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Who We Are

Onsen Education
Working with international students
since 2017
In-person SAT courses at
international schools since 2023
Students in over 40 countries

We prepare students for:
SAT · ACT · Bocconi · IE · TARA
TMUA · ESAT · UCAT · HPAT ·  LNAT
AP · IB · A-Levels · TOEFL · IELTS
Duolingo · GMAT · GRE · MCAT · LSAT



What Changed for Counselors in 2027
By the 2027–28 cycle (fall 2028 entry), all eight Ivies will require SAT or ACT scores

Princeton and Columbia remain test-optional for students applying this fall
Notre Dame joins them — required for fall 2028 applicants, still test-optional for fall 2027
Yale now requires the SAT or ACT specifically, dropping the AP/IB substitution, beginning with
students applying this fall
Over 2,100 U.S. institutions remain test-optional
The Enhanced ACT is now running internationally, and its scoring is still volatile
IE has replaced rolling admissions with structured rounds
Bocconi's English admissions materials for 2027–28 list only two sessions for international
applicants — Early and Winter. Spring appears on the Italian-language calendar
TOEFL was rebuilt in January 2026 — adaptive, new task types, new 1–6 scale



The Move Back to Required
Returned to test-required
Dartmouth, Yale, Brown, Harvard, Cornell, UPenn (2024–25) · MIT, Caltech, Georgetown, Johns Hopkins,
Purdue, UT Austin, Georgia Tech · Stanford, Miami, LSU, Claremont, Alabama system

Taking effect with the 2027–28 cycle (fall 2028 enrollment)
Princeton · Columbia (announced June 2026) · Notre Dame (announced 9 September 2026)

Yale
narrowed from test-flexible to SAT/ACT only, class of 2031

The cycle matters more than the headline. Seniors applying this fall are largely unaffected.
Today's juniors are the first affected class.

2028–29 cycle (fall 2029 enrollment)
Vanderbilt



The Other Direction
Michigan, Duke, UVA and Syracuse have all extended test-optional policies
The University of California system remains test-free; over 1,000 faculty have
petitioned to reinstate the SAT/ACT math requirement for STEM applicants
For most students and most institutions, testing is still optional

Which is why "should this student test?" is a real question, not a formality.



A Framework for Testing Decisions

1 Where is the student applying? Map every destination to
required, optional, or institution-specific.

2 What can one score accomplish? Look for a portable
SAT/ACT before preparing for several exams.

3 What does the evidence say? Diagnostic results, and
comfort with the proprietary formats.

4 What is the real timeline? Work backward from rounds, test
dates, retake limits and access.

5 Choose a primary pathway and a backup.

Optional does not always mean
irrelevant
At some test-optional institutions,
scores still count for merit scholarship
consideration. So the first question is
often not "is it required?" but "does
this family need aid?" Check
institution by institution — and note
that international students are
frequently ineligible for the same
merit aid as U.S. applicants.



Map the Destinations First
Destination How testing works

United States Required at a growing set of selective institutions, optional at most, test-free across the
UC system

Italy and Spain Institution-specific exams (Bocconi, IE, Esade); SAT/ACT accepted in place of them at
several

United Kingdom
Subject-specific admissions tests by course; for U.S.-curriculum applicants the SAT/ACT
alone rarely qualifies — AP results usually carry the qualification, and some institutions
do not accept SAT/ACT at all

Asia Policies vary substantially by institution, program and applicant curriculum

Netherlands and
Nordics Varies by institution and program; SAT sometimes accepted as supplementary evidence



What One SAT or ACT Score Can Cover
A single SAT or ACT can stand in for several unpredictable proprietary exams
Accepted at Bocconi, IE and Esade
Also: Stockholm School of Economics, Politecnico di Milano, LUISS Guido Carli, UniBo;
supplementary at Erasmus Rotterdam and Amsterdam
Widely accepted across top-ranked Asian institutions — confirm by institution and program
In the U.K., SAT/ACT can satisfy qualification requirements depending on the student's
curriculum — it is not generic supplementary evidence

Before preparing for proprietary exams, check whether one SAT/ACT score satisfies several
schools on this student's actual list.



The U.K. Works Differently
Test Subjects Used For Scoring System Rough Benchmark* Relevant Universities

ESAT (Engineering and Sciences
Admissions Test) Engineering, Sciences 1.0–9.0 per module;

no overall score
6.5+ considered

competitive Oxbridge, Imperial, UCL

LNAT (Law National Aptitude
Test) Law MCQ: Scored out of 42, Essay

assessed by universities school-specific Oxbridge, KCL, UCL, Bristol,
Durham (Law)

TARA (Test of Academic
Reasoning for Admissions)

Economics, History,
Politics, Psychology and

more

Two scores, 1.0–9.0 each:
 Critical Thinking + Problem
Solving. Writing Task sent to

universities unscored

7.0+ considered
competitive (top 10%) Oxford, UCL

TMUA (Test of Mathematics for
University Admission)

