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The Chinese college admission process is 

much like purchasing a car. Twelfth-

graders typically spend at least one year 

preparing for the Chinese national college 

entrance exam. Also known as the 

Gaokao, this test the only measure Chi-

nese universities consider when admitting 

students. Operating upon a tier-based 

system, universities have up to one week 

(depending upon their ranking) in order 

to accept students after the Gaokao 
scores are published. Therefore, higher-

ranked schools can choose students from 

the applicant pool earlier.  

 

The Gaokao score functions much like 

cash in this process. If we follow the car 

purchasing analogy, the universities are 

much like different car dealers--each of-

fering academic majors (car models) with 

different price tags. In this week-long 

purchasing process, the students will use 

their capital (Gaokao score) to buy the 

best car possible (secure their place at a 

university with a specific academic ma-

jor). If offered the right amount of cash, 

the car dealer must sell the car--without 

asking any other questions. In this sense, 

the cash (Gaokao score) has the final 

word in the entire exchange. Finally, stu-
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dents are sent the official results via mail.  

 

If we compare this admissions process to 

that of US colleges, it becomes clear that 

there are two steps missing. The Chinese 

process does not adhere to the school ap-

plication and admissions review steps 

practiced in the US. Instead, by placing all 

evaluation on the Gaokao score, it skips 

straight ahead to the school selection and 

acceptance process.  

In contrast, the more subjective US col-

lege admission process is more akin to 

marrying off a daughter. In this sense, the 

applicants become the young men pro-

posing marriage. The university admis-

sions board functions as the family stand-

ing between the young men and their 

daugher (acceptance into the university). 

It is reckless for a family to have its 

daughter simply marry the richest or 

most handsome man. Instead, taking up 

to four months to decide, US colleges 

consider many different factors in one 

applicant’s past history to reach their fi-

nal decision.  

 

While some may think that a near-perfect 

SAT score is a one-way ticket into ivy 

league schools, all of these institutions 

have lengthy, closed-door selection pro-

cesses that look at an applicant’s scores, 

grades and activities amongst many other 

factors. In China, however, Gaokao is the 

only chance a student has of getting into 

elite institutions such as Tsinghua or Pe-

king University. All those who score too 

low are left to attend three-year technical 

schools that could be compared to com-

munity colleges in the US. Likewise, 

transferring from a low-rank college to a 

top-tier school would be next to impossi-

ble, with bribery as the only potential so-

lution. In the US, this type of upward mo-

bility is a much easier progression (as 

both of our past two presidents have 

demonstrated with their own mid-college 

transfers into the ivy league).  

 

In a way, the US college admissions pro-

cess is counterintuitive and even contrary 

to everything that has been drilled into 

Chinese students and families psyches 

regarding higher educational attainment. 

Using this understanding as a primary 

point of departure, US educators and re-

cruiters can began developing a successful 

educational and marketing strategy that 

addresses the needs of Chinese interna-

tional students.  

 

If yours is one of many schools flooded 

with applications from China, you will 

now understand why there are so many 

applicants with good standardized test 

scores but not much else. As previously 
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mentioned, Chinese students are social-

ized to believe that the test score (TOEFL, 

SAT, etc.) is everything in the college en-

trance game. Taking advantage of this 

weakness, many agencies have begun 

making profits off of generating fake 

“supporting background activity” for Chi-

nese students to increase their chances of 

gaining US college admission.  

 

As a US recruiter interested in the Chi-

nese student market, it becomes crucial to 

explain why your school does not require 

high standardized test scores. In the Chi-

nese student’s mindset, the high score re-

quirement is still equated with a high 

standard of education, so not having this 

standard may create a perception of low 

quality in the student’s mind. Another 

way to better target the Chinese market is 

to focus upon international marketing 

right after the Gaokao scores are pub-

lished. Doing so means placing your uni-

versity in the radar of students and par-

ents who are intensively considering their 

future educational prospects. In this 

sense, recruiting for your school in the 

“post- Gaokao” window is a far more effi-

cient marketing strategy. 

 

Likewise, in the post-admissions phase, it 

is crucial to address the needs of your 

Chinese students on campus more effec-

tively by understanding their correspond-

ing cultural and educational backgrounds. 

Time and again, you may need to explain 

to them that US college life is much more 

than just achieving high in test scores and 

course grades. Doing so can foster a more 

fruitful, bi-directional relationship be-

tween Chinese students and US higher              

educational institutions. 
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