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Introduction 

 

From Happy Schools Blog, you should have gained tons of 

information about Universities in USA.  

After reading the comments posted to Fall 2011 Students – 

Admits blog posts, one thing was crystal clear. 

Most of the students even after getting admission are confused 

about which university to pick. 

If students have done the research about the university before 

sending application, and had a list of schools based on their 

priority, then it shouldn’t take that long to pick one university.  

After observing University selection process for application, 

student’s main criteria is to find university as quick as possible, 

where they can get admission for sure.  

Then they go on to find few universities that are way above 

their reach based on the academic background and profile 

match. Such schools fall under DREAM category.   

I call those DREAM Schools as “Wasting Money” category. Do 

you want to know why? Getting admission is not similar to 

winning lottery, where you gamble with numbers. Real 

humans analyze your profile and make decision.  

You call it as DREAM School, because you already know it’s out 

of your reach.  

After getting admission (and I-20) the real university selection 

begins, which should have been done even before applying. 

Amount of effort students put to pick one school is far greater 

then amount of work done before applying to schools. 

Even during this last phase, most of them struggle to pick the 

right university.  

This guide will guide you through the process; explain several 

factors that you have to consider before picking the final 

University. 
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Tuition Fees 

 

I-20 will contain the tuition fees, living expense, other 

expenses, scholarship, RA/TA details. First question you have 

to ask yourself - Can I afford to pay the tuition fees for 2 to 3 

years.  

 

Best Case - Getting Financial aid + Fee waiver in first semester 

( and complete course) 

Worst Case - No Aid, part time jobs and have to pay out of state 

fees for entire course. 

 

You cannot worry about paying fees after completing 2 

semesters. You have to have an honest discussion with your 

friends and family about affordability.   

You have to make plans to pay out-of-state fees for entire 

course.  

You will have to make some tough decisions and plan to make 

some compromise. For instance, let’s assume you have 

admission from University X and Y. If X is very expensive and 

has good reputation compared to Y, which would cost you less.  

 

You have to make a decision, if you can afford to pay the full 

tuition fees, if you don't get any aid?  

 

 If student from University X says "Its tough to get Aid and part 

time job in this university, but it will be possible to get job after 

graduation due to its reputation". 

 

If your family cannot afford to pay very high fees, then you 
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have to look at next university.  

 

In later section, we will discuss another way to pay the fees 

and manager expense without getting funding.  

 

Research Areas 

Do you really know your major area of interest? If so how did 

you get that interest?  

 

There can be 3 possible reasons for you to select a major 

 

1) Completed projects and research paper. 

2) Heard from friends that you can get good salary after 

graduation. 

3) Everyone is taking the same major, so I'm going with the 

flow.  

 

If you have picked to study in specific major based on Option 1, 

then you are fine. If you have picked a major (say Computer 

Networking) based on Option 2 and 3, then it’s a huge mistake. 

 

If you are very particular about specific area, then pay close 

attention to Professors and their research interest. If you 

identify few professors, then make sure you contact them and 

check if they have openings for new graduate students in their 

lab.  

 

Next, check with students who are currently working under the 

professors if they gave enough funding for next 2 to 3 years to 

fund you. 
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If you fall under Category 2 and 3, then try to find if in general 

students in the department get financial aid, scholarship.  

 

I have seen several students who decide on a major, without 

talking to professors. They get visa and start their semester 

course work. After 2 semesters they realize, professor doesn’t 

have funding or positions in their lab. Now, they have to find 

different sources of funding or graduate with course only plan. 

 

Course Structure  

This is something most student neglect while deciding on a 

university. Find out all available degree plans. 

 

In general university will offer following degree plans 

 Thesis + Coursework 

 Project + Coursework 

 Coursework only 

 Coursework + Internship 

Length of the program will depend on course structure. For 

Coursework only and Course + Internship, it’s easy to estimate 

the duration of your degree plan. 