Maths, Computer Science,
Economics

Scored 1.0 to 9.0, universities
use raw scores differently 6.5+ considered strong Oxbridge, Imperial, Durham,

Warwick, LSE, UCL

UCAT (University Clinical
Aptitude Test) Medicine & Dentistry 300-900 per section (900-2700

total) + SJT (Bands 1-4)
school-specific; ~2200

currently around top 20%

Most UK Medical Schools
(Oxbridge, Imperial,

Birmingham, Manchester, KCL)

For 2027 entry, Oxford has moved a number of courses onto UAT-UK admissions tests: TARA for several humanities/social-science
courses, TMUA for Mathematics and related courses, and ESAT for Engineering and Physics.
Detail on each U.K. test is in the appendix
*No universal cutoffs — each university sets its own thresholds.



SAT & ACT
What are they? 

Standardized tests of college readiness
Both equally weighted at every U.S.
institution
Both computer-based outside of the
U.S.

In the U.S.
Submitting SAT/ACT scores optional at
most institutions
But scores can still be key leverage points
in admissions
Mandatory at some top U.S. schools,
including Harvard, MIT, Georgetown



Digital SAT - Three Years In
Smooth launch & administration both in the U.S. and internationally
Consistent communication from the College Board
Negligible changes to test content since the initial launch date
Robust practice materials: 

8 official practice tests and ~2500 additional practice questions
There is a scarcity of official materials for certain question types (i.e.
Standard English Conventions, Transitions, Probability, etc.)
Official tests often (but not always) contain a few difficult edge case
questions that are not in the practice materials

2.0 million test takers (32.5% increase from 2021) for the H.S. class of 2025



Enhanced ACT - Still Volatile
September 2025: first U.S. administration of the revised version of the ACT

Rollout was marred by poor communication, missed deadlines, and a clunky user platform
Fall 2025 launch date for international testers was pushed back to February 2026
without official communication from the ACT

U.S. students have the choice between paper and online enhanced test
International students only have the computer-based option

Access to the Desmos promised but not always available
Science section is *technically* optional
Non-adaptive format and high percentage of unscored “field test” items leads to volatile
scoring scale
The test is still the right fit for some students; for non-U.S. based students, we are bearish about
recommending this test



Key Differences SAT ACT

Timing More time per question Less time per question

Length 2 hours 24 minutes (with break) 2 hours 5 minutes (2 hours 45 minutes with
Science)

Adaptive Yes No

Reading Focus Older passages and poetry More straightforward language

Math Focus Up to basic trigonometry Up to basic pre-calculus

Science Section No Optional (mandatory at some institutions)

Accommodations Available based on approval Historically better fit for students with
accommodations

Vocab Focus Yes No

Test Comparison



Bocconi, IE and Esade: What They Are
Bocconi IE Esade

Length 1 hr 15 min ~70–90 min; block two hours 3 hrs

Where At home, own device At home, own device At home, own device

Language English English only English or Spanish

Math section Yes Only for Science & Technology Depends on program

Attempts Four per test type One One

Scoring released Yes No No



What Makes the Proprietary Exams Hard
Bocconi: questions appear three to a page, and once a student advances beyond a page
they cannot return to it, which removes any timing strategy — Bocconi describes this itself.
Limited practice material — Bocconi's own Faculty app is the prep tool. The Law test has 5
maths questions against 24 on the standard test. No calculator.
IE: scoring is not released to applicants and there is no published cutoff. One attempt. Plus
a recorded Kira assessment.
Esade: grading system not public. No calculator, no scrap paper. One attempt.
All three: far less practice material than the SAT, and much less predictable improvement.



Deadlines Drive Testing Strategy
Bocconi: international applicants get two rounds, not three

Early Session — apply 2–29 September 2026 · last test date 24
September 2026
Winter Session — apply 25 November 2026 – 26 January 2027 · last
test date 21 January 2027
Booking closes 19 January 2027 for international applicants
Up to four attempts per test type per year; no two attempts on the
same or consecutive days
Scores from earlier academic years cannot be reused for the 2027–28
selection

There is no spring round for
international applicants.

The Italian booking window runs
to April; the international one
ends in January.

IE: one attempt. Esade: one attempt. Bocconi: four. SAT/ACT: unlimited.
That should drive which test the student builds around.



Bocconi: What We've Heard Directly
Recent reference points shared with us: around 1470+ SAT becoming increasingly relevant for
many programs, with averages near 1560 cited for the most competitive programs
(Management, AI, Finance), around 32 ACT, and around 39 on the Bocconi Test in the Early
Session
The HEC–Bocconi joint program was described as less competitive, around 1390+
A large share of available places was described as being allocated in the Early Session

* Figures shared informally by Bocconi representative Barbara Prevosti during our joint session at the IECA European Symposium, Paris, February
2026. These are indicative reference points, not published cutoffs, and may vary by program and cycle.



