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Welcome to the American and British classrooms 
 
This guide will introduce you to some aspects of the American and British classroom which may help you 
during your transitions between William & Mary and St Andrews. Bear in mind that the practices outlined 
in this document are not unique to William & Many nor St Andrews and that many elements, such as 
punctuality and original analysis in assessment, will already be familiar to you from your home institution.  
 
Glossary 
 
Here are some terms that apply to most American schools (although some variation is to be expected) 
and how they relate to those at the University of St Andrews: 
 
St Andrews - American Universities 

1st/2nd/3rd/4th year =  Freshman/Sophomore/Junior/Senior    
Refers to students’ year of study. At St Andrews, another division exists: Sub-honours for 1st/2nd years and 
Honours for 3rd/4th years            

Advising =  Registration   
Signing up for classes 
 
Exams = Finals   
End of the year tests. In America, many schools also have midterms which occur midway through the 
semester 
 
Degree = Major/minor                               
Subject area studied (e.g. Chemistry major with an English minor, Joint German and History) 
 
Independent study = Studying on your own 
This enables you to become increasingly self-reliant in the way you manage your time and organise your 
work, encouraging a more scholarly approach of independent study.  
 
Lecturer = Professor                                      
Staff member in charge of teaching a class. While generally everyone teaching in a US institution will be 
referred to as ‘professor’, in the UK this is the highest promoted academic position meaning that all 
members of staff are not professors. Lecturer also denotes level in the UK academic promotion scale. 
 
MMS/Moodle = Blackboard                                 
Online tools for submitting assignments, accessing class documents, etc. Many different names exist, it 
depends on your institution. 
 
Isaint/E-vision = Banner                                         
Online tools for dealing with administrative issues such as payments, emergency contacts, etc. Many 
different names exist, it depends on your institution. 
 
Laboratory work = Conducting experiments 
Advanced equipment and techniques may be used to conduct experiments under expert supervision, 
allowing you to put theoretical knowledge into practice.  
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Module = Course                                           
Overarching term for a university class (e.g. ECON 101, HISP 2001) 
 
Freshers week = Orientation/Welcome week                                
Week before teaching starts with a lot of bonding opportunities and tips and tours from older students. 
Depending on the University, this may be more or less informal, and in some cases may be mandatory. 
 
Re-advising = Add/drop                                    
Period during which you can change your modules/classes at the beginning of each semester. Depending 
on the school, this may include meeting with an advisor, checking online for availability and signing up 
individually or contacting professor to be put on a waitlist. 
 
Revision = Studying                                       
Preparing for final exams or, in the case of studying, working on assignments throughout the semester 
 
Revision week(s) = Reading Days                            
Studying time before end of term exams when classes are not usually in session. This depends on the 
institutions. 
 
School = Department                                 
Divisions of the university dealing with a subject area (e.g. School of Biology, French Department) 
 
Self-certificate = Notifying the university of an absence 
This is an online process whereby you alert the university to any absences due to illness or other reasons.  
 
Sponsio Academica = Honor Code                                 
Pledge of honesty that students take at an institution (only at some institutions) 
 
Syllabus = Module booklet 
Information about a course/module given at the beginning of term or accessible online.    
 
Tutor = Teaching Assistant (aka TA)    
Often a postgraduate student who leads tutorials/discussion sections (see below) 
 
Tutorial = Discussion Section                  
Small discussion based class that complements lectures, usually only in large (mostly introductory) courses 
in America             
 
  
  



3 
 

Welcome to the American classroom        

Atmosphere 

Participation  
 
Classes in American universities tend to be relatively informal. You may be on first name terms with your 
teachers and students and teachers may tend to dress informally. However, relationships with professors 
remain a professional one. Most Professors are very eager for student participation (and they tend to 
include this as a percentage of the grade in the class - between 5% and 20%). They may even ask you how 
you would like the class structured, what topics should be covered, what formats your assignments should 
take and are open to critiques of their methods. They are keen to get your input so take advantage of it. 
In discussion sessions it may be acceptable to speak without permission but in classroom you must raise 
your hand and be called on first. Some very large classes include a participation grade. These will be 
structured as lectures with a weekly discussion session. In this case, the participation grade will be based 
on this session in which you will meet with fewer students or on labs for science classes. 
 
Style 
 
Being direct and specific is appreciated in the American classroom, it is not seen as rude. If you do not 
understand something, ask for clarification. Being direct and clear in your writing is also essential just as 
it is in Britain. Many universities offer guideline or specific classes to help with writing style. You can ask 
your academic department about this. 
 
Office hours 
 
Professors are usually also very happy to help you out with assignments. They prefer it to grading papers 
that are completely off-topic. The first resource you’ll hence want to take advantage of their office hours. 
Professors actively rearrange their schedule to free up that time whether it’s to discuss an assignment, 
talk about material you haven't quite understood or discuss their research. What’s more, in the United 
States most professors can read drafts. Beware that this does not mean you can turn in endless stacks of 
non-spell proofed papers to them to end up with a perfect paper. However, they may read extracts and 
advise you on how best to proceed and some will review the entirety if you hand it over sufficiently early 
before the deadline.  
 
Be mindful of... 
 
Another note of caution though: be respectful. Just because one professor goes all out in term of help 
doesn't mean others have the time to. Some professors have teaching assistant that can help and read 
material instead of them, especially if they end up grading your papers. The best way to go about this is 
to use office hours and figure out who your best contact is. It is also important to figure out how best to 
contact a professor. In American universities, the average professor teaches more classes and sections 
(more information on this below) and sorting through all the emails can be exhausting, not to mention 
confusing. To avoid this, find out if your professor prefers emails or face-to-face chats (again use their 
office hours) and always put the name of your course and section in the subject line of your emails.  
 
Timeliness 
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While the atmosphere may be quite relaxed, professors do not like tardiness and you should be seated 
before the start of class if you wish to avoid being called out in smaller classes. This could affect your 
participation grade in some cases. You don’t need to knock before entering a classroom. Professors also