engineering and computer 
science at MIT, Carnegie Mellon, and Cornell will have national-level 
Olympiad results, published or presented research (often in collaboration with 
IIT or TIFR faculty), and a differentiated profile of activities. If your STEM 
profile is strong but not Olympiad-level, consider whether liberal arts colleges, 
where competition in STEM is lower and financial aid is exceptional, might be 
a better fit and yield better outcomes. 
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Common Mistake Why It Hurts What to Do Instead 

Listing every board 
exam result and 
tutoring experience 
as an activity 

Adds bulk without 
showing initiative or 
impact 

List only three to four activities 
with  depth and documented 
outcomes 

Writing essays that 
focus on academic 
achievement and 
hard work 

Reads as generic; these 
qualities are assumed 
from the transcript 

Write about something  you built, 
changed, or discovered outside the 
curriculum 

Applying only to the 
top-20 ranked 
schools. 

Ignores excellent-fit 
schools with better aid 
and lower international 
competition 

Include at least three liberal arts 
colleges known for strong 
international aid. 

Applying from China 
For Chinese applicants to highly selective U.S. universities, the challenge is 
rarely raw academic strength. The challenge is distinguishing yourself inside 
an exceptionally strong pool. In STEM, especially, many students arrive with 
outstanding scores, serious coursework, and visible competition results. What 
admissions readers look for beyond that is evidence of intellectual life that is 
not merely competitive: curiosity with texture, thought that is self-directed, 
and writing that does not read like a polished record of achievement. 

The Research Imperative 

For STEM applicants from China, independent research, with a faculty 
supervisor, a question, and ideally a poster or paper, has become close to a 
table-stakes expectation at MIT, Caltech, and Carnegie Mellon. This does not 
mean you need a published paper. It means you need evidence that you have 
engaged with a research question beyond what your curriculum requires. 

The Essay Challenge 

The most common failure mode in Chinese applications to selective US schools 
is the essay that reads as an achievement narrative: a chronological account of 
competitions won, obstacles overcome, and success achieved. Admissions 
readers have read thousands of these essays and find them indistinguishable 
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from each other. The essays that break through reveal an unexpected emotional 
or intellectual truth, something only that student could have written. 

Common Mistake Why It Hurts What to Do Instead 

Listing six or more 
academic 
competitions without 
showing their 
significance 

Volume without depth 
implies performance 
anxiety rather than 
passion. 

Feature one or two at most; explain 
why the subject, not the prize, 
matters to you. 

Choosing essay 
topics about striving, 
competition, and 
winning 

Generic; could be any 
motivated student 

Choose a topic that reveals 
something unexpected and 
emotionally honest about who you 
are 

Applying only to 
STEM schools 

Ignores excellent liberal 
arts options and 
artificially limits a 
crowded field 

Consider strong liberal arts colleges 
with excellent STEM programs and 
better international competition 
ratios. 

Applying from the Middle East 
Students applying from the Middle East often bring something admissions 
readers notice quickly when it is real: visible leadership shaped by context. In 
this region, strong applications often emerge not from doing more activities but 
from doing a few things in ways that address actual social, educational, or 
community gaps. That may be a school initiative, a girls-in-STEM program, a 
service project, or leadership that crosses social boundaries. What matters is 
not the title itself but the clarity of what changed as a result of the student's 
involvement. 

Leadership Is Your Advantage 

Middle Eastern students who have led community initiatives, particularly 
those that cross cultural, gender, or socioeconomic lines, have a distinctive 
strength that is relatively uncommon in the global pool. The Girls in STEM 
initiative, which crosses cultural and socioeconomic lines, is a strong example: 
it addresses a real gap, grows measurably, and is rooted in a specific cultural 
context. 
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The challenge is avoiding the tendency to emphasize leadership titles 
(president, captain, head of) over documented outcomes. Titles are easy to 
claim; outcomes are hard to fabricate. Quantify your impact always. The 
strongest files from the region usually pair visible leadership with a clear sense 
of social or institutional context. 

Curriculum Context 

A-Level and IB results from international schools in the UAE, Qatar, and Saudi 
Arabia are well understood by US regional officers. A*AA or better in A-Levels 
and 40+ in the IB are the competitive benchmarks for highly selective schools. 
Local curriculum students should pursue AP self-study as the cross-system 
benchmark strategy outlined in the India section. 

Applying from Europe 
European applicants often enter the U.S. process with one immediate 
advantage: their academic records are frequently legible and trusted from the 
start. Strong IB and A-Level results require little translation. The challenge 
usually appears somewhere else. Many European students demonstrate depth, 
seriousness, and independent thought, but they do not always narrate 
themselves with sufficient texture in the activities and essay sections of the 
application. What feels normal or understated in one educational culture can 
read as under-explained in another. 

The Breadth Advantage and the Depth Challenge 

The IB Diploma's breadth requirement is highly valued in the US system, 
which values intellectual range. The AP self-study strategy is worth noting for 
students in national European curricula - the Matura, Baccalauréat, Abitur, and 
similar systems are less immediately legible to US officers and benefit from AP 
scores as a benchmark layer. 