 

Thesis and Projects based degree plan will take longer to 

complete. Reason being time required to complete Thesis and 

Projects. It is possible to complete Master's degree in 1 year, 

provided you complete all the requirements for the degree. 
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Scholarship, RA and TA 

 

One of frequently asked question about Financial Aid - I 

already got admission and I-20. When do I know about 

Financial Aid?  

 

Most of the times, your I-20 will state the amount of Financial 

Aid awarded to you. If you don't hear about Aid along with 

acceptance letter and I-20, then you have to try your best to get 

aid after coming to USA.  

 

Sources of Scholarship: Scholarship is offered based on merit 

and academic qualification. Need based Scholarship are not 

available for International students.  

 

Teaching Assistant Job - TA is offered in your department. If 

you work under a professor, he will usually recommend you 

for TA. Students with professor recommendation are most 

likely to get TA compared to others students.  

 

TA's job is paid by the university. So, money paid to the 

students will come from University's budget. RA's are paid 

from research money with professor. So, professors will try to 

get TA for their students, so they can save their research 

funding.  

 

Research Assistant Job - Source for RA can be in your 

department under your professor or in other departments. 

 

Your Department - RA awarded for your research work under 

a professors.  
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Other Departments - It is possible to get funding (RA) from 

other departments. For instance, department of Social Works 

will have computer lab, so they will hire students from CS 

department. If you are studying masters in Electrical, but you 

might have good English writing skills and photography, you 

can use those skills to get job in University's newspaper. So, 

you have to look out for such opportunities.  

Cost of Living 

 

Expect to pay close to $400 per month in places where cost of 

living in cheap (parts of Texas, Alabama, Louisiana, etc). Living 

in major cities will be expensive. Students attending USC tend 

to spend around $600 to $1000 per month on living expenses.  

Student in cheap places will spend around $300 to $500 per 

month. 

 

Living expenses quoted in I-20 is with respect to living in 

university dorm. International students planning to share the 

apartment, grocery bills, utilities will have lower living cost.  

 

If you cannot get Financial Aid and Tuition waiver, then try for 

part time job. You should be able to pay for your living 

expenses from part time salary. International students in F1 

Visa can work upto 20 hours per week. 

 

Do include cost of living expenses while deciding on the 

university.   
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University Social Life 

 

Following comment was posted by a reader at Students Life is 

difficult and I'm returning to India. 

 

Hey Folks,  

I think it’s too late to response for the above post, but I have read 

this for the first time and could recollect all my memories from 

long back. Going to USA was my dream. As soon as I completed 

my post graduation in India I started all the prep and landed in 

USA.  

For the only cause of less fees I opted a remote university where I 

could found only one Indian student in the complete university, it 

was a nightmare since we could hardly find a person walking on 

the streets and as said by “A” there was no public transportation. 

But before I could experience all those problems I returned back 

to India. 

 

Later I was depressed b/c I felt I missed a life time opportunity, 

so with the professors help I could go to USA for the next 

semester and the disgusting thing is I returned back to India for 

the second time just within four days.  

So later I could understand that people with emotional issues 

like me cannot survive not just in USA but not in any foreign 

country. 

 

 

Without good friends, life will be very tough while attending 

school in US for foreign students. Try to pick university where 
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there students from your country. There are several colleges in 

USA that is located in remote places and far from nearby 

International Airport.  

 

When number of foreign students attending particular school 

is less, usually there are better chances of getting financial aid 

for Graduate degree programs. But, you have to decide, if you 

can live in places where there are no Indian Grocery stores 

nearby and don't have any students from India? 

 

It will be tough for students who are not used to living in hotels 

and dorms while attending Under-graduate College. So many 

students who used to commute to college, staying at parents 

home undergo period of loneliness and find it tough to get 

adjusted to new life and education system.  

 

Having good friends around will help you stay focused. While 

living in USA, try to have some fun, visit new places, go to 

movies, and eat at different restaurants. Exploring and learning 

new lifestyle is all part of foreign education. You definitely 

need good friends circle to explore and enjoy while attending 

college. 

Admit with Pre-Requirements Courses 
 

Universities will admit students on conditional basis with few 

pre-requirements courses. If you are changing department, 

then number of pre-requirements courses can be high as 6. 