A Counselor's Timeline
Current seniors — entering
university fall 2027
Unaffected by the fall-2028 changes at
Princeton, Columbia and Notre Dame — but
Yale's SAT/ACT-only requirement applies to
them now.
What can still be taken October–December
2026? Bocconi's Winter Session closes 26
January.

Key dates: SAT — Oct 3, Nov 7, Dec 5 · ACT Intl — Oct
23–24, Dec 11–12 · IE — Nov 6, Jan 15, Mar 5 · Bocconi
Winter — Nov 25–Jan 26 (last Bocconi Test Jan 21)

Current juniors — entering
university autumn 2028
The first cohort affected by Princeton,
Columbia and Notre Dame.

When do they diagnose, and when do they
test across spring and summer 2027?

Diagnose: Now–Feb 2027
First testing window: SAT — Mar 6, May 1, Jun 5
ACT Intl — Feb 12–13, Apr 2–3, Jun 11–12, Jul 9–10
Fall SAT dates: Aug 28, Sep 18, Oct 2 (anticipated)



Testing from the Americas: Access Is Part of the Strategy
Before choosing the "best" test, check:

Is there a test center in the student's city or country — and does it run on the dates you need?
How far will the student travel, and what does that cost the family?
When do registration windows close, and do local seats sell out?
If the student needs accommodations, can the local test center actually administer them — and will a diagnostic
report written in Spanish or Portuguese be accepted without extra work? (The approval timeline itself is College
Board's and ACT's, not country-specific.)
Does the student have a device that meets the requirements, or does the center supply one?
Would an at-home proprietary exam be simpler than traveling to an SAT center?
Can one portable score cover several of the target universities?

Test access is not guaranteed, and it can change quickly.



TOEFL Was Rebuilt in January 2026
TOEFL changed on 21 January 2026

ETS advises allowing approximately two hours; base item time
totals about 90 minutes, and length varies because the test adapts
Reading and Listening are now multistage adaptive; new task types
throughout
Scoring moved from 0–120 to a 1–6 band scale in half-point
increments, aligned to CEFR
Through January 2028, score reports show both the 1–6 band and a
comparable 0–120 score

IELTS — unchanged
9 bands, half-band increments.

Duolingo — unchanged
160 points. Not accepted by
Oxford or Cambridge.

What this means for counselors: many published minimums are still quoted in the old scale, but
students testing now receive the new one. Check what each institution has actually updated to.



Scenario A — Argentine national-curriculum junior
Target list: Two U.S. test-optional privates, Bocconi, IE. Needs aid.

1 Where is the student applying?

2 What can one score accomplish?

3 What does the evidence say?

4 What is the real timeline?

5 Primary pathway and backup: SAT twice · use across all four schools · Bocconi Test
only as backup · no IE Test

Two U.S. test-optional privates + Bocconi + IE — three
systems, four schools.

One SAT can support the U.S. applications and replace
the admissions test at both Bocconi and IE.

SAT diagnostic: 1350 · ACT: 27. Stronger SAT fit; after
preparation, target 1480+.

Diagnose in fall/winter → SAT in spring → retake by late
summer → target Bocconi Early.

ONE TEST, MULTIPLE SYSTEMS



Scenario B — Costa Rican IB student
Target list: UCL Economics BSc + two U.S. test-optional universities. No significant aid need.
For 2027 entry, UCL Economics requires the TMUA; the IB Diploma is accepted for direct entry.

1 Where is the student applying? UCL Economics requires the TMUA; the two U.S.
universities are test-optional.

2 What can one score accomplish?

3 What does the evidence say?

4 What is the real timeline?

5 Primary pathway and backup: TMUA only · apply test-optional in the U.S. · add SAT
later only if practice scores make it worthwhile

No single test covers this list — an SAT cannot replace
the TMUA at UCL.

SAT diagnostic: 1230 · strong maths · good early TMUA work.
Raising the SAT would take significant time for limited value.

TMUA in October or January. Prioritize the required test
rather than splitting preparation across two exams.

DON’T OVER-TEST



The Four Questions
1. Does this student need to test?

2. Which test makes sense?

3. When should they begin?

4. How does testing fit the broader global
university strategy?



Q&A
Thank you!

Sean Quinn
Founder, Onsen Education
sean@onseneducation.com
WhatsApp +1 443 631 3338
onseneducation.com



Appendix



SAT @ Bocconi + Some Stats
We have seen SAT score expectations soar over the past 7 years
Based on conversations with Bocconi rep re: most recent admit cycle...

