
Guide to U.S. Universities



Welcome to your United States University college search!

There are so many 
choices ahead of you.

We will break it down 
step by step.

(PS: You’re already 
ahead of the game by 
coming to Bedrock.)



1,184,735
Number of international students in the U.S. (as of July 2017).

77% of them as of May 2017 were from Asia.







Success at the collegiate level does not stem entirely from test scores. 

American universities value diversity in opinion and active 
participation in class projects and discussions. Here, you are meant to 

cultivate your own ideas, engage in disagreements, and build up a 
portfolio of your work.

Unlike other countries where the academic life of the student is separate from the 
social, U.S. universities typically encourage a learning environment that 

combines the social and the academic through learning opportunities and 
conversations both inside and outside of the classroom.

At Bedrock, we prepare you for the world of U.S. academia by building your voice, 
confidence, and knowledge of the fundamentals of Western civilization so that 

you may find success and satisfaction in your college interactions.



But first things 
first!

We should briefly explain how the 
American education system 

works.



American Education System: The Basic Facts

➢ Because the country has a federal government system that has historically 
valued local governance, there is no country-level education system or 
curriculum.

➢ That means, each of the states has its own Department of Education that 
operates its public schools and sets guidelines for all schools in the state.

➢ Within the state, each school district is governed by its own board, which 
is a small committee of  locally elected people.



American Education System: The Basic Facts

➢ Most districts are divided into
○ Elementary schools - Kindergarten and grades 1-5; 5 to 10-11 years old
○ Middle schools - grades 6-8; about 11-14 years old
○ High schools - grades 9-12; about 14-18 years old

➢ High school students are required to take courses in English, mathematics, 
science, and social science. There is usually a foreign language and 
physical education requirement too.

➢ The grading scale, which usually carries into college, is A (excellent), B 
(above average), C (average), D (below average), and F (failing). This is 
translated numerically into your GPA.



What’s a U.S. university like?

➢ The first level is the undergraduate level (aka YOU). Upon graduation, you 
will receive a bachelor’s degree.

➢ During your first two years of study (freshman & sophomore), there is 
generally a required set of diverse subjects, called prerequisite courses: 
literature, science, social science, arts, history, etc.

➢ Most freshmen and sophomores
 live on campus in dormitories (“dorms”).
 There is an entire society within the 
organizations, clubs, and facilities 
on university campuses!



Fun fact: sophomore stems from the Greek 
sophos “wise” + moros “foolish”.



Don’t have the perfect 
major in mind yet?

Have no fear! You don’t have to select a major until the end of your 
sophomore (second) year. After you choose, then your course requirements 
will be more specific within the requirements of your major. (& you can change 
your mind!)

All majors will have the same (or similar) prerequisites. 



How do I apply?
It’s a long process but 
easier than you think. 

Trust us.

1. Create a list of colleges that 
could fit with your financial 
contribution and academic goals. 
(We’ll help!)

2. Take TOEFL, SAT, and ACT tests.
3. Fill out the application, either 

through their website or the 
Common App.

4. Gather supplemental materials: 
portfolios, letters of 
recommendation, etc.

5. Write the essays. Yes, there will 
be many.

6. Fill out financial aid apps.
7. Interview (if necessary) and 

submit!



What is the Common Application?

It is a single application that over 600 colleges and universities accept, which 
makes the application process simpler! There is a general personal statement 
and then additional supplemental essays for each school.

PRO: There is no wasted time from repeating information and writing many 
different versions of the ‘same’ essay. However, it isn’t just an easy ticket...

DO NOT ASSUME that the amount of time you spend applying to your list of 
colleges will be short because of the Common App. It is a tool to streamline 
the process, but your essay writing will take dedication and creativity.



Standardized Testing

ACT

An almost three hour exam to 
measure knowledge in four subject 
areas: English, mathematics, 
reading, and science reasoning. 

It is scored on a scale of 1 to 36 for 
each area and then averaged.

SAT

Widely used entrance exam that 
focuses on reasoning and critical 
thinking. It is a 3-hour test with four 
sections: Reading, Writing and 
Language, Math, and an Essay.