Six additional courses means extra 2 semesters. If Masters 

would take 2 years to complete, then add 2 more semesters. It 

would take 3 years to complete Masters Degree. 
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Try to avoid selecting universities that gave you admission 

with pre-requisite courses. 

2 potential problems 

1. Spend additional time, money and energy for 

completing extra courses 

2. Eligibility of Financial Aid only after completing Pre-

Requisite courses. 

Unless other choice of university is not as good as the one with 

pre-requisite admits, then try to avoid selecting schools with 

conditional admission based on pre-requisite courses. 

If you are changing the department, then expect to have few 

additional courses. But, if you are in same major between 

Bachelors and Masters, then it’s not worth spending money 

and time on pre-requisite course works. 

 

Location of University 

 

Do you have to pay much attention to university location?  

What difference does it make attending university located in 

Metro City vs. University Town located several miles from 

major cities? 

Does it make it tough to find a job if university is not located in 

major city? 

 

Here are few university towns in USA  

 Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, Virginia 

 Indiana University, Bloomington 

 Auburn University, Auburn 

 Arizona state University, Tempe 

 University of Florida, Gainesville 
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Above list of schools are located at University Town - A college 

town or university town is a community (often literally a town, 

but possibly a small or medium sized city, or in some cases a 

neighborhood or a district of a city) which is dominated by its 

university population. 

 

Several other universities can be added to the above list. 

University towns are not major metro cities and there are 

several reputed universities that are not located in metro 

cities. 

 

If University location were to be the major factor, then 

students attending schools based on college town (or 

university town) will be roaming in streets jobless.  

 

Always remember - What you do with the degree and how you 

improve your skills is that counts. Reputation of the university 

plays a role in your value, but you can raise your level through 

your hard work and dedication.  

 

Higher you go in the reputation and ranking, tougher the 

courses and education will be. Well, let’s say if you have 

watched Social Network movie, you would know. Surrounding 

yourself with friends who have advanced thinking will 

certainly help you grow. 

 

For instance, if you hate computer programming, then try to 

surround yourself with strong programmer, observer how and 

why they love to code. Such influence will have definite impact 

on your programming skills.  
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So, university location doesn't matter much, but what you do 

while in schools is that matter.  

 

Safety and Location 

 

There is crime everywhere in the world. All major cities have 

crime and it happens even in smaller cities. Stay away from 

those areas where it’s potentially not safe. 

 

When you are in new country, you have learn how life happens. 

Talk to your friends, seniors and learn about safety in college 

campus and around the town.  

 

Someone in the blog posted a comment about Chicago, IL.  

 

Chicago is not that safe. I do agree to the fact that lot of Indians 

stay there. But crime is high, so go there at  your own risk!! 

 

If you are uninformed, you tend to make such comments and 

decision. As stated above, crime happens in every city. If you 

happen to be at wrong time at wrong place, then you have to 

consider yourself as unlucky.  

Internship and CPT 

 

Foreign students in F1 Visa in USA can work up to 364 days in 

CPT (Curriculum Practical Training). But, universities have 

their specific rules on how long students can do internship. 

 

Also, to get CPT, students should have to complete 2 full 

semester of study.   
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For Fall 2011, you can start working as intern from summer 

2012 and later. 

For Spring 2012, you can start working as intern from 

summer 2013.  

 

Earlier in this guide, we said about how to survive graduate 

school without financial aid. If you are unable to find part time 

jobs or tuition waiver, then Internship is the way to go. 

 

If you don't have any work experience, then it doesn't matter if 

you have RA/TA, you MUST try to find internship and work 

atleast 2 semesters.  Completing internship will help you in 3 

ways 

 

1) Give you much need work experience and exposure to 

corporate world 

2) Gives you salary to pay for your college and living expenses 

3) Company will offer full time job after your graduation (most 

cases) 

 

Pick the schools that will allow internship to foreign students 

for atleast 2 continuous semesters. Some universities will 

allow internship only during summer and not during Fall and 

Spring semester.  

