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Foreword

No other educational system in the world offers the degree of diversity and flexibility that is found in the 
United States. A vast array of educational opportunities is offered among both public and private 
institutions, allowing each student to pursue his or her particular academic and social goals in the 
environment that best suits that individual.

Students in the United States typically begin school at around six years of age and study for six years 
in elementary (primary) school, three years in junior high (middle) school, and three years in senior high 
(secondary) school. It takes a total of twelve years for students to complete both their primary and 
secondary education, after which they may go on to a college or university for postsecondary study.

POSTSECONDARY ED U C A T IO N : A n  O V E R V IEW
Postsecondary education in the United States is unique. In most countries of the world, higher education 
is operated or controlled by one central ministry of education or some other centralized government 
agency. In the United States, each individual state regulates those institutions within its borders. The 
federal government has no direct control. Quality and uniformity of degrees and programs are achieved 
through private, nongovernmental accrediting agencies that tie the state systems together.

In each state there are both public (state-run) and private colleges and universities. Private institu
tions may either be independent or have a specific religious affiliation. The degree of influence such 
affiliation has on the academic program and student life varies from one college to another. Most colleges 
in the United States are coeducational, meaning that they accept both men and women students; 
however, a small number of institutions accept only men or only women.



There is no direct relationship between public and private schools and cost. Some private institutions , 
cost more than public institutions, and vice versa. Costs vary tremendously from school to s c h o o l  r 
example, tuition at Harvard—a private university—is around $20,000 per year, not including living 
expenses. On the other hand, it is possible to study at a junior (two-year) college for as little as ¿.">,000 per 
year plus living expenses.

Most public institutions have two rate structures: one for students who are legal residents of the state, 
and another for students from other states or countries. Private institutions charge the same tuition or 
all students.

D egrees

Postsecondary education in the United States is provided by two-year junior or com m unity colleges and 
four-year colleges and universities. Universities offer more postgraduate courses than colleges, includ
ing the doctorate degree. There are four basic degrees offered by United States colleges and universities:

1. The associate's degree is usually an Associate of Arts (A.A.) or an Associate of Science 
(AS), and if offered primarily by junior or community colleges. This degree requires 
two academic years of full-time study to complete. Students can pursue either a techni
cal or an academic course of study. Technical programs are considered "terminal" (they 
end after two years of study), and they typically prepare individuals for a trade or 
profession. Students pursuing an academic program will usually transfer to a four-year 
college or university after receiving their associate degree.

1  The bachelor's degree is the first degree earned at a four-year United States college 
or university; it generally requires four years of full-time academic study.

3. The master's degree is the first postgraduate degree earned at a college or university. 
¡Depending on the field of study, this degree requires one to two years of academic, 
study beyond the bachelor's degree.

4. The doctorate is the highest degree offered at universities. It requires two years of full
time study beyond the master's degree, plus a dissertation based on original research.

The first two years of a bachelor7s degree program consist of general education courses. During the 
final two years, students specialize in their chosen major field of study. Most institutions recognize that 
students' interests may change as they expand their academic horizons, so they allow individuals to 
change their majors at any time without losing credit for courses already completed. It may be necessary 
for a student to complete a few extra courses to satisfy the requirements of a new major, but credit for all 
courses successfully completed is never lost

Students may also transfer (or change) institutions during their postsecondary studies, usually 
without loss of credit for courses previously taken. Transfer credit, however, is not automatic. Whether 
or not a college or university allows credit for prior study at a different institution is at the discretion of 
the particular school

A cademic Calendars

The academic year in the United States is approximately nine months long, beginning in September and 
ending in June of the following year. Most colleges and universities also have short-term summer 
programs during which students can complete one or two courses toward their degree.



There are four bask academic calendar systems:
1. Semester calendar of two terms in the academic year (fall and spring semesters), each 

consisting of approximately fifteen weeks of classroom instruction. There may also be 
an optional summer session offering a limited selection of courses.

2. Trimester calendar of three ten-week terms (fall, winter, and spring) in the nine-month 
academic year. An optional summer session offering a limited course selection may 
also be offered.

