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Objectives
• An overview of the US system

• Discuss the high school diploma and advanced course 
components

• Define ‘grade 12-level’ subjects and comparisons to the GCSE

• Explain school accreditation

• Look at common standardised tests and reflect on recent changes
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Interaction during the webinar

• All delegates are muted to help with the smooth running of the 
event and your cameras are off

• Questions can be submitted through the Q+A feature

• Resources will be sent to you by email after this session
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High school diploma

• School accreditation

• Course types

• Transcript tips.
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Overview of the US system

• Decentralised system

• No qualifications framework

• No strict definition of what constitutes a national award.
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High school diploma

• Four years

• Credit-based / modular

• Graduation requirements 
determined by state

• Course offerings vary by 
school

• No national format for 
documents.
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High school 
diploma

California 
graduation 

requirements

3 years of 
English

2 years of 
maths

3 years of 
social 

science

2 years of 
science

2 years of 
PE

1 year of 
language / 
arts / CTE
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School accreditation: 
US-based

• Policies vary by state 

• Accreditation not always 
required

• Diplomas from public schools 
awarded under authority of 
public school district & state 
department / board.
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School accreditation: overseas schools

• No legal definition of an “American” school / national HSD

• No single place to check for accreditation!

• Accreditation from “regional” K-12 accrediting agency, e.g.:
• MSA-CESS

• NEASC/CIE or NEASC/CIS

• WASC

• Cognia 

• Accreditation NCPSA / CIS

• If in doubt, contact UK ENIC.
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School 
accreditation: 
case study

Could this be 
considered a 
recognised 
US high 
school 
diploma?
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School 
accreditation: 
case study

Could this be 
considered a 
recognised 
US high 
school 
diploma?

Yes.
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Advanced courses

• AP courses

• Honors courses

• Dual enrolment

• IB courses / diploma.
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Advanced courses: true or false?

1. Honors courses have no universal definition

2. Not all students have access to advanced courses.
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Advanced 
Placement (AP)

AP 
subject 
areas

Arts

English

History and 
social sciences

Inter-disciplinary
Mathematics 
and computer 

science

Sciences

World languages

• Offered in 38 subjects

• Assesses subject-
specific knowledge

• AB versus BC 
calculus.
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AP

• College credit

• Exam optional

• Can take exam at different 
school

• Multiple-choice & extended 
answer questions

• Comparable to A level.
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AP grading

AP Grade Descriptor

5 Extremely well qualified

4 Very well qualified

3* Qualified

2 Possibly qualified

1 No recommendation

*Minimum typical requirement for US college credit.
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AP grade comparisons

Ecctis’ International 
Grade Comparisons 
(IGC) research tool:

• Compares grade 
distributions

• Offers grade 
comparison 
guidance.
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AP in 2021 / 2022

2021

•3 administrations 
(May-June)

•Mix of paper-and-
pencil & digital 
format

2022

•2 weeks in May

•Most exams paper-
and-pencil
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Honors courses

• No universal definition

• Faster pace of learning

• Additional content and / or more 
in-depth study

• Assessments likely more 
challenging

• Visit school website for details. 
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International Baccalaureate (IB)

• Individual courses or full 
diploma

• Higher & standard level 
subjects

• Focus on essay-writing skills 
and critical thinking

• Higher-level IB courses likely to 
earn college credit.
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Dual enrolment

• College courses in high 
school

• Automatically confers 
college credit on college 
transcript 

• May be referenced on high 
school transcript.
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Dual enrolment
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Case study: GCSE comparability

“Has this applicant 
achieved the equivalent 
of GCSE A*-C / 9-4 in 
English and maths?”
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GCSE comparability

• Grade 12-level

• More advanced courses

• May need to refer to school’s website

• Courses likely to align with components of GCSE, rather than 
syllabus in its entirety.
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GCSE comparability: UK ENIC guidance
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Case study: GCSE comparability



A trusted voice serving the global community

Case study: GCSE comparability

• English studied in grade 12
• Fulfils GCSE A*-C / 9-4 criteria

• Elements of GCSE maths studied in grade 12
• Fulfils GCSE A*-C / 9-4 criteria.
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Transcript tips

• Class ranking
• Where has the student placed within their cohort?

• Weighting
• Has the student taken more advanced courses to bolster their GPA?