European students sometimes struggle with the activities section relative to 
their American counterparts because European secondary school cultures 
typically offer fewer structured extracurricular programs. The answer is to 
document independent projects, community work, and intellectual pursuits 
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that exist outside the formal school structure. What European applicants often 
do well academically, they sometimes under-explain personally. 

Financial Aid for European Applicants 

European families often assume that American universities are unaffordable 
without significant independent wealth. The case studies in this book tell a 
different story. International students at strong U.S. universities routinely 
receive grant packages that bring net annual costs well below headline tuition 
figures. For European families willing to research financial aid seriously, the 
real cost of an American education can approach and sometimes fall below the 
cost of elite private universities at home. 

Applying from Sub-Saharan Africa 
Applicants from Sub-Saharan Africa often bring some of the most attractive 
initiatives in the international pool, yet they remain among the least supported. 
What makes these applications powerful is not the theme of hardship. It is 
evidence of seriousness, invention, and follow-through in contexts where 
institutional support may be thin or inconsistent. When those things are 
documented intelligibly, admissions readers pay attention. 

Contextual Evaluation: Your Strongest Asset 

US admissions officers at selective universities apply a principle called 
contextual evaluation: they explicitly ask what this student has done with the 
opportunities available to them in their unique context. A student who has 
built something meaningful in Lagos or Nairobi, with limited institutional 
support, in a context where the relevant infrastructure did not already exist, is 
evaluated with that context fully in view. 

This is an advantage because the ambition, initiative, and resilience required to 
achieve at a high level in an under-resourced context is itself a signal that 
selective universities value deeply. Some of the most compelling applications I 
have seen from the region were powerful precisely because they demonstrated 
initiative in environments with limited support structures. 
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The Liberal Arts College Opportunity 

Liberal arts colleges frequently offer the best combination of financial 
generosity and lower international competition for African applicants. Schools 
like Middlebury, Bowdoin, Colby, Williams, Amherst, and Swarthmore 
actively recruit internationally and meet full demonstrated need for admitted 
students. The resulting net costs can be dramatically lower than headline 
tuition figures suggest. 

Practical Action Why It Matters 

Build the school profile document 
with your counselor to 
contextualize your credentials. 

Officers may not know your school or curriculum; 
the counselor report is your contextualization tool. 

Research the 40+ liberal arts 
colleges with strong international 
aid programs. 

These schools offer both excellent outcomes and 
affordable net costs for African applicants. 

Document every community 
initiative with precise numbers 
and outcomes 

Contextual evaluation rewards documented impact; 
quantify everything 

Apply to the QuestBridge 
program if financially eligible 

Specifically designed for high-achieving lower-
income students; partner schools include Amherst, 
Bowdoin, Yale, Princeton 

Applying from Southeast Asia 
Southeast Asia (excluding Singapore and Hong Kong, which are well 
represented in the case studies in this book) encompasses an unusually wide 
range of curricula and family contexts. Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, and the Philippines each have distinct national systems alongside a 
growing number of international schools. The common thread admissions 
officers notice is a strong, often very strong, quantitative academic record 
paired with comparatively thin documentation of leadership or initiative 
outside the classroom. 
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Curriculum Context 

National-curriculum students (Vietnam's national exam, Thailand's GAT/PAT, 
Indonesia's national exam) are less immediately legible to US admissions 
officers than IB or A-Level results. Where possible, supplement with AP self-
study exams or an early English-proficiency test, using the same cross-system 
benchmarking strategy outlined in the India section. International school 
students on IB or A-Level tracks face less of this translation problem. However, 
they should still confirm that their school profile is on file with target 
universities, since school reputations vary widely within the region. 

The Documentation Gap 

Many strong students in the region have done real, substantive things - 
competition placements, technical projects, family business responsibilities, 
informal tutoring- that were never written down or quantified because the 
school environment does not expect or reward such self-promotion. The work 
here is almost entirely about translation, not invention: counselors and parents 
can help students learn to describe what they already did in a way an outside 
reader can evaluate, with numbers, outcomes, and specifics. 

Financial Aid for the Region 
Financial aid awareness varies widely across countries within the region, and 
middle-class families, in particular, often wrongly assume they will receive no 
aid and don't apply to schools that would have offered substantial grants. 
Public universities with strong merit aid for international STEM applicants are 
frequently the best-value outcome for strong technical students from the 
region, often outperforming the net cost of reach schools with prestige but thin 
aid. 

Applying from Latin America 
Latin America's largest applicant pools come from Mexico, Brazil, Argentina, 
and Colombia, each with its own national curriculum (Mexico's Bachillerato, 
Brazil's Ensino Médio, Argentina's Bachiller) and, in many cities, a strong 
network of bilingual and American-curriculum schools. Counseling is less 
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standardized across the region than in Europe or parts of Asia, so families often 
arrive at the process later and with less structured guidance than the book's 
other regional sections assume. 