It is scored between 400 and 1600 
& 200-800 for the subscores (Math 
and Reading/Writing).



Standardized Testing

SAT Subject Test

Sometimes called SAT II tests, they 
are offered in many areas such as 
English, mathematics, physics, 
other languages, etc. We 
recommend students who excel in 
certain subjects to take these, 
though they are not required.

 

TOEFL

As a non-English native speaker, 
you will be required to prove your 
fluency by taking the Test of 
English as a Foreign Language.

Requirements vary by university.

http://www.americanexamservices.com/about-the-toefl/toefl-scores-usa-universities




What’s the difference 
between a college 
and a university?



Pretty much nothing.



College vs. University

Americans interchange these words when referring to higher education.

College is a term used for a place of higher education where graduating 
students receive bachelor’s degrees. They may have various ‘schools’ within 
the campus, but all will be within the undergraduate level.

University is a term used for a place of higher education that contains many 
different undergraduate ‘schools’ as well as access to graduate 
programs/schools.

For your purposes as an international undergraduate student, the difference 
doesn’t matter. What is important is if the college/university fits with you. 



Life on Campus: Things to Know



#1 It’s about more than finding a job.

Note: that is not to say you won’t find a great job after graduation.

While professional status and future careers are important, the value within the 
classroom comes from the depth of the curricula and the influence of the 
instructors. The U.S. university systems places a great deal of importance on 
individual learning, the building of new knowledge, and the creation of 
informed and well-rounded citizens.

Because of this, undergraduates at most institutions are required to take many 
courses outside of their field or obvious job market. 



#2 Participation is key.

While many freshmen-level courses will be larger lectures, you will eventually 
find yourself in smaller groups where active participation will make you 
stand out as a student leader and critical thinker. Even in the large classes, 
always:

1. Ask questions, but more importantly: speak out during discussions 
2. Take advantage of your professor’s office hours. Be there, even if you 

don’t think you need the help.
3. Use the free tutoring and writing help on campus! (Seriously. This is the 

only time in your life it will be so readily available.)
4. Never be intimidated by flaws in your English. Ideas are primarily what 

professors are looking for in their students’ participation.



#3 Active group collaboration.

Throughout all four years, many professors will rely on small group projects 
and discussions to break up lectures, invite peer review, and challenge 
students to productively collaborate.

Even if this is not your preferred method of learning, use this time as an 
opportunity to gauge your knowledge of the material, be responsible for your 
piece of a whole, and to stand out as a vocal and organized student leader!

Remember: the professor might not be your only source of knowledge in 
the classroom.



#4 Plagiarism is not a joke.

There is never an excuse to take other written sources and ideas and use them 
as your own. Always include a Works Cited page or clarify any confusions with 
your professor. Many schools use plagiarism detectors for papers submitted.

Universities in the U.S. place utmost importance in the integrity of their 
students’ work. There are extreme punishments for those who 
plagiarise/cheat.



#5 Your diversity is a strength.

U.S. institutions pride themselves on the diversity of their students’ 
background, cultural history, financial situation, sexual orientation, etc.

Mutual respect and interest is central so never assume that because you are 
not an American, your opinion is less valid or valuable in classroom discussions 
and disagreements. In fact, your voice might even more important.

Having said this, speak out with your advisor, the dean, or your professors if 
you ever witness or experience disrespect or marginalization either inside or 
outside of the classroom.



Life on Campus: Things to Avoid



#1 Use the correct form of address.

Instructors, professors, and advisors all have their preferred forms of address. 
Some prefer formal titles like Dr. Jones or Prof. Rodriguez with their surnames; 
many are comfortable with their first names. However, always assume the 
formal title until you are corrected.

*Not all instructors are professors! Spoiler alert: many of your teachers will not 
have their doctoral degrees so ‘professor’ or ‘doctor’ isn’t appropriate.

**Many female instructors prefer Ms. (as opposed to Mrs. or Miss). 

When in doubt, ask!



#2 Don’t be preoccupied with grades.