Applicants are now expected to have 1470+ for most programs
The average SAT score for management, AI, and finance is 1560
HEC/Bocconi joint program data less competitive at 1390+
Students can apply with Bocconi Test and SAT
Practice/official SAT test scores can be helpful early predictors for a students’ chance at
admittance and important roadmaps for improvement opportunities

Two rounds for international applicants (Early and Winter); the Spring round is on the Italian calendar
only



Changes Over Time Internationally

European universities have embraced testing over time
Noticeable increase in the acceptance of SAT and ACT scores among
European universities over the past fifteen years
Used alongside grades or instead of other admissions tests
At Bocconi:

Competitive score threshold has shifted from 1300 to 1480
Testing accounts for 55% of admissions decision



SAT - Structure
Computer-adaptive test, at a test center but on a student’s personal device
Testing time: 2 hours and 24 minute (with break)
2 Sections: Verbal (Reading and Writing) and Math
- 2 Modules for each section 
- The second module will increase or decrease in difficulty
based on the results of the first.
- Each Verbal Module is 32 minutes for 27 questions.
- Each Math Module is 35 minutes for 22 questions.
- 10 Minute Break between each section



SAT - Scoring 

Total possible score is 1600 (PSAT 1520)
Each section scored out of 800 (PSAT 760)

Verbal: perfect on diagnostic module gets you 550+
Math: perfect diagnostic module gets you 570+
For easy modules, upper limit is 650

All scores will be multiples of 10
Questions are not necessarily worth the same number of points
No guessing penalty



SAT - Question Types
Verbal Section 

Covers reading comprehension, vocabulary, and grammar
Questions are arranged by type
Each question corresponds to one short text
Math Section 
Questions are mixed 
30% word problems, 70% pure math 
A graphing calculator is permitted on all math questions 
- Desmos embedded in the online platform











SAT 

SAT Merits
Shorter than the ACT (w/ science)
More average time per question
Less math topics covered
No science section
Sophisticated UI, designed with
built-in Desmos calculator in mind

SAT Challenges
Question tend to be more
complicated 
Some questions test Vocabulary
knowledge
Poetry and older literary texts are
used as passages for questions







Enhanced ACT Structure
Computer-based test internationally since 2018; remains so

Note: Paper-based test is an option for U.S.-based students but NOT for international
students

Administered at a testing center on a school device or on a student’s device, depending on
availability at the test center
Desmos Calculator and Math Formula Sheet included on the platform*
Testing time: 2 hours and 5 minutes
Three Mandatory Sections: 
English: 35 minutes for 50 items Math: 50 minutes for 45 items Reading: 40 minutes for 36
items
Optional Science Section: 40 minutes for 40 items

NOTE: the policy differs across certain select institutions (i.e. required for Georgetown,
highly recommended for Duke University)

All questions are multiple choice



ACT - Scoring 

Each section is scored out of 36
A Composite score is calculated by averaging English, Math and Reading scores
STEM score is provided for students who opt to take the Science section – it is an average
of Math and Science scores
All scores are whole numbers
All questions are worth the same number of points
No guessing penalty



ACT - Scoring (cont.) 

The Science section is no longer part of composite score; Students taking this section will receive a
separate STEM score (averaged with Math)
Fewer questions lead to a less predictable scoring scale; i.e. one wrong answer could lead to a student
dropping as much as one scaled composite point
A significant number of “test items” (experimental questions) are mixed with scored test questions

For some sections, this is especially impactful
i.e for the Reading section, one of the four passages contains all experimental questions; this
translates to one-fourth of the questions for this section being unscored
Such a large percentage of unscored questions lead to a high volatility in students’ scaled scores
across test administrations







ACT 

ACT  Merits
More straightforward questions
For students who struggle with Math:

Math 33% of Enhanced ACT Composite Score
(vs. 50% for SAT)

Test can be especially favorable for students with
timing accommodations
No Poetry or 100+ years old texts

ACT  Challenges
Volatility in scoring across test administrations
Aggressive pacing

Less time available per question  than on
the SAT              

Contains a much wider breadth of math topics
Less sophisticated online platform
Limited availability and accessibility in some
locations



Bocconi Test - Structure
Computer-based test, at home on a student’s personal device
75 minutes for 50 questions

Mathematics: 24 questions
Reading Comprehension: 11 questions
Numerical Reasoning: 6 questions
Critical Thinking: 9 questions

1 section: all questions are randomly mixed throughout the test
Questions appear three to a page
No calculator is allowed



Bocconi Test - Scoring 
Each question is worth 1 point

Minus 0.33 for each incorrect Critical Thinking question
Minus 0.2 for every other wrong answer

Minimum passing score is 17 points
Average score in 2025 admit cycle: 39 points
Students can attempt the test up to four times per academic year and submit their best
score.
Scores are provided to students after each attempt.



Bocconi Test - Key Challenges 
User Interface

Although there is a navigational bar, it doesn’t work: once a student moves to a new page, they can’t go back
This removes a student’s ability to be strategic with timing; they can only work on 3 questions at a time

Translation
The English version of the test seems to be directly translated from Italian with little editing
Some reading questions can, thus, be convoluted or, in some cases, unanswerable

Math Variety
The Bocconi test covers a much wider breadth of math than the SAT, feeling more like trivia than testing key manipulations

Limited practice materials
There are only 4 practice tests; no other official material

No Calculator Allowed
Desmos is a GAME CHANGER for students on the SAT

In our experience, these challenges have led to a tough road to improvement







IE Admissions Test Structure
Computer-based test, at home on a student’s personal device
Only administered in English
Duration: between 1 and 1.5 hours, as students are able to complete unscored practice
problems before starting each section
4 sections - with a pause between each