3. Quarter calendar of four ten-week terms year-round (fall, winter, spring, and summer); 
students generally attend three of the four sessions, but have the option of attending all 
four if they wish to expedite their academic program.

4. 4-1-4 calendar of two two-month terms with a one-month "intersession," during which 
students generally concentrate on a specialized project There are several variations on 
this calendar, including 4-4-1 and 5-1-5.

When selecting an institution for study in the United States, you should consider nine basic factors:

1. Your financial resources—How much money do you have per year for your educa- 
tionK The yearly costs vary greatly from state to state and from school to school.

2. Your academic record—Each college or university has its own requirements for 
admission. Universities such as Harvard, M.I.T., and Stanford are highly selec
tive and accept only the top students from the best schools. Be sure to select an 
institution that accepts students within the range of your academic achievements. 
However, be assured that if you have successfully completed secondary school, you 
will find an institution in the United States that will accept you as a student for 
postsecondary studies.

3. Your major field of study—No single school offers all the fields of study that are 
available in the United States. Be sure the college or university to which you apply 
offers the program you wish to pursue.

4. Location of the institution—Physical and social conditions vary greatly from one region 
to another in the United States. There are large, mid-size, and small colleges in both 
major urban areas and in smaller towns. Lite in a large dty is very different from that 
in a small town. Colder climates in winter are found in the north and east of the 
country, while the southern portions are more temperate. Every prospective student 
should have an idea of what kind of setting to expect when arriving in the United States 
to begin studies.

5. Size of the institution—The student population at colleges and universities can vary 
from as little as 500 to more than 10,000. The size of an institution influences its social 
and educational atmosphere.
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6. Accreditation—Is the institution accredited? Accreditation means that a given 
institution has been investigated by a team of experts and found to meet the 
minimum requirements of the accrediting agency, it is not recommended that 
international students attend a nonaccredited school, for several reasons. First, stu
dents should be sure they are getting the best possible quality education for the invest
ment of time and money. Second, if a student initially enrolls in a n o n a c c r e d i te d  school 
and later wishes to transit* to an accredited institution, the new school may not allow 
credit for past studies. And finally, many countries will not recognize degrees from 
nonaccredited institutions for purposes of employment or professional licensing.

7. Applicability—Will the degree earned at a particular college or university be recog
nized by employers, educational institutions, and/or the government in your home 
country?

8. Living facilities—Does the institution offer dormitory facilities? Living in an on*campus 
residence hall can be more convenient, reduce the stress of cultural adjustment, and 
make finding friends easier than if you live off campus in an apartment Apartment 
accommodations, on the other hand, allow a greater degree of independence.

9. Type of institution—The last factor to consider is the type of institution you wish to 
attend. There are both private and public colleges and universities. Some institutions 
accept only men or only women, but the vast majority are coeducational Some private 
schools are operated by, or affiliated with, religious organizations. Is attending a 
university with high "prestige" important to you, or will a lesser-known institution that 
provides a solid education be acceptable? Do you want a college that emphasizes 
academics, one that affords an active social life, or a school that falls somewhere in 
between?

T he A p p l ic a tio n  P rocess

Once you have decided which institution you would like to attend, the next step is to obtain an
application and apply for admission. You may contact the school directly and request an application for

Academic Placement Service, which will help you select a suitable college or university and then handle 
all paperwork related to your application.

It is important that you begin the application process far in advance of the term you wish to attend. 
Many universities have deadlines after which they will not accept applications for that semester or year. 
Sometimes it takes several months for an admissions officer to process an application; applications for 
postgraduate study can take as long as six to nine months to process.

Although the forms from different schools may appear to differ greatly, the documents necessary to 
complete an application are much the same regardless of the college or university. All institutions require 
the following:

1. An application form Be sure to answer all questions thoroughly; an incomplete applica
tion could delay the entire admissions process.

2. Transcripts of all academic work you have completed, showing courses taken and 
grades received. An original official copy and a certified English translation are 
required.