 

Companies tend to hire student in CPT if they can work for 2 

continuous semesters. If you are fresh out of college and 

applying for grad school, then try to avoid universities that will 

allow internship only during summer.  

You can get this information about Internship rules from 

International Student office. 
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Job Opportunities 

 

First let’s get some facts straight with respect to job search in 

USA. 

In India companies go to colleges to recruit students. That’s not 

the case in most of the universities in USA.   

Only in top schools companies go for recruitment.  Most of you 

will have to find a job for yourself. 

So, there will be a learning curve to understand how 

companies hire employees. You have to understand the 

process and tailor your job search accordingly.  

Also, resume format used in India for job search will not help 

you to find jobs in USA. Learn how to draft perfect resume.  

Don’t write resume over 2 pages. Try to have 2 full pages 

resume. 1.5 Page resume doesn’t look good.  It shows you don’t 

have enough stuff even to fill 2 page resume. 

When you are going to search and find jobs, don’t include job 

placement as main factor in deciding the university.  

 

Just like courses and projects, where you have to learn and 

complete assignments, you have to learn about job search 

process.  

There are several books and resources available that will help 

you prepare for apply for jobs. Start networking from day 1 in 

USA. Building relationship will help you find a job.  
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Climate  

If you hate cold, I have one advice for you; pick university in 

Southern part of USA. Winter in Northern US can be brutal.  

 

Florida is warm and humid. Northern part of Texas will be cold 

in Winter and hot in summer. 

Checkout Weatehr.com for average temperature ranges during 

the year and decide, if you can take cold temperature and snow 

for 5 months in a year.  

 

Your Top Priorities 

 

Let’s look at the comment posted by a reader in the blog about 

her University selection factors 

 

The choice of universities is completely based on five things: 

curriculum, exposure levels, job prospects, social life and 

reputation. I am strict with this order, and therefore, decided not 

to get hurt with TAMU rejection, since it didn’t really fare well 

compared to curricula of other universities, when it came to SAP 

major. Besides, I made it a point not to be too bothered by 

rankings, since they tend to shadow what you exactly want from 

your degree contents and how you fare finally to a get a job of 

your dreams. 

 

Above statement shows the person has expectations, career 

interest and knows exactly what she wants with her education 

experience and university.  

 How many of you have such list of college selection factors in 

order? Without such priority list and certain set of well defined 
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criteria that is important to you, it’s impossible to narrow 

down to 1 university.  

 

You can see students maintain a spreadsheet to collect 

information about the university to varying degree.  Having 

such spreadsheet is good start. 

But, do you spend enough time and effort to fill the 

spreadsheet? Do you just give up information search, if you hit 

a roadblock or dead end? 

If you want to get the right universities, then create well 

defined list of university selection criteria and stick with it. 

University selection process should be measured; else it will 

turn into mayhem.  

 

Accreditation 

 

Make sure you check that university or college you plan to 

study in accredited.  

When you transfer university, courses can be transferred to 

new university only if your current school is accredited.  

Also, to avoid Tri-Valley University like disaster, make sure 

university is accredited.  

Comparison 

 

So, far we have looked at various factors that you have to 

consider before picking the right school. Typical student will 

have to face situations like the following 
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1) Admit from good schools, but fees are very expensive.  Other 

school is just OK. 

2) I have admit from low ranked school with partial aid and 

admit from another good school without aid, which one should 

I pick? 

3) I have admission from 2 universities that are equal in value, 

but one is located in major city and other is in remote location? 

 

Above questions can have different dimensions and it will be 

very unique to each student. How to make decision in such 

scenarios?  

 

Decision Time 

 

First you have to understand the concept of admission deferral. 

When you receive more than 1 admission and you decide to 

attend particular university, and then ALWAYS defer 

admission to next semester in other schools. 

 

If you don't like the first university after 1 semester, you can 

always get transfer.  

 

Now, you know about the flexibility you have during decision 

making. 

 

Also, remember that decision you make today will determine 

your future, job and career. Analyze all possible scenarios and 

make the right decision. Once you made a decision, stick with 

it. Get ready mentally to face any challenges that will come 
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along your way with the decision.  