The English-Proficiency Question 

Students from bilingual or American-curriculum schools typically face no 
additional testing burden. Students from fully Spanish- or Portuguese-medium 
schools, however, should plan for TOEFL or Duolingo English Test preparation 
well before senior year; this is frequently the single most time-sensitive item 
families in the region underestimate, since it is easy to assume conversational 
fluency will be sufficient for a standardized test score. 

Need-Based Aid as the Primary Lever 

Unlike some other regions in this book where merit aid does most of the work, 
need-based aid is usually the dominant factor for Latin American families, 
since a smaller share of applicants come from the very high-income households 
that compete well for merit-only awards at the most selective schools. The CSS 
Profile process (Chapter 11) deserves earlier and more serious attention here 
than the general advice in this book might suggest, and families should not 
assume a mid-income household in their home country will be read as mid-
income by a US financial aid office; bring full documentation and context. 

Building the Activities Profile 
Family business involvement, community organizing, and church or civic 
group leadership are common and genuine forms of initiative across the region 
that are sometimes left off applications because they don't resemble a typical 
American extracurricular. These should be documented with the same 
seriousness as a school club: what was the responsibility, what was the 
outcome, and how long was the commitment sustained? 
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PART7 

Your Toolkit 

Books that help readers act outperform books that only inform. This toolkit is 
organized into four sections: Planning Tools, Application Tools, Decision 
Tools, and Transition Tools, and is designed to be filled in, returned, and used 
throughout the process. Many of these pages are also suitable for printing and 
use in conversation with parents, counselors, or teachers.  
 

⏱ One-minute overview 

• This section is built to be used; worksheets are organized into 
Planning, Application, Decision, and Transition tools. 

• Start with the Quick-Reference Card that follows for fast lookup on 
activity tiers and decision types. 

• Print and use these pages in real conversations with parents, 
counselors, or teachers. 

Read the full chapters when you can - this gets you oriented first. 
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Quick-Reference Card 

Activity Tiers at a Glance 

Tier Definition Example 

Tier 1 National/international recognition or  creation 
(founded, built, published, performed at scale) 

Founded a revenue-generating 
non-profit; performed at a major 
venue 

Tier 2 Sustained leadership or specialized skill over 2+ 
years 

Club president for 2+ years; 
varsity captain; serious internship 

Tier 3 Regular participation with some responsibility Active club member with a 
defined role 

Tier 4 Attendance without depth Member, no further description 

Decision Types at a Glance 

Decision Action Window 

Admitted Compare net price; commit by May 1 

Deferred Letter of Continued Interest within 2 weeks 

Waitlisted 
Opt in + brief update; commit elsewhere by May 1 
regardless. 

Denied Engage fully with admitted options; none are consolations. 
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Planning Tools 

WORKSHEET 1 

Four-Year Activity Planner
Plan forward from Grade 9; begin intentionally and arrive differently. 

This planner is for students in Grades 9 or 10 who want to build their profile 
rather than deliberately reconstruct it retrospectively. Use it to map how each 
activity or interest is trending over four years and to spot gaps before they 
become permanent. 

In each cell, write what you plan to do that year: join, lead, initiate, compete, 
publish, or expand. Leave cells blank if there is nothing to write; blank cells 
show you where to focus. 

Activity / Interest 
Area 

Grade 9 
Foundation 

Grade 10 Build 
& Initiate 

Grade 11 Lead 
& Peak 

Grade 12 
Sustain & 

Apply 

One Key Goal Per Year 

The single most important thing I want to have achieved or initiated by the end 
of each year: 
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Grade 9 Goals Grade 10 Goals Grade 11 Goals Grade 12 Goals 

Key Insight: The single biggest strategic mistake is treating this as a Grade 
12 project. The admissions committee evaluates four years of choices. 
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WORKSHEET 2 

School Research Notes 
Use one copy per school, before the college list is finalized 

This page is for early-stage research, before you decide whether a school 
belongs on your list. Fill it in using the school's website, the Common Data Set 
(commondataset.org), and any notes from info sessions or campus visits. 
Return to it when you build Worksheet 1. 

Print one copy per school you are seriously considering. 

School name 

  

 

Location & setting (city / suburban/rural, size) 

  

 

Why I first heard about this school / initial impression 

  

  

 

Key facts I've confirmed (acceptance rate, cost, majors offered) 

  

  

 

What stood out from the website / virtual tour/brochure 

  

  

  

 

Notes from info session, webinar, or campus visit 
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Particular Programs, labs, or opportunities that interest me 

  

  

  

 

Financial aid picture (need-blind? average international aid?) 

  

  

 

Concerns or questions I still need to answer 

  

  

  

 

Gut reaction: Does this school belong on my list? 

  

  

Quick Fit Assessment 

Academic Fit Financial Fit Cultural / Social 
Fit 

Provisional Fit Score (1–10) 

        

 

Counselor's Tip: The best college lists are built from research, not rankings. If you 
cannot fill in most of this page, you do not yet know the school well enough to put it 
on your list. 
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WORKSHEET 3 

College List Builder 
Track and evaluate every school on your list with real research 

Complete the Financial Aid and Fit Score columns only after conducting real 
research. For acceptance rates and international financial aid data, use each 
school's Common Data Set at commondataset.org (Section C for admissions, 
Section H for aid) and the Net Price Calculator on each school's website. 