Numerical Reasoning – 12 Minutes, 37 Tasks
Verbal Reasoning – 12 Minutes, 49 Tasks
Deductive Logical Thinking – 6 Minutes, Infinite Tasks
Learning Efficiency – 5 Minutes, 10 Tasks

NOTE: Students applying to any programs within the School of Science and Technology will
need to take a 5 section:

Mathematics Assessment – 60 minutes, 20 tasks
Content: Algebra (6 tasks), Calculus (5 tasks), Linear Algebra (3 tasks), Geometry (3
tasks), Probability & Statistics (3 tasks)

Note: although both Reasoning and the Logical Thinking sections have stayed consistent in
format, other test content is liable to change; the IE test can be unpredictable.

th







IE Admissions Test - Scoring 
Scoring is not transparent

Scores ARE NOT released to applicants
No minimum reported cutoff score

Questions are not equally weighted
Points likely taken off for wrong answers
Score will be based on both accuracy and time
Students can only take the test once



Kira Assessment
In addition to test scores, students will need to sit for a “KIRA Assessment”

This is a virtual assessment that acts as a precursor to a potential live interview
Applicants will be given 3 questions to answer in a set amount of time

One response will be written, two will be recorded via video. 
The process takes 20 to 30 minutes to complete.
Sample questions include:

How would you define leadership?
How do you work under pressure?
How do your friends describe you?

Students schedule their interview separately from their test



ESADE Admissions Test Structure
Computer-based test on a student’s personal device
Administered in English and Spanish
Duration: 3 hours
4 sections:

Sufficiency of Information – 16 questions in 30 minutes
Numerical Calculation OR Verbal Reasoning– 48 questions in 35 minutes
Logical Reasoning – 45 questions in 35 minutes
English Placement Test – 85 minutes

25 minute written assessment
60 minutes of 100 multiple choice questions

Calculators are not permitted
No scrap paper
The test can only be taken once



ESADE Admissions Test - Scoring 

Grading system not publicly released
Non-adaptive
Each section has an increasing order of difficulty
0.25 points will be taken off for incorrect answers

No penalty for questions in the English Placement Test







Key Differences Bocconi Test IE Test ESADE Test

Length 1 hour, 15 minutes 1 hour - 1 hour, 30 minutes 3 hours

Number of attempts 4 per test type 1 1

Math Section Yes No Depends on program

Logic Section No - but 5 Critical Thinking
Questions Yes Yes

Transparent Scoring Yes No No

Test Comparison



Test SAT ACT Bocconi ieGAT EAT

Reading Comprehension ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

English Grammar ✓ ✓ x ✓ ✓

Vocabulary ✓ x x ✓ ✓

Multiple Questions for One Passage x ✓ x ✓ ✓

Data Analysis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Logical Inferences ✓ x ✓ ✓ ✓

Algebra I & II ✓ ✓ ✓ x ✓

Geometry ✓ ✓ ✓ x x

Pre-Calculus x ✓ ✓ x x

Test Comparison



Test SAT ACT Bocconi ieGAT EAT

Process of Elimination ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

First Pass ✓ ✓ x ✓ ✓

Pick Trick ✓ ✓ ✓ x ✓

Data Best Practices ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Reading for Key Terms ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Test Comparison



Are you applying to Bocconi, IE or ESADE?

Yes

Are you applying to all
three?

Yes Consider focusing on
SAT/ACT

No

Are you applying to U.S.
universities?

Yes Consider focusing on
SAT/ACT and the test for

your preferred school

No

Consider focusing the test
for your preferred school

No

Are you applying to U.S.
universities?

Yes No

Consider focusing on
SAT/ACT

Check admissions criteria
at desired institutions



SAT/ACT for U.K. Admissions
Not required but can strengthen applications, especially for IB students with predicted
scores (provide concrete numbers)
Competitive scores help, similar to test-optional U.S. universities.
Cambridge (Christ’s College) Policy:
SAT must be accompanied by 5 AP exams; cannot be used alone.
Minimum SAT: 1460 or 1500, depending on the program.
Minimum ACT: 32 or 33, depending on the program.
So non-U.K. students applying to U.K. Universities may want to consider focusing on
SAT/ACT depending on their scores.



Institution Oxford University Cambridge (Christ's
College) Imperial College London

Total Students 26,455 21,656 20,454

International Students 12,000 + 9,000 + 12,000 +

Acceptance Rate 15.50% 13% 14.30%

IB Median 38 - 40 40 - 42 41 - 42

SAT / ACT minimum 1480/33 1500/33 Not Accepted

SAT/ACT for U.K. Admissions



Preparing for U.K. Subject-Based Admission Tests

Students applying to UK universities often have to take program-specific entrance exams.
Recommended Approach:

Check Requirements – Review preferred institutions’ test policies and specific formats.
Practice with Past Papers – Simulate real test conditions using past official exams.
Fill Knowledge Gaps – Understand differences between A-Levels, AP, and IB curricula to address
content gaps.
We’ll now explore specific UK tests that may pose challenges for U.S. and European students.