 

We discuss in detail about University Transfer process later in 

this guide. 

 

Financial Aid Vs Reputation 

 

If you have admission with financial aid, try to prefer that 

school. With aid, amount of money you have to show in bank 

balance for F1 Visa will be reduced.  It reduces the burden on 

your parents and make life bit easier.  

 

Find answers to all above said factors. If you happen to find 

that university with aid had several negative factors, then 

consider other admission offers. For instance you have aid 

from very small school located in remote part of Texas, and 

have better admission offer, then you have 2 options 

 

1) Seriously consider to pick school in better location and 

reputation. 

2) Get visa to university that offered you aid, and then get 

transfer to better school after reaching USA. 

 

I don't recommend option 2, but let’s say you got visa for 

university 1 and university 2 offered you partial waiver. You 

were inclined toward university 2, but you didn't have aid 

when you appeared for visa interview. In such scenario, you 

can move to new school. 

 

You came to know after reaching university that place is not 

safe and you don't feel very comfortable, then you can transfer 
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to new university.  

 

Cost vs. Reputation 

 

If you can afford to pay expensive fees, then select schools that 

have good reputation from the list of admissions. But, make 

sure of expenses will not stretch your budget. 

 

There are so many things that will go through your mind while 

study in USA. Several problems and challenges will be your day 

to day friend.  So, if keep thinking about spending money, then 

it will make things difficult. 

That’s why it’s very important to select university where you 

will not think about spending money.  

So, many students plan to spend money only for 2 semesters. 

By default they assume that Aid would be available. When they 

cannot get funding, then it affects them mentally and that gets 

reflected in low grades in courses. Always plan for worst case 

scenario with respect to expenses. 

How to Find Information 

 

It’s very easy to get information about particular university. 

You need to have patience and spend time.  

 

1) Find Indian Student Association. Search in the university 

website for ISA. It might be in different name, but if there are 

students from India, there will be an association. They are the 

best source of information. 
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Once you find ISA website, find the current members and send 

email to every member. Usually most of the members from ISA 

will reply to your questions. Always keep your first email short 

and sweet. Once you exchange couple of emails, then you can 

ask tough questions and gather all possible information. 

 

2) Search under Professor's website to find students who are 

working in their research projects. Get their email address and 

ask about research opportunities and funding chances. You 

first email shouldn't be like this 

 

I got admission in this university, can I get funding? 

 

Instead make it look like this 

 

"Dear Name, I found your email id from Dr.X's webpage. I got admit for 

Fall 2011 semester and I see that you are working in project XYZ and I'm 

interested in working with Dr.XYZ. I was wondering if you will be able to 

answer couple of questions. Thanks. " 

When students respond to your question, learn who they are 

and what their funding scenario is.  

Student with Funding is most likely to respond with positive 

answer. And have good things to say about the university. 

Student without funding or those who had bad experience with 

professors, friends will say this university is not the best 

choice.  

Negative response from one student doesn’t mean university 

will not suit your needs. Negative response from several 

students implies trouble.  



Copyright By www.HappySchoolsBlog.com Page 22 
 

 

PhD and Funding 

PhD students will get some form of funding. If you received 

admission without financial aid or scholarship, don’t worry too 

much about it. 

I have never seen any PhD student without funding. It might 

take 1 or 2 semester to get funding, but you will get funded by 

the professor or university is some form or other. 

If you have admit with funding from one low ranked university 

and few other admission without funding is better, you have to 

make a decision. 

1) University with funding (low ranked) 

2) University without funding (better ranking) 

Most of you will be inclined to go with option 1, but think 

before you make that decision. 

With PhD, your research interest should come first then 

funding.  If you don’t enjoy your research work, then funding is 

not going to give you happiness. 

Completing PhD is no joke. You have to solve a problem, which 

was never solved in this world before.   

Your top priority should be to match your research interest 

and research work done in the university. If you are not 

interested in research work in the university, don’t go there 

because you received admission with funding.  