Fit Score guide: 1–3 = poor fit | 4–7 = adequate with reservations | 8–10 = strong 
alignment on major, culture, aid, and academic profile. Every school on your final list 
should score 8 or above. 

School Name 
Intended 

Major 
Accept 

Rate 
Need-
Blind? 

Avg Aid 
(International) 

Fit 
Score 
1–10 

Tier Status 
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Key Insight: A fit score of 8 or above should be achievable for every school on your 
list. If you cannot justify an 8, you either do not know the school well enough or it 
should not belong on the list. 

Status options: Researching / Targeting / Applied / Admitted / Enrolled / Declined / 
Waitlisted  
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WORKSHEET 4 

Activities Tracker 
Document every significant activity from Grade 9 onwards 

The 'Impact (Quantified)' column is the most important; if you are unable to fill 
it in, your description is not yet strong enough. The '150-Character Description' 
column is where you draft the exact wording for the Common App activities 
section: use every character, start with a verb, and quantify impact. 

Tier reference: 1 = national/international recognition | 2 = regional or school leadership 
| 3 = local initiative with documented outcomes | 4 = participation only. Aim for at 
least two Tier 1 or 2 activities. 

Activity / 
Organization 

Your 
Role 

Years 
Active 

Hrs. / 
Week 

Impact 
(Quantified) 

Tier 
1–4 

Use 
in 

App? 

150-Character App 
Description (draft) 
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Application Tools 

WORKSHEET 5 

Recommender Briefing Sheet 

Give one completed copy to each teacher or recommender, one sheet per person. 

A strong recommendation letter is specific, not generic. The best way to help 
your recommender write well about you is to give them clear material to draw 
from. Complete this sheet thoughtfully and share it at least six weeks before 
your earliest deadline. 

Print one copy per recommender. Fill it in yourself. 

My name & the schools I'm applying to (attach list if needed) 

  

  

 

The subject/class I had with you, and when 

  

 

A moment or piece of work from your class I'm proud of 

  

  

  

 

What I would most like you to emphasize about me as a student or 
person 
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A quality or side of me that may not be obvious from my transcript 

  

  

  

My intended major or field, and why I'm drawn to it 

  

  

 

One challenge I overcame that you may have observed 

  

  

  

 

Anything else I'd like you to know 

  

  

 

Deadlines by School 
Share this table with your recommender so they know exactly when each letter 
is needed and how to submit it. 

School Recommendation 
Deadline 

Submission Method 
(Common 

App/portal/email) 
Submitted? 
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A Note on Asking 

Ask in person, not by email. Give at least six weeks. Say thank you before 
and after. If a teacher seems hesitant, it is better to ask someone else than to 
receive a lukewarm letter. 
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WORKSHEET 6 

Essay Brainstorm 
20-minute free writing exercise to find your story 

Set a 20-minute timer. Answer each question without editing yourself. The 
essay is usually hiding in one of your answers. 

After completing all eight questions, circle the answer that surprised you most, or the 
one that felt most uncomfortable to write. That is almost always where your essay 
begins. Underline the most exact or unexpected sentence in each answer. Then write 
300 unedited words expanding on your most surprising answer. 

Question Your Answer (write freely, no editing) 

What do you think about 
when you're not doing 
anything in particular? 

  

What is something you 
know how to do that most 
people your age don't? 

  

What is an argument you 
have had with a parent, 
teacher, or yourself that you 
still think about? 

  

What is the moment when 
you were surprised by 
something you discovered 
about yourself or the world? 

  

What is something you've 
built, created, changed, or 
started that you're quietly 
proud of? 

  

What is the most important 
thing you've said or done in 
the last two years? 
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Question Your Answer (write freely, no editing) 

If you could teach a 20-
minute class on anything, 
what would it be? 

  

What problem fascinates 
you so much that you'd 
work on it even if no one 
paid you? 

  

 

Key Insight: Specificity is the hallmark of a strong opening line. The more 
exact your answer, the closer you are to a real essay. 
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WORKSHEET 7 

Personal Statement Quality Review 
Review your draft before locking the final version 

A polished essay is not always a persuasive one. What matters most is whether 
the piece sounds real, unique, and difficult to imitate. The strongest essays 
usually feel less like performances and more like acts of recognition. 

Question Yes Not Yet No 

Does the opening feel specific rather than generic? □ □ □ 

Does the essay sound like a student rather than an adult? □ □ □ 

Does it reveal something not already obvious elsewhere in the 
application? 

□ □ □ 

Is there a clear moment of tension, surprise, change, or 
recognition? 

□ □ □ 

Could another student have written this with only minor 
edits? 

