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Introduction

Welcome to our e-guide series on selecting your best fit U.S. university! With over 4,000 
colleges and universities in the U.S. we understand that it can initially feel very overwhelming. 
For those of you starting your search we have provided some guidelines that could help you 
research schools in an organized manner. 

Making a choice to study abroad is a complex process involving a multitude of variables 
including reputation, cost, location and future career opportunities. At the same time it is 
becoming increasingly competitive to gain admission into institutions that fit all your desirable 
criteria and obtain financial aid.  

With nearly 1 million students enrolled in the U.S. higher education system, there are great 
opportunities for international students. However, maximizing the opportunities requires 
making informed choices. 

Many U.S. colleges and universities want a diverse group of international students. Campuses 
with a diverse student population help both American and international students learn from 
one another’s cultures and backgrounds. You, as an international student, are valuable for 
your knowledge and experience that you will bring to the classroom and community.

Undergraduates

Choosing Your Best Fit Undergraduate Degree Program

One question that you may have asked before is, “where are other international students 
studying at?” This is a great question and a great place to start your search. Below is a 
chart of the top 25 American colleges and universities that are currently hosting the most 
international students. All in all, more than 20 percent of all international students in the U.S. 
study at one of these institutions! This also means that 80 percent of international students are 
enrolled in more than 4,000 higher education institutions in the U.S. Many of the institutions 
are of high quality and students are encouraged to look beyond the top 25.  Finding a best 
fit university could be an onerous process. Given it is one of the most important life decisions, 
we at WES Student Advisor can help you in making your choice. 

http://www.wesstudentadvisor.org/
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Six Steps To Shortlisting Universities

#1. List specific pros and cons of studying in the U.S.
Figure out exactly why you want to study abroad in the U.S. 
Consider what your options are in your home country first. 
Then, list the advantages and disadvantages of studying 
abroad in the U.S. compared to elsewhere.

#2. Pick 3-4 Schools in your Dream, Fit, and Safe Zones
Your Dream zone will include schools that you have always dreamed of attending but may 
find challenging to get into. Your Fit zone includes schools you either feel confident that you 
have a good chance of being accepted and/or the program course is what you are looking 
for. Lastly, your Safe zone will include schools that you are very confident about receiving an 
acceptance letter and if all else fails; this is a school that you would still want to attend. 

#3. Choose what kind of environment you will thrive in
Would you prefer having a large international student community? What kind of environment 
and climate do you want to live in? These are a few questions to help you narrow down your 
list of universities. 

#4. Choose between Private vs Public or Urban vs Rural
Similar to the step above, deciding on what kind of campus life you would like to have is 
important. You will be spending the next four or more years at this school so be sure that you 
have opportunities to enjoy it!

#5. Check the Student to Faculty Ratio
Do you study well in a large group or more individualized settings? This is an important 
question because if you are taking a lecture course with 500 students, then the professor 
will realistically not have enough time to help each and every student. However, if there are 
15 students in your lecture, professors will be able to dedicate more time to each student. 

#6. Consider the competition
You will also want to consider the selectivity of the institution. 
For example, 14 percent of the University of Illinois—Urbana-
Champaign’s undergraduate population is international, and 
63 percent of undergraduate applicants were admitted. In 
comparison, the University of Florida has an international 
population of only one percent, but is more selective with a 
44 percent acceptance rate.

Rankings should never 
be the ultimate decision-
maker. Understand ranking 
me thodo log ie s  be fo re 
using them in your search. 

Admit Tip

There are some 4,500 accredited 
institutions of higher education in 
50 different U.S. states. So dare 
to explore those that you may not 
have heard of before.

—Greet Provost, Director of 
Office of International Programs, 

University of Mississippi
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25 Most Popular U.S. Colleges & Universities For  
International Undergraduate Students

Institution Int'l Total 
(2012)

% Int’l  
Students 
(2012)

%  
admitted 
(2012)

1 University of Southern California 9,840 12% 20%

2 University of Illinois - Urbana-Champaign 9,804 14% 63%

3 Purdue University - Main Campus 9,509 16% 61%

4 New York University 9,362 12% 35%

5 Columbia University 8,797 13% 7%

6 University of California - Los Angeles 8,424 10% 27%

7 Northeastern University 7,705 18% 32%

8 University of Michigan - Ann Arbor 6,827 6% 37%

9 Michigan State University 6,759 11% 71%

10 Penn State University - University Park 6,693 8% 52%

11 Arizona State University 6,645 4% 89%

12 Boston University 6,615 14% 49%

13 Indiana University - Bloomington 6,547 11% 74%

14 University of Washington 6,491 12% 58%

15 Ohio State University - Main Campus 6,478 8% 64%

16 University of Minnesota - Twin Cities 6,178 9% 50%

17 University of Florida 5,961 1% 44%

18 SUNY University at Buffalo 5,804 16% 57%

19 University of Pennsylvania 5,751 11% 13%

20 University of California - Berkeley 5,632 11% 22%

21 University of Texas - Austin 5,481 5% 47%

22 University of Wisconsin - Madison 5,291 7% 69%

23 University of Texas - Dallas 5,193 5% 52%

24 Texas A&M University 5,149 2% 67%

25 Harvard University 5,131 11% 6%
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Transferring From A Community College