Not to sound cliché, but valuable time will fly by if you are constantly fretting 
over your scores!

Of course, grades are a vital part of your academics. Just keep in mind that 
there is more to your final grade than the numbers on a few exams. If you 
focus your energy of participation and genuine interest, not only will you see 
an improvement in your scores… you will build closer relationships with your 
peers and professors.

If you are unhappy with a grade, don’t be afraid to speak with your professor.



#3 Learn to put the phone down.

Be sure to keep your phone on silent and in your backpack during class. (Yes, 
even in those giant lecture halls.) 

Another pro tip: turn off the speakers on your laptop too. A certain Bedrock 
employee may have opened her computer during a lecture to some pretty 
embarrassing music blasting...

#struggle #millenial



#4 If you’ve gotta go, just do it.

No need to ask to use to bathroom. You’re an adult now. 

With great power, comes great responsibility.

However, your professor will probable set certain 
expectations with students exiting and entering 
the room during class.



#5 Don’t be late.

There is very little tolerance for tardiness in most 
professors’ classes. 

Ironically, time management is one of the toughest lessons 
university students learn!

Tip: Get a planner.

Tip 2: Actually use said planner.



Useful Vocabulary
Academic transcripts - As an international student, these official school 
records and grades are important for colleges to understand your background.

Academic year - The school year that begins with an autumn semester.

Advisor - A school official who can help you choose your classes, adjust to 
campus life, and keep you on track to graduate.

Associate’s degree - A type of degree awarded to students at a community 
college (usually about 2 years of classes). (A.A. - associate of arts)

Bachelor’s degree - A type of degree awarded to undergraduates (usually 
after about 4 years of classes). (B.S. - sciences or B.A. - arts)



Useful Vocabulary

Certificates - Specialized packages of a few courses that allow you to show 
minor experience in a certain subject outside of the major on your degree.

Community college - also called junior colleges, technical colleges, or city 
colleges. They don’t offer bachelor’s degrees.

Commencement - Day of graduation.

Course number - The number your college uses to classify a course. You’ll 
need it to register for classes.



Useful Vocabulary

Credit hour - The number of hours for a specific class (hours-per-week). The 
total number of hours you enroll in determines whether you’re a full-time or 
part-time student.

Early Action - When a prospective student applies for admission by early 
deadline (before the regular admission deadline) with no obligation to enroll, if 
accepted for admission.

Early Decision - When a prospective student apples for admission by early 
deadline to one school that they must commit to, if accepted.

Elective - A class you can take that is not specifically required.



Useful Vocabulary

Expected Family Contribution (EFC) - The amount of money you will be 
expected to pay for each year of attendance, based on data gathered from 
FAFSA. This amount can be negotiated.

FAFSA - The Free Application for Federal Student Aid, required for financial aid 
applications to show your family’s ability to contribute and your background.

Financial aid - Money you receive for your tuition and expenses. It might be in 
the form of a ‘grant’, ‘loan’, or ‘scholarship.

GPA - Grade Point Average. It is determined by averaging the numerical value 
of a student’s grades over the years: A=4, B=3, C=2, D=1, F=0. 



Useful Vocabulary

Greek - Fraternities and sororities. They often have specific student housing.

Liberal arts - A college where students are free to study a wide variety of 
different subjects during their undergraduate years.

Need-blind admission - Full consideration of an applicant, regardless of 
financial need.

Open admissions - A policy where a college admits virtually all applicants.

Placement test - You can ‘test out’ of many required classes, most often 
foreign languages and mathematics.



Useful Vocabulary
“Reach” school - A college that you have a small chance of getting into.

Rolling admissions - A practice used by some institutions to review and 
complete applications as they arrive, rather than by a set deadline.

Room & Board - The cost of a dorm room and a dining hall meal plan.

“Safety” school - A college that you have an easy chance of getting into.

Wait-list - When an applicant is neither accepted nor denied, their application 
is placed on a list that provides them the opportunity for admission if an 
application ahead of theirs drops out. This category is reserved for students 
whose profiles are strong, but who are marginally qualified compared to 
others.



Let’s get started!