□ □ □ 

Does the essay avoid clichés and over-explanation? □ □ □ 

Does the ending move forward rather than merely summarize? □ □ □ 

Does the essay sound authentic? □ □ □ 
 

What this essay is really saying about me 

  

  

 

The sentence that feels most truly mine 

  

  

 

The sentence that feels least alive or most generic 
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Key Insight: The best personal statements do more than sound polished. 
They leave behind a distinct impression of the student's way of thinking, 
noticing, and making meaning. 
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WORKSHEET 8 

Supplemental Essay Research Sheet 
Use this before drafting any school response 

A strong supplemental essay begins before writing. The goal is not to collect 
random facts, but to identify the academic, cultural, and institutional details 
that connect to your own direction. A reader should feel immediately that you 
know the school well enough to want it for reasons more meaningful than 
prestige. 

School 

  

 

Intended major / direction 

  

 

Courses that interest me 

  

  

 

Professors/faculty whose work connects to my interests 

  

  

 

Labs, centers, institutes, or programs that stand out 

  

  

 

Student organizations, traditions, or campus culture elements that 
appeal to me 
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What attracts me here 

  

  

 

Why this fit makes sense for me 

  

  

 

Possible angle for the essay 

  

  

 
 

The test: Could this page belong to another school with only minor edits? If yes, the 
research is not yet deep enough. 

 

Use a separate copy of this sheet for each school on your list. 

  



From the outside in - the complete guide for US college admissions 

135 

WORKSHEET 9 

Grade 12 Deadline Tracker 
Make the application season visible and manageable 

Enter each school on your working list and fill in every date only after checking 
the official source. Admissions, scholarships, and financial aid deadlines often 
differ. Do not assume one date covers all three. 

Review this page weekly during the application season. 

School Plan 
(ED/EA/REA/RD) 

Application 
Deadline 

Scholarship 
/ Aid 

Deadline 

Interview 
/ Test 

Deadline 

Portal 
Activated 

Submitted Notes 

                

                

                

                

                

                

                

                

                

                

 

Counselor's Tip: Put every date into one system you will check. Missed deadlines 
are usually not the result of ignorance; they are the result of scattered tracking. 
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WORKSHEET 10 

Financial Aid Document Checklist 
Prepare documents early enough that deadlines do not become crises 

Financial aid strategy is not only about choosing the right schools. It is also 
about preparing documents early enough that deadlines do not become crises. 
Requirements vary by institution. Make sure you always verify directly with 
each school. 

□  Parent income documents collected 

□  Tax returns or tax documentation collected if required 

□  Bank statements ready 

□  Sponsor letter prepared if applicable 

□  Employer letters prepared if relevant 

□  Certified translations obtained if required 

□  CSS Profile completed where required 

□  School-specific aid forms completed 

□  Scholarship applications identified 

□  Additional evidence of financial need will be prepared if needed 

□  Copies of all submitted materials saved 

□  Family has reviewed likely affordability  

 

A Note for Parents: Financial aid preparation becomes much easier when the 
family treats it as a planning process rather than an emergency response. 

 

Additional Notes 
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WORKSHEET 11 

Interview Preparation Sheet 
Prepare well enough to speak naturally, specifically, and with real curiosity. 

The best interviews do not feel rehearsed, but they are prepared. The aim is not 
to memorize lines, but to become clear enough to speak naturally and with 
curiosity. 

School 
  

 

Why am I really interested in this school? 
  

  

 

One academic reason 
  

  

 

One personal or campus reason 
  

  

 

Three Stories I Can Tell 

Story 1 
  

  

 

Story 2 
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Story 3 
  

  

 

Five Thoughtful Questions I Can Ask 

1. 
  

 

2. 
  

 

3. 
  

 

4. 
  

 

5. 
  

 

What I want the interviewer to remember about me 
  

  

 

□  Interview date confirmed 

□  Tech or location checked 

□  Thank-you note sent 

Counselor's Tip: A strong interview usually sounds less rehearsed than prepared. 
The goal is clarity, warmth, and a personal touch. 
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WORKSHEET 12 

Final Application Submission Checklist 
Use before every submission; slow, careful work before protects weeks of effort. 

The final review is part of the application, not something that happens after it. 
Most preventable mistakes occur when students are tired, rushed, or 
emotionally overloaded. 

School 

  

 

Application round and deadline 

  

 

□  School name is correct everywhere 

□  Intended major/program is correct 

□  Application round is correct 

□  Personal statement is the correct final version 

□  Supplemental essays are matched to the correct school 

□  No text from another school remains 

□  Recommendations are assigned correctly 

□  Transcript/school documents are uploaded or requested 

□  Test scores are sent where needed 

□  English-language testing requirements are confirmed 

□  CSS Profile or other required aid forms are completed 

□  Scholarship deadlines have been checked separately 

□  Confirmation email has been saved 

□  Portal login has been saved 
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Key Insight: Final submission errors are usually simple rather than 
sophisticated. They happen when tired applicants stop checking details they 
assume must already be correct. 
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Decision Tools 

 
WORKSHEET 13 

Financial Aid Planning 
The Net Annual Cost column is the only number that matters for comparison 

Complete this table for each school as offers arrive in March and April. 
Important: Grant Aid is free money that you do not have to repay. Work-Study 
aid must be earned and should not be subtracted from your cost the same way 
as grants. Enter only grants and scholarships in the 'Grant Aid' column. 