For PhD students professors usually want to observe students 

work ethic and knowledge before giving them funding.  
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University Transfer – F1 Students 

 

It is possible to transfer university between semesters. 

Universities usually accept upto 9 credit of course work from 

previous university. 

Some of the frequently asked questions about University 

Transfer are listed below.  

“I have my visa, but I have not entered the United States to 

attend school. I have changed my mind and want to attend a 

school different from that listed on my visa. I have a Form I-

20 from the new school. What do I do?” 

You have to get new visa to new school before entering the 

United States, rather than transferring after entering the 

United States.  

 

“What are the obligations for an F-1 student with an Active 

SEVIS record at your school who wants to transfer to 

another school?” 

The student must maintain F-1 status at your school by 

pursuing a full course of study or be engaged in post-

completion optional practical training until the transfer release 

date. 

The student must be accepted by another SEVP-certified 

school. The student should bring you the following 

information: 

Written confirmation of the acceptance  
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Contact information for the new school’s DSO  

The SEVIS school code for the transfer-in new school to ensure 

the record is transferred to the correct school  

Transferring student must contact the DSO at their transfer-in 

school. The transfer-in school will be able to create a Form I-20 

issued for Reason of Transfer. This Form I-20 will have the 

student’s new program start date. It is important that the 

student obtain a new valid Form I-20 as quickly as possible. 

The Forms I-20 from your school will no longer be valid. 

Transferring students must also contact their new DSO within 

15 days of your program start date and register for classes. 

These students need to ensure that the school has all the 

information needed to update their SEVIS record, including any 

changes of address. Once transfer students register, they 

should ask for a Form I-20 that shows their status as a 

continuing student and that the transfer is approved. 

I’m new initial F-1 student wants to transfer to another 

school and asks, “What do I need to do?” 

The student must report to your school by the program start 

date listed on his or her Form I-20. Reporting does not have to 

be in person, it may be via e-mail, telephone, and/or fax. 

As with any other F-1 transfer, the student must provide 

written verification of his or her acceptance at another SEVP-

certified school. 

If the student has been accepted by another SEVP-certified 

school with a program start date that is within 30 days of the 

student’s initial admission into the United States, you must 

transfer the student’s SEVIS record.  
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If the student does not have a program start date at the 

transfer-in school that is within 30 days of his or her initial 

admission into the United States, the student may do one of the 

following: 

Enroll for a full course of study at your school. Once the 

student’s record is Active, he or she may request a transfer 

following the procedures above.  

Withdraw his or her acceptance to your school, leave the 

United States, and obtain a new Form I-20 from the school they 

wish to attend. After exiting the U.S., they will have to pay the 

SEVIS I-901 Fee. The student must exit the United States within 

15 days.  

Stay Organized 
 

Create a simple table as follows and track the admission progress. 

Universities Applied Notes Results 
Georgia Institute of 
Technology 

Application Recd on 
Jan.08.2011  

Result not available 
Online 

SUNY Buffalo First  Admit: Received 
Email on March-03-
2011 and the 
application status 
changed to 
Accept/Admit. 
No financial 
assistance offered. 

Admitted 

 

Then go on to find information for each admitted university using this 

guide. Then make decision on which university to attend.   

http://www.ice.gov/sevis/f_1_transfers.htm#_Toc174419529
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Conclusion University Selection Process 

 

We have discussed several factors that have to be considered 

before committing to any particular university.  

Action Items 

 Create a list of criteria that is important to you 

 Prioritize the above list (include all factors) 

 Collect all the required information (its time consuming, 

but don’t shy away from task that YOU are REQUIRED to 

do) 

 Ask for Help.  

 Don’t give-up if you cannot find the information. 

 Once you have all the information, and then analyze 

each data against your criteria. 

 Pick “The University” that satisfies your criteria. 

Don’t rush to make a decision on a university. If you don’t have 

all the information, then don’t eliminate from your final choice. 

Post your comment and feedback about this guide. Our 

feedback will help to improve the contents of this book. 

 

 

 

 

  