For those of you that may feel like you need more 
English language preparation without the academic 
rigor, attending a two-year community college 
might be a great option. The American Association 
of Community Colleges lists 1,132 community 
colleges in the U.S. with 910,000 international 
students. The notion that community college 
courses are of lesser quality than those at 4-year 
colleges is nothing more than a myth. Community 
colleges are a great way to improve your English, 
adapt to a new educational system, and save a lot 
of money over time.

For example, international students who successfully complete prerequisite courses at De 
Anza Community College in California are able to transfer directly into seven University of 
California schools through the UC TAG (Transfer Admission Guarantee) Program. Programs 
like these exist all over the U.S., so make sure to do your research! However, make sure you 
take into consideration the location of where you want to start studying. If your dream is to 
study in New York City, then consider attending the City University of New York, which has 
8 community colleges nearby - thus, helping you open up more networks and opportunities.

Graduates

Choosing Your Best Fit Graduate Degree Program

Did you know that over half of ALL engineering 
graduate-level students at U.S. colleges and 
universities are international? In fact, one in three 
international graduate students currently majoring 
in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics) at a U.S. college or university is 
studying towards an engineering master’s or 
doctoral degree. Below we have listed the top 
25 universities where most graduate engineering 
students are currently studying. 

93+7+ 93%

7%

All Other Students

International Students

International Student Enrollments at 
U.S. Community Colleges, 2012

24
+9+7+6+4+50+B

48%

18%
14%

11%

9%

 Electrical Engineering

 Mechanical Engineering

 Civil Engineering

 Industrial Engineering

 Chemical Engineering

5 Engineering Majors with  
Most International Students

http://www.aacc.nche.edu/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.aacc.nche.edu/Pages/default.aspx
http://admission.universityofcalifornia.edu/transfer/guarantee/
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Six Steps To Shortlisting Graduate Schools

#1. Pick 3-4 Schools Each in Your Dream, Fit, and Safe zones.
Your Dream zone will be those that you have always dreamed of 
attending but may be a challenge to get into. Your Fit zone includes 
those you either feel confident you have a good chance of being 
accepted. Your Safe zone will include those that you are very 
confident of being accepted. 

#2. Determine your research area and, if possible, be specific.
Within each engineering major, there are subsets of research that students can choose to 
focus on. For instance, within Biomedical Engineering, you can either focus on the more 
biological research or medical device research. 

#3. Choose a location where you want to build a professional network.
The U.S. boasts over 4,000+ colleges and universities. California alone is home to seven 
universities with large international engineering graduate populations. This may be tied to the 
presence of tech hubs in Silicon Valley, where nearly one-fourth of all jobs require at least a 
bachelor’s degree in STEM. 

#4. Choose what kind of environment you will thrive in.
Some programs have large engineering departments that receive lots of funding and 
resources but this also attracts many students and can result in a higher student to faculty 
ratio. So, it is very important that you reach out to professors and departments and ask 
questions on the size of their labs and what you can expect once you arrive on campus. 

#5. Public vs. Private
In the U.S., you can find reputable and high quality engineering programs at both public and 
private universities. Although not always the case, private universities tend to have a smaller 
overall student population. 

#6. Get to know your competition.
Knowing the data on who is coming to the 
U.S. can be an advantage for you. For instance, 
48% of international students in the U.S. study 
Electrical Engineering alone, while only 9% of 
students are studying Chemical Engineering, 
which could be an advantage if universities are 

recruiting more international students like you. 

A PhD is a terminal 
degree whereas a 
Master’s degree can 
provide you wi th 
additional learning 
oppor tuni t ies.  So 
choose wisely!

Admit Tip

When a student finds a school 
and program that fits them well, 
there is a higher likelihood that 
the student will perform well and 
complete the program.

— Dr. Myron Thompson, 
Associate Provost and Executive 

Director of SUNY Buffalo 
Graduate School
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25 Most Popular U.S. Colleges & Universities For  
International Graduate Engineering Students

Institution

Int'l Grad 
Engineering 

Students 
(2011)

Total Grad 
Engineering 

Students 
(2011)

% Int'l of 
Total Grad 

Engineering 
Students 
(2011)