For merit scholarships, note the minimum GPA required for renewal (typically 3.0–
3.5) in the Renewal Conditions column, losing a merit award in Year 2 significantly 
changes your four-year total. 

School 
Total Cost 

of 
Attendance 

Grant 
Aid 
(free 

money) 

Loan 
Aid 

Net Annual 
Cost 

Renewal 
Conditions 

Decision 

              

              

              

              

              

              

              

              

 

Counselor's Tip: Net Annual Cost = Total CoA − all grants and free scholarships 
(do NOT subtract loans). If your best offer is significantly below a preferred school's 
offer, contact both financial aid offices with documentation. Most schools will 
reconsider. 
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Financial Aid Appeal Letter Template 
Appealing a financial aid offer is standard practice. Most financial aid offices 
expect it and are prepared for it. Adapt the template below for any institution. 
Name the competing school and the dollar amount; vague appeals are 
dismissed; documented offers are taken seriously. Send before May 1 and 
attach the official competing award letter. 

Opening 

Dear [Name of Financial Aid Officer or 'Financial Aid Office'], 

 

Paragraph 1 - Establish identity and context 

My name is [Student Name], and I have been admitted to [University] for the 
[Year] class. I am writing to respectfully request a review of my financial aid 
offer, which I received on [date]. 

 

Paragraph 2, Name the competing offer precisely. 

[University] is my first choice for undergraduate study, and I am committed 
to enrolling if we can reach an arrangement that is workable for my family. I 
have received an offer from [Comparable Institution] of [amount] in grant 
aid, reducing my net annual cost to approximately [USD X per year]. I would 
be grateful if [University] could review my financial aid package in light of 
this competing offer. I have attached documentation for your reference. 

 

Paragraph 3 - Offer cooperation and close professionally 

I am happy to provide any additional financial documentation that would 
be helpful to your office. Thank you for your time and for your continued 
commitment to making [University] accessible to international students. 
Sincerely, [Student Name]  |  [Email]  |  [Phone] 
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WORKSHEET 14 

Offer Comparison Sheet 
The goal is the school that makes the most sense. 

An offer is the beginning of something different. Use this sheet to compare the 
admitted options. 

School 
Net 

Annual 
Cost 

Academic 
Fit 1–10 

Campus 
/ Social 

1–10 

Career 
Access 

1–10 

Financial 
Sustain. 

1–10 

Emotional 
Fit 1–10 

Notes / 
Decision 

                

                

                

                

                

                

 

Key Insight: Choosing well often means disappointing the part of yourself 
that wants the most famous answer. The better choice is the one you can 
sustain and grow inside. 

My  first choice and why 

  

  

  

 

The biggest financial or practical concern I need to resolve before May 
1 
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What my family and I have agreed on 

  

  

 

Worked Numerical Financial Aid Example 

 School A (Reach) School B (Match, 
preferred) 

Total Cost of Attendance $78,000 $71,000 

Grant / Scholarship Aid $22,000 $51,000 

Loans Offered (do not 
subtract) 

$8,000 $4,000 

Net Annual Cost (CoA − 
grants only) 

$56,000 $20,000 

Action Taken - 

Appealed using School A's 
net price as leverage; 
School B increased grant 
aid by $6,000/year after 
review. 

 

Tip: Notice the loan amount is shown for transparency but is never 
subtracted from the net cost calculation; that is the single most common 
parent mistake when comparing offers. 
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Transition Tools 

WORKSHEET 15 

Pre-Departure Checklist 
Move from excitement to preparation - track every step from admission to arrival. 

Once the offer is accepted, the work changes shape. Use this checklist to track 
the practical steps that carry you from admission to arrival. 

Enrollment & Immigration 
□  Enrollment deposit paid 

□  I-20 received and reviewed for accuracy 

□  SEVIS fee paid 

□  DS-160 completed 

□  Visa appointment booked 

□  Visa granted or passport returned 

University Preparation 
□  Housing applied & confirmed 

□  Health forms submitted 

□  Orientation registered 

□  Required vaccinations / medical checks completed 

Travel & Logistics 
□  Flight options analyzed and booked 

□  Required documents printed and packed in a carry-on bag 

□  Emergency contacts identified 

□  Banking, phone, and insurance questions reviewed 

□  Packing list in place 
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On Arrival 
□  I-20 available immediately in carry-on 

□  University address saved offline 

□  DSO contact details saved 

□  Carry a health insurance card/proof if you already have one 

Counselor's Tip: The weeks before departure get busy quickly. A checklist helps 
because the tasks are hard and easy to miss. 

 

Notes & Reminders 
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Quick-Reference Glossary 

This glossary is here to make the process less opaque, especially for families 
encountering U.S. admissions terminology for the first time. 

The resources below are organized by topic. No family needs to use every 
resource listed here. The point is knowing when to turn to someone for a 
question. 