• GPA best predictor of college success?
• Research suggests may be more useful indicator than ACT / SAT.
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Transcript tips
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Transcript tips: poll
What does ‘percentile’ on a 
transcript indicate?

1) The student achieved a 
grade of 32%

2) That the student’s 
grade is higher than 
32% of the cohort

3) That the student’s 
grade is lower than 
32% of the cohort
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Standardised tests

• What are they?

• ACT

• SAT
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Standardised tests: what are they?

• National exams

• Separate to HSD

• Traditionally used to facilitate access to US HE

• Typically focus on broader reasoning skills

• Recent developments – moving away from ACT / SAT?
• Disadvantage some students?

• COVID-19.
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ACT v SAT: at a glance

ACT SAT

English, maths, reading & science Maths, reading & writing

Writing (optional) N/A*

High school content / skills, with 
focus on reasoning

High school content / skills, with 
focus on reasoning

Multiple choice questions, except for 
writing

Mostly multiple choice, except some 
maths

Widely accepted Widely accepted

*Optional essay discontinued in 2021.
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ACT
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ACT transcripts

• Composite & subject 
scores graded 1-36

• Writing graded 2-12

• College readiness 
benchmark

• US rank.
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ACT transcripts
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ACT transcripts



A trusted voice serving the global community

SAT
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SAT: case study

Q1. How well has this applicant 
performed on their SAT?

Q2. Have they done better in 
English or maths?
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SAT: case study
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SAT transcripts

• EBRW & math graded 200-
800

• Total graded 400-1600

• SAT User Percentile

• Traffic-light benchmarks.
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SAT case study
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SAT: case study

Q1. How well has this applicant 
performed on their SAT?

A1. Ranked just outside top 
quarter of students overall.

Q2. Have they done better in 
English or maths?

A2. Maths (higher percentile).
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Key takeaways

• Class rank / percentile rank useful

• AP / IB / DE closest to A level

• But courses available to students vary

• Key question: has student made most of opportunities offered?
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Useful links

State graduation requirements: 
https://internal-search.ecs.org/comparisons/high-school-graduation-requirements-04

School accreditation:

Middle States Association of Colleges and Schools, the Commissions on Elementary and 

Secondary Schools (MSA-CESS)

New England Association of Schools and Colleges 

Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC)

Cognia

National Council for Private School Accreditation (NCPSA)

Council of International Schools (CIS)

https://internal-search.ecs.org/comparisons/high-school-graduation-requirements-04
http://www.msa-cess.org/
https://www.neasc.org/
https://www.acswasc.org/
https://www.cognia.org/services/accreditation-certification/
https://ncpsa.org/
https://www.cois.org/
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Covid-19 support

Covid-19 blog  

https://ecctisblog.com/2020/08/19/charting-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-uk-admissions-and-
recruitment/

The Effects of COVID-19 on International Secondary Assessment: 
Summer 2021 Update 

https://www.ecctis.com/Product/Documents/Publications/The%20Effects%20of%20COVID-
19%20on%20International%20Secondary%20Assessment%20Summer%202021%20Update.pd
f?i=2

Guide to Recognition Issues in International Distance Learning: 3rd 
edition (Southeast Asia)

https://www.ecctis.com/product/Documents/Publications/Guide%20to%20Recognition%20Issues
%20in%20International%20Distance%20Learning_3rd%20edition_Southeast%20Asia.pdf?i=2

https://ecctisblog.com/2020/08/19/charting-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-uk-admissions-and-recruitment/
https://www.ecctis.com/Product/Documents/Publications/The%20Effects%20of%20COVID-19%20on%20International%20Secondary%20Assessment%20Summer%202021%20Update.pdf?i=2
https://www.ecctis.com/product/Documents/Publications/Guide%20to%20Recognition%20Issues%20in%20International%20Distance%20Learning_3rd%20edition_Southeast%20Asia.pdf?i=2


A trusted voice serving the global community

Staying in touch

Email

• events@ecctis.com

Events schedule

• https://www.ecctis.com/Training/Event%20Schedule/Default.aspx

Newsletters

• https://www.enic.org.uk/News%20Letter/Default.aspx

mailto:events@ecctis.com
https://www.ecctis.com/Training/Event%20Schedule/Default.aspx
https://www.enic.org.uk/News%20Letter/Default.aspx
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