1 University of Florida 1,635 2,449 67%

2 Texas A & M University (All Campuses) 1,605 2,370 68%

3 University of Southern California 1,523 2,013 76%

4 Georgia Institute of Technology 1,496 2,996 50%

5 Stanford University 1,378 2,992 46%

6 University of Michigan (All Campuses) 1,248 2,233 56%

7 University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 1,147 1,971 58%

8 Purdue University (All Campuses) 1,112 1,940 57%

9 Massachusetts Institute of Technology 1,112 2,593 43%

10 North Carolina State University at Raleigh 1,075 1,899 57%

11 University of Texas at Austin 989 1,845 54%

12 Columbia University in the City of New York 974 1,366 71%

13 Arizona State University 973 1,371 71%

14 Pennsylvania State University (All Campuses) 956 1,598 60%

15 Northeastern University 906 1,166 78%

16 University of Maryland at College Park 797 1,297 61%

17 Illinois Institute of Technology 752 893 84%

18 Carnegie Mellon University 740 1,198 62%

19 Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University 698 1,496 47%

20 Ohio State University (All Campuses) 688 1,266 54%

21 University of Minnesota (All Campuses) 668 1,152 58%

22 Cornell University 665 1,445 46%

23 University of Cincinnati (All Campuses) 627 909 69%

24 University of California-Los Angeles 622 1,525 41%

25 University of Texas at Arlington 616 744 83%
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Conclusion

Finally, choosing where to apply should be based on more than just rankings, names or 
where your friends are going. Picking the right university is not an exact science, but with a 
little bit more digging, you will definitely find the schools that are right for you. Make sure you 
really know and understand what your priorities are and what you ultimately want to get out 
of your college experience. 

Remember that you are an applicant in a pool of many prospective international students. 
So, start researching schools you want to attend early on and do not be afraid to contact the 
university’s admissions office if you have any questions. Do not let this be a burden but have 
fun as you learn about different programs and talk to different people. 

Our last tip of advice would be to stay professional when talking to professors, admissions 
officers, current international students, and/or alumni. Remember that through each and 
every person you meet, you are building a network.

As Albert Einstein intelligently said, “If we knew what it was we were doing, it would not be 
called research, would it?” 
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Writing Resources

WES Student Advisor. Advice from International Admissions Experts. 
www.wesstudentadvisor.org. 

World Education Services. Credential evaluations. 
www.wes.org. 

Accrediting Council for Continuing Education and Training (ACCET). 
http://www.accet.org/directory. 

American Association of Intensive English Programs (AAIEP). 
http://www.englishusa.org/. 

EducationUSA. U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs. 
https://www.educationusa.info/for_international_students.php. 

Institute of International Education. (2013). “Top 25 Institutions Hosting International Students, 
2012/13.” Open Doors Report on International Educational Exchange. Retrieved from 
http://www.iie.org/opendoors. 

National Association for College Admission Counseling. 
http://www.nacacnet.org/studentinfo/internationalstudentresources/pages/default.aspx. 

National Association of Foreign Student Advisers (NAFSA). Financial Aid for Study Abroad: 
An Undergraduate Student’s Resource. 
http://www.nafsa.org/Explore_International_Education/For_Students/Financial_Aid_For_
Study_Abroad/Financial_Aid_for_Study_Abroad__An_Undergraduate_Student_s_Resource/. 

National Center for Education Statistics. College Navigator. Institute of Education Sciences. 
https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/. 

National Science Foundation. (2013). “Graduate Students and Postdoctorates in Science 
and Engineering: Fall 2011.” Survey of Graduate Students and Postdoctorates in Science 
and Engineering. 
http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/srvygradpostdoc/. 

U.S. Department of Education. The Database of Accredited Postsecondary Institutions and Programs. 
http://ope.ed.gov/accreditation/. 

http://www.wesstudentadvisor.org/
http://www.wes.org
http://www.accet.org/directory
http://www.englishusa.org/
https://www.educationusa.info/for_international_students.php
http://www.iie.org/opendoors
http://www.nacacnet.org/studentinfo/internationalstudentresources/pages/default.aspx
http://www.nafsa.org/Explore_International_Education/For_Students/Financial_Aid_For_Study_Abroad/Financial_Aid_for_Study_Abroad__An_Undergraduate_Student_s_Resource/
http://www.nafsa.org/Explore_International_Education/For_Students/Financial_Aid_For_Study_Abroad/Financial_Aid_for_Study_Abroad__An_Undergraduate_Student_s_Resource/
http://www.nafsa.org/Explore_International_Education/For_Students/Financial_Aid_For_Study_Abroad/Financial_Aid_for_Study_Abroad__An_Undergraduate_Student_s_Resource/
http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/srvygradpostdoc/
http://ope.ed.gov/accreditation/
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e-Guide

WES Student Advisor is an initiative of World Education Services (WES), 
a non-profit organization, with over 40 years of international education 
experience with offices in New York and Toronto. We provide international 
students with free tips and advice from university admissions experts to 
expand their educational opportunities in the United States and Canada.

Connect With Us

 

www.facebook.com/wesadvisor
https://www.youtube.com/user/WESStudentAdvisor
www.wesstudentadvisor.org
www.twitter.com/wesadvisor
http://e.weibo.com/wesadvisor
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