Outcome Disclaimer: Past admissions or financial aid outcomes do not 
guarantee future results. University decisions depend on institutional 
priorities, applicant pool dynamics, timing, and other factors beyond any 
counselor's control. 

Term Definition 

ACT Standardized test; 4 sections (English, Math, Reading, Science); 
scored 1–36 

AP (Advanced 
Placement) 

College-level courses and exams in secondary school; scored 1–5 

CAPS Counseling and Psychological Services: free, confidential support at 
U.S. universities 

Common App The Common Application is used to apply to 1,100+ colleges and 
universities worldwide. 

Common Data 
Set 

Annual statistical publication by each US university; 
commondataset.org 

CPT Curricular Practical Training; off-campus work authorization for F-1 
students 

CSS Profile College Scholarship Service Profile: a financial aid form used by 
approximately 400+ colleges and scholarship programs 
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Term Definition 

DSO Designated School Official; manages F-1 student records in SEVIS 

ED / ED II Early Decision I and II; binding application plans 

FAFSA Free Application for Federal Student Aid; primarily for US domestic 
students 

GPA Grade Point Average; typically on a 4.0 unweighted scale 

H-1B Specialty Occupation Worker Visa; primary long-term work visa; 
annual lottery 

Holistic Review Multi-dimensional committee evaluation of all application 
components together 

I-20 Certificate of Eligibility for F-1 student status; required for visa 
application 

LOCI Letter of Continued Interest: sent after deferral or waitlisting 

Net Price Total Cost of Attendance minus all grants is the actual out-of-pocket 
cost. 

Need-Blind An admissions policy where financial need is not considered in the 
admission decision 

OPT Optional Practical Training; post-graduation work authorization; 12 
months standard (plus 24-month STEM extension for qualifying 
degrees; 36 months total) 

QuestBridge Full scholarship program for high-achieving, lower-income students 

RD Regular Decision; standard cycle; deadlines January 1–15; decisions 
March–April 

SAT Scholastic Assessment Test; digital adaptive; scored 400–1,600 

SEVIS Student and Exchange Visitor Information System; tracks F and J 
visa holders 

Super scoring Combining the highest section scores from multiple SAT/ACT dates 

Test-Optional Policy allowing applicants to choose whether to submit test scores. 

TOEFL Test of English as a Foreign Language; most widely required; scored 
0–120 iBT 

Waitlist Reserve list; offers may come after May 1 if enrolled students decline 
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Term Definition 

AP Self-Study Taking Advanced Placement exams without enrolling in the 
corresponding course is a useful strategy for international students 
to add a cross-system benchmark. 

Coalition 
Application 

An alternative college application platform accepted by a growing 
number of US institutions, which offers a digital portfolio feature. 

Demonstrated 
Interest 

Evidence that an applicant has actively engaged with a university - 
through campus visits, virtual sessions, or email contact - is valued 
by some institutions in admissions decisions. 

Enrollment 
Management 

The institutional practice of using data and financial incentives to 
shape the composition and size of an incoming class directly affects 
the availability of merit aid. 

F-2 Visa The dependent visa category for spouses and children of F-1 
students does not confer work authorization. 

First-Generation 
Student 

A student whose parents or guardians did not earn a bachelor’s 
degree; many universities offer dedicated support and identify these 
applicants favorably. 

Gap Year A structured year between secondary school and university, 
typically involving travel, service, or professional experience; it must 
be formally deferred from an institution if a student plans to attend. 

Institutional 
Methodology 

The financial need calculation formula used by a university (as 
opposed to the federal methodology used for the FAFSA) varies 
widely between institutions. 

IPEDS Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System: a federal database 
containing financial, enrollment, and outcomes data for all 
accredited US institutions. 

Liberal Arts 
College 

A small, teaching-focused undergraduate institution emphasizing 
broad intellectual development across disciplines; frequently 
overlooked by international families but often exceptionally 
generous with financial aid. 

Merit Aid Scholarships are awarded based on academic achievement, talent, or 
other qualities rather than financial need; they are available at many 
institutions independently of the CSS Profile or FAFSA. 

NACAC The National Association for College Admission Counseling, the 
professional body governing ethical standards in US college 
admissions, publishes the annual State of College Admission report. 
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Term Definition 

Net Price 
Calculator 

A tool available on every US university’s website that provides an 
estimated Annual cost after grants and scholarships, required by 
federal law. Use this before applying, not after. 

Reach School A university where the applicant’s academic profile falls below or at 
the lower end of the admitted range; admission is uncertain. 

Restrictive Early 
Action (REA) 

A non-binding early plan at a small number of highly selective 
universities (Harvard, Yale, Stanford, Princeton, Georgetown) that 
restricts applicants from applying ED or EA elsewhere 
simultaneously. 

Safety School At a university where the applicant’s academic profile is explicitly 
stronger than that of the typical admitted student, admission is 
highly likely. Every list should include at least two safeties. 

Target School A university where the applicant’s academic profile sits solidly 
within the admitted range; admission is competitive but realistic 
with a strong application. 