Program A-Levels AP IB

Breadth of Content Focus is narrow; students typically take
3-4 subjects

Students take individual AP courses
alongside standard high school subjects

Designed as broader survey; students
choose three main concentrations and
three additional subjects

Curriculum Depth Highly specialized; deep focus on chosen
subjects

Can be deep in some subjects, but
overall broader

Mix of broad subject exposure with some
specialization

Assessments
Mostly exam-based with some
coursework in select subjects (e.g.
English, Art)

Exam-based, some courses have
coursework

Mix of exams, coursework, and internal
assessments

Perspectives Strong UK focus (history, literature,
politics)

Grounded in U.S. context; although
some global focus, U.S. History and U.S.
Government are key offerings

Highly international, global perspectives
embedded in courses

General Differences in Approach
British A-Levels, U.S. Advanced Placement, &
International Baccalaureate at a glance:



Cambridge Oxford Imperial

Biomedical Sciences n/a ESAT None

Classics College Admissions Assessment None n/a

Computer Science TMUA TMUA TMUA

Economics (& Business) TMUA TARA TMUA

Engineering (& Physics) ESAT ESAT ESAT

English College Admissions Assessment None n/a

History College Admissions Assessment TARA n/a

Human & Political Sciences College Admissions Assessment TARA n/a

Languages College Admissions Assessment None n/a

Law LNAT LNAT n/a

Mathematics College Admissions Assessment TMUA TMUA

Medicine UCAT UCAT UCAT

Natural Sciences/Vet. Science ESAT n/a None

Psychology & Linguistics College Admissions Assessment TARA n/a

U.K. Testing at a Glance

Note: All tests are now computer-based. 
Oxford has consolidated onto the UAT-UK tests from 2027 entry (TSA → TARA, MAT → TMUA).



Computer Sci, Economics, and Math
Test of Mathematics for University Admissions (TMUA)

2 Sections - Testing Time: 2.5 hours
Part 1: Applications of Mathematical Knowledge, 20 multiple-choice questions, each with 5-8 possible answers, 75 mins

Assesses the ability to apply knowledge of mathematics in new situations
Part 2: Mathematical Reasoning, 20 multiple-choice questions, each with 5-8 possible answers, 75 mins

Assesses the ability to deal with mathematical reasoning and simple ideas from elementary logic
Scored on a scale of 1.0 to 9.0
No guessing penalty. No marks off for incorrect answers. No calculator allowed.
Content and Strategy Crossovers with SAT/ACT:

Algebraic Functions, Polynomials, Geometry, Exponents, Logarithms, Graph Transformations, Basic Trigonometry, Sequences and
Series, Process of Elimination, Careful Reading

The TMUA also covers higher level trigonometry and pre-calculus
Sample Material

** Oxford uses TARA exam for Economics

https://www.physicsandmathstutor.com/admissions/tmua/


TMUA Sample Questions
Paper 1 Paper 2



TMUA Sample Questions
Also in Paper 2



Key Differences in Approach: Economics

An important component of U.K. A-Levels Economics is Applications
U.S. students may be used to less in-depth analysis of how concepts relate to real-
world issues; instead, they will be more used to interpreting graphs

A-Levels Economics tends to focus on depth vs. breadth
This might pose a challenge for IB students who are used to a broader perspective

Key Potential Challenges for U.S. and European Students
Some advanced mathematical concepts may be challenging even for AP Calculus
BC and IB Math HL students.
Certain physics-related questions incorporate multiple concepts, which can be
difficult for AP Physics C and IB Physics HL students.



Key Differences in Approach: Math
A-Level Math is holistic

U.K. students learn math in an integrated manner, while U.S. students are used to separate
courses (e.g., Algebra, Geometry, Calculus).

Mechanics & Statistics are included in A-Level Math
In the U.S., Mechanics is part of Physics, while Statistics is usually a separate course (AP
Stats, IB Math Applications).

Mathematical Proofs & Abstract Reasoning are emphasized
Unlike the U.S. system, where proofs are mainly covered in higher-level math courses, U.K.
students encounter them as a standard part of A-Level Math.

TMUA Content
U.S. students may struggle with unfamiliar question types and integrated multi- topic
problems, which require flexible thinking rather than applying standard techniques.
Advanced proofs, combinatorics, and abstract algebra may be challenging for both AP
Calculus BC and IB Math HL students.



