
St. Edward’s School

9 May 2025

US and Canada 
Finding fit and busting myths

Make the 
destination 
part of your 
education



james@theuniversityguys.com

+44 7795 917254

@theuniversityguys

James Mills
Educational Consultant

The University Guys

Former international 
universities counsellor, 

Warwick Schools 
Foundation, UK

33 years at elite schools, 
public and independent, 

on both sides of the 
Atlantic

Two children who have 
studied in a total of four 

countries on three 
continents!

Degrees from US and UK 
institutions; former NCAA 

D3 athlete 

mailto:sheena@theuniversityguys.com
mailto:sheena@theuniversityguys.com




College in 
the USA is 
different
It’s a bit like football



It’s a different game

and you need 
to know the 

rules



We all want good 
options…

… but what do 
we mean by 
‘good’?



Motivation Levels

Residential Life

Extra-curriculars

Values 

Missions 

Religious 

Political

Community Fit

Grade Eligibility

Capacity to cope

Desire to challenge yourself

Writing Ability 

Core/G. Ed Program 

Teaching styles

Academic Fit

Personality

Character

How you will combine 
with the rest of the 
admitted students

Class Fit

FIT

What does it really mean?

Reiterated by Lee Coffin, Dean of 
Admissions and Financial Aid, 
Dartmouth College: “Admissions 
Beat,” podcast March 2023



Academic structures

Are you applying to a university with only one 
undergraduate college?

Are you applying to a university with two-four 
undergraduate colleges?

Are you applying to a university with many 
undergraduate colleges or where you apply to a 
specific major?

Are you applying into a niche programme?

ALL OF THESE ARE DIFFERENT THINGS TO BE 
APPLYING FOR, AND WILL THUS IMPACT THE 
ESSAY YOU WRITE (AND YOUR REFERENCES)



1/3 time on 
General Ed.

Distribution, writing, 
quantitative skills, 

including humanities,  
arts and PE.

Standard 
Curriculum

100% your choice 
of courses, no 

required classes

Open
Curriculum

Common set  
of classes every 

undergraduate takes 
regardless of your 

intended major

Structured
Curriculum

Required courses are 
dependent on your 

major, 
but will still include 

some classes outside 
your main subject 

interest

Specialised
Curriculum



University Culture

www.theuniversityguys.com





College Size

Availability 
of classes

How much 
variety of 
classes

Size of 
classes

Who is 
teaching 

the classes

Ability to 
participate 

in extra 
curriculars

Residence 
life



Other things to consider

One undergraduate 
college? Or lots of 

undergraduate 
colleges?

Additional 
Experiences: Co-op, 

Study Abroad, 
Community activities

Living Learning 
Communities

Assessment and 
evaluation: Pass/Fail, 

Grades, Narrative, 
Exams, Coursework

Honour CodePart of a consortium



Spot the difference

From USC From Yale

What is your 
favourite snack?

What TV show will you binge 
watch next?

Dream trip?

Best movie of all time?

Favorite book?Dream job?

If your life had a 
theme song, what 

would it be?

Which well-known person or 
fictional character would be your 

ideal roommate?

What inspires you?
You are teaching a new Yale 

course. What is it called?

Yale’s residential colleges host conversations with guests.

What person, past or present, 
would you invite to speak?

What would you ask 
them to discuss?

What is something about you that is not included anywhere else 
in your application?
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MIT

From the UK, 256 students 
applied to join MIT. 67 were in 
Early Action and the rest were 
regular. Overall, only 1 student 
was admitted Early (a 1.5% 
admit rate) and 6 more in 
regular – the overall UK admit 
rate was 2.7%.



Shortlist: Cornell, Northwestern, Georgia Tech, Stanford, Duke, Johns Hopkins, NYU, U 
Penn, U Michigan, Rensselaer Tech, Purdue

Workload: 26 pieces of supplemental writing



The role of sports

7063, 99%

102, 1%

Number of UK citizens in UG 
at Harvard (24/25)

non-UK citizens UK Citizens

59

43

UK educated students on the UG 
athletic rosters at Harvard (24/25)

Not an athlete Athletic Roster



Money

Institution

Merit 
Based

Scholarship

Need 
Based

Need-aware

Need-blind

• Scholarships may have a separate application process 
and/or earlier deadline

• The cost of tuition, accommodation and living varies a lot



Canada



Key features

Broader than the UK, narrower than 
the US

US-style campus culture

Straightforward applications, 
predictable outcomes

Cheaper than the USA



Choosing a university

When choosing a university in 
Canada, emphasis is on the right fit, 
rather than ranking

No official ranking system in 
Canada. Public education system 
ensures high quality across the 
board. 

You will find all types of universities 
in Canada: larger, more research-
intensive institutions and smaller, 
primarily undergraduate institutions. 

Students select universities based 
on location, size, program, etc. 



Source: Jeff Selingo via LinkedIn



So, 
what’s 
next?



Which is the best vehicle?

Bus

Boeing 747

Sports Car

Scooter

The Tube



Your Academic Experiences so far

How do you learn best?
What community suits you?
Which assessment styles 
work best for you?

Extra-curriculars

Sport, volunteering, work, 
internships…What have 
they taught you about 
yourself? 

Visit

Go visit and see what it feels 
like to be there

Open Days / House
Tours
Student for a day
Information Session
Summer Schools

Conversations

With your adviser, parents, 
teachers, peers, current 
students, and institution 
staff

Super-Curricular

What do you enjoy 
reading, watching, 
listening to or doing 
beyond your schoolwork?

Taster Lectures
Books
Articles
Podcasts
Projects

Reflect



Curriculum

Model (Open, 
Standard, Dist.) 

Teaching style 

Subjects 

Structures

Identity

Values 

Missions 

Politics | Religion

Campus Life

Size 

Residency

Activities

Academics

Subject interests

Curiosity

Experiences

Identity

Values 

Qualities 

Passions, Goals

Things that have 
shaped you

Experiences

Experiences

Achievements

Skills 

Life Events

Know what you are applying for

Know what you want to show



theuniversityguys.com

Our website has lots of 
information to help you 
on your way 



Explore
Prepare

Apply

Where in the world 
do you want to apply?

Depending on your choices, 
what do you need to do to be 
able to apply?

Make sure that every element 
of your application works to 
your advantage.

Our three step process
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