Transfer Credit Academic credit awarded by a US university for coursework 
completed elsewhere, including IB Higher Level subjects, A-Level 
exams, or community college courses. 

Yield Rate Institutions closely track the percentage of admitted students who 
enroll because it affects rankings, revenue, and institutional 
planning. High-yield schools have less incentive to negotiate. 
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Official Resources & Useful Links 

The resources below are organized by topic. The Amyview section will be 
updated annually. For all other resources, always verify that the link is current 
and that the information reflects the latest policy before acting on it. 

Resource Where to Find It What It’s For 

AMYVIEW RESOURCES 

Book a Consultation amyviewcounseling.com Single-session and full-
program options 

ADMISSIONS DATA 

Common Data Set commondataset.org Acceptance rates, test 
ranges, and aid data per 
school 

College Navigator (IPEDS) nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator Federal database: costs, 
outcomes, enrollment 
data 

US News College Rankings usnews.com/best-colleges Rankings: use alongside 
CDS, not instead of it 

QS World University 
Rankings 

topuniversities.com International context for 
US university standing 

APPLICATIONS 

Common Application commonapp.org Apply to 1,100+ colleges; 
opens 1 August each year 

Coalition Application coalitionforcollegeaccess.org Alternative platform; 
accepted at many 
institutions 
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UC Application apply.universityofcalifornia.edu Required for all 
University of California 
campuses 

QuestBridge questbridge.org Full scholarships for 
high-achieving lower-
income students 

FINANCIAL AID 

FAFSA studentaid.gov/fafsa Federal aid form; opens 1 
October; primarily for US 
citizens 

CSS Profile cssprofile.collegeboard.org Institutional aid form; 
required by ~270 private 
colleges 

Net Price Calculators Each school’s own website Required by law; use 
before applying, not after 

College Board Scholarship 
Search 

bigfuture.collegeboard.org Searchable database of 
external scholarships 

TESTING 

SAT Registration sat.collegeboard.org Digital SAT; also AP 
exam registration 

ACT Registration act.org ACT registration and 
score reporting 

TOEFL Registration ets.org/toefl Most widely required 
English proficiency test 

IELTS Registration ielts.org Accepted at most U.S. 
universities; familiar to 
Commonwealth 
applicants 

Duolingo English Test englishtest.duolingo.com Accepted at 4,500+ 
institutions; results in 48 
hours 

VISAS & IMMIGRATION 

F-1 Visa Information travel.state.gov Official U.S. Embassy 
visa application guidance 
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SEVIS I-901 Fee Payment fmjfee.com Required before visa 
interview; verify current 
fee here 

DS-160 Visa Application ceac.state.gov Online non-immigrant 
visa application form 

Study in the States (DHS) studyinthestates.dhs.gov Official guidance on F-1 
status, OPT, and CPT 

USCIS - OPT & Work Auth uscis.gov Current rules for post-
graduation employment 
authorization 

CAMPUS RESEARCH 

VirtualCollegeTour.com virtualcollegetour.com Virtual campus tours for 
remote research 

Niche College Reviews niche.com Student reviews of 
campus life, housing, and 
culture 

r/ApplyingToCollege reddit.com/r/applyingtocollege Student community; use 
for context, not as 
authority 

College Confidential collegeconfidential.com Forum discussions: verify 
all claims against official 
sources 

 

Resources Disclaimer: URLs, platform names, and service details are subject to 
change. Always verify that a resource is still active and accurate before relying on 
it. For immigration, visa, and financial aid information, confirm directly with the 
official source before taking any action.  
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Authors Note 

Sanjjay Saxena 

Before I started Amyview Counseling over ten years 
ago, I worked for twenty-five years in senior roles in 
financial services, banking, and finance across several 
locations in Asia Pacific. My background is unusual 
for college admissions, and it influences how I 
approach my work. My years in finance taught me 
that people make better choices when someone 
challenges their assumptions instead of just agreeing 

with them. I use that same approach here. 

My students come from Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and Europe. Many have 
been admitted to top colleges like Harvard, the University of Chicago, UPenn, 
UCLA, USC, UVA, UC Berkeley, the University of Michigan, NYU, Haverford, 
and others. While I am proud of these results, they are not the main reason I do 
this work. 

For a successful application, it is better to understand who you really are, what 
you truly care about, how you have spent your time and why, and what kind 
of college fits the real you. 

That is why I ask questions, sometimes direct, sometimes uncomfortable. 
Rankings are important, but they are only one factor. Fit, cost, academic 
interests, personality, and the life you want for the next four years are just as 
important. 

That experience led me to write From the Outside In. After years of talking with 
families and reviewing hundreds of applications, I noticed a big gap: there was 
very little advice for international families. Most admissions guidance assumes 
you grew up in the American system, know its terms, and understand what to 
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ask. But if you are applying from Mumbai, Dubai, Hong Kong, or Lagos, you 
are starting from a very different place, and the process can seem confusing. 

This book covers the gap. It is practical, uses real-world applications, and aims 
to give you a clearer idea of how the process works. 
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