Engineering & Physics 
Engineering and Science Admissions Test (ESAT) 

~3 Modules - Testing Time: ~120 minutes
Part A: Mathematics I

27 multiple-choice questions, each with 5-8 possible answers
40 minutes to complete this module
All candidates take this module

Part B: Biology, Chemistry, Physics, Mathematics II
27 multiple-choice questions for each module, each with 5-8 possible answers
40 minutes to complete each module
Most candidates will take two of the four available module – as specified by the program they are applying to
Content and Strategy Crossovers with SAT/ACT:

Manipulations, Ratios, Algebraic Functions, Geometry, Exponents, Logarithms, Process of Elimination, Careful
Reading

Note: Cambridge and Imperial also accept the ESAT for the Natural and Veterinary Sciences programs



ESAT Sample Questions 



Key Challenges for U.S. & European Students:
ESAT

IB students who took SL Math may need to expand their knowledge of advanced calculus.
IB students should also focus on engineering-specific topics before the exam, as the IB curriculum
is broader and less specialized.
AP students who did not take Calculus BC or Physics C may struggle, as the test assumes strong
math and physics foundations.
AP students may also need to improve their ability to interpret novel data, as ESAT often includes
unfamiliar scientific contexts requiring critical reasoning.



Business & Economics, History, and Political Science

Test of Academic Reasoning for Admissions (TARA)

3 Modules - Testing Time: ~120 minutes
Part A: Critical Thinking

22 multiple-choice questions, each with five options
40 minutes to complete this module

Part B: Problem Solving
22 multiple-choice questions for each module, each with five options
40 minutes to complete each module

Part C: The Writing Task
One essay style question, selected from a choice of three; word limit: 750 words
40 minutes to complete each module

Marks are not deducted for incorrect answers

Note: This test is used by Oxford and UCL



Critical Thinking Sample Task Problem Solving Sample Task

Sample Writing Prompt 



Key Challenges for U.S. & European Students:
TARA

This exam focuses on reasoning rather than memorized facts.
Such an approach might be challenging for students not used to systematic logic

Content and Strategy Crossovers with SAT/ACT:
Inferences questions (SAT), Longer Math Word Problems, Data Analysis and
Problem Solving (SAT), Optional Writing Section (ACT), Process of Elimination,
Careful Reading



Medicine
University Clinical Aptitude Test (UCAT)

4 Sections - Testing Time: 2 hours, with 90-120 seconds of instruction between each subtest

Section 1: Verbal Reasoning, 22 minutes
44 multiple-choice questions across 11 passages,
each with 3 or 4 possible answers
Some questions will be True/False/Cannot Say
Assesses the ability to read and think carefully about a
passage and draw relevant conclusions 
Scored out of a 300-900 range

Section 2: Decision Making, 37 minutes
35 multiple-choice questions, each with 2 or 4 possible
answers
Some questions will be yes/no questions
Assesses the ability to manage graphs and charts;
questions can appear as Syllogisms, Logical Puzzles,
Recognising Assumptions, Interpreting Information,
Venn Diagrams, Probabilistic and Statistical Reasoning
A simple on-screen calculator and a notebook/ pen are
available for use in this subtest
Scored out of a 300-900 range



Medicine
University Clinical Aptitude Test (UCAT)

4 Sections - Testing Time: 2 hours, with 90-120 seconds of instruction between each subtest

Section 3: Quantitative Reasoning, 26 minutes
36 multiple-choice questions, each with 4 possible answers
Most questions are in sets of four, supporting one passage;
however, some questions are standalone
Assesses a student’s ability to use numerical skills to solve
problems
A simple on-screen calculator and a notebook/pen are
available for use in this subtest
Scored out of a 300-900 range

Section 4: Situational Judgement, 26 minutes 
69 multiple-choice questions, each with 4 possible
answers
Students will be presented with various real- world
scenarios, each with up to six questions associated
with them
Students will need to showcase sound judgment:
determining if an action is appropriate, or ranking the
importance of statements in response to each
scenario
Scored out of a band of 1-4, with 1 being the highest

*Abstract Reasoning section was removed from this test in 2025



Medicine
University Clinical Aptitude Test (UCAT)

4 Sections - Testing Time: 2 hours, with 90-120 seconds of instruction between each subtest

Content and Strategy Crossovers with SAT/ACT:
Main Idea and Details Questions, Logical Inferences, Manipulations, Ratios, Unit Conversions, Percents, Geometry, Statistics,
Process of Elimination, Careful Reading, Scanning for Key Words, Approach to Graphs
Sample Material
Flexible window to take the test (July - Oct)

Note: At Imperial, UCAT is required for Bachelor of Medicine, Bachelor of Surgery (MBBS) degree only

https://www.ucat.ac.uk/prepare/practice-tests/


UCAT Sample Questions



Key Challenges for U.S. and European Students: UCAT

The UCAT is not a test of prior subject knowledge but rather assesses abstract
reasoning, decision-making, and situational judgment.
Students accustomed to in-depth, reflective responses in AP and IB assessments may
find the fast-paced, time-pressured nature of the UCAT challenging.
For the Situational Judgment section, students should familiarize themselves with
medical ethics and professional behavior to improve their decision-making under
pressure.



Law
Law National Aptitude Test (LNAT)

2 Sections - Testing Time: 2 hours, 15 minutes
Section A: Multiple Choice, 95 minutes

12 argumentative passages, 3-4 questions for each with 4 possible answers, 42 questions total
Objective: Assess reading comprehension, logical reasoning, and critical analysis skills.

Scoring out of 42. 27-29+ competitive
Section B: Essay, 40 minutes

Students craft a “reasoned and substantiated argument” 
Choice between 3 prompts based on societal issues and current events

Flexible window to take (August - January)
Content and Strategy Crossovers with SAT/ACT:
Inferences, Main Idea and Details Questions, Process of Elimination, Careful Reading
Sample Material

https://www.ox.ac.uk/admissions/undergraduate/applying-to-oxford/guide/admissions-tests/lnat


Key Challenges for U.S. & European Students:
LNAT

Time Pressure: Rapid comprehension & argument evaluation—harder than SAT/ACT reading.
Essay Structure: 40-minute legal-style argument, no outside knowledge required.
No Legal Knowledge Needed: Focus is on reasoning, not memorized law facts.
Prep Tips:
Practice timed reading & structured essay writing.
Train with logic puzzles & unfamiliar language exercises.



LNAT Sample Question



English  
Cambridge - College Admission Assessment (English)

1 Section - Testing Time: 90 minutes 
Single essay question based on several excerpts with a similar theme

Students will pick two of the five passages to compare and contrast
Texts can be a mix of prose, poetry, and drama
Students are encouraged to spend 30 minutes reading the texts and 60 minutes writing
Students will need to submit their essay in Microsoft Word No dictionaries or reference sources will
be allowed

Oxford - n/a
Historically, Oxford had administered the ELAT Test, which was similar to the Cambridge CAA English assessment
The ELAT was discontinued in 2024; the school did not release a replacement test
Applicants are now required to include samples of their past written work when applying

Note: Imperial does not require a subject-specific admissions test for the English program



Cambridge English Sample Task 



Key Challenges for U.S. and European Students:
Cambridge English Assessment

AP and IB students should generally be familiar with the exam format, as it aligns with
skills tested in their coursework.
However, students unfamiliar with British literature—its themes, historical context, and
stylistic conventions—may be at a disadvantage when analyzing texts.
Differences in spelling, idioms, and literary references between British and American
English may also require additional preparation.



What About Outside of North America and
Europe?

At many global universities, a great SAT or ACT score can be a key differentiator for
international applicants
Most top 200+ global institutions give U.S. students the option to submit standardized test
scores as part of their admissions profile
At some institutions, that option can extend to non-U.S. international students as well
All schools in Asia that appear in the top 20 of the QS World University rankings accept
SAT/ACT Scores from both U.S. and European students:

#8 - National University of Singapore (Singapore)
#14 - Peking University (China)
#15 - Nanyang Technological University (Singapore)
#17 - The University of Hong Kong (Hong Kong)
#20 - Tsinghua University (China)



Testing in China
The SAT is currently not offered in Mainland China for Chinese nationals

International students may have the opportunity to test in China if their international school
hosts a test; however, any school-run administration will be closed to non-students of that
school
Chinese nationals wanting to test are recommended to use test centers outside of the
mainland – in Macao, Hong Kong, or Taiwan

Some students travel to nearby countries such as Thailand, Vietnam, and Mongolia to
test

The ACT is offered in Mainland China only for students enrolled in the Global Assessment
Certificate Program (GAC)

GAC is a university prep and foundation studies program provided by the global arm of the
ACT
Minimum requirements for the program include 720 hours of classroom study and 360 hours
of independent study



Testing in China
SAT/ACT Requirements for key Chinese Universities are below:

Peking University
Minimum SAT score: 1400
Minimum ACT score: 30
Students with very high SAT/ACT scores may be exempted from taking separate Peking
University entrance exam (this is up to the discretion of the university)

Tsinghua University
Minimum SAT score: 1300
Minimum ACT score: 28

Fudan University
Minimum SAT score: 1350
Minimum ACT score: 28; Math Section score minimum: 28



Testing in Singapore
Both SAT and ACT testing is offered at nearly a dozen test centers in Singapore to national and international students
alike
SAT/ACT Requirements for key Singaporean Universities are below:

National University of Singapore
International students need to submit scores for either 5 AP courses, SAT + 3 AP courses, or ACT + 3 AP courses
Minimum SAT score: 1250 Composite

Verbal minimum 600; Math minimum: 650
Minimum ACT score: 29 Composite

For students submitting the ACT, the writing section is mandatory and minimum score is 8
For either test, superscoring is not an option; only one testing administration

Nanyang Technological University
Minimum SAT score: 1250 Composite in one sitting
Minimum ACT score: 30 Composite in one sitting; writing section mandatory



Recommendations 
Take free, full-length diagnostic for the Digital SAT
Get a personalized assessment based on starting points, timeline, & goals
Students who are
Two years before applying – take diagnostics - if interested in an institution with a
proprietary test, explore format and comfort level with that/those test(s)
Year 12 (U.S. junior) – take diagnostics – if SAT/ACT is on lower side, consider preparing
for the proprietary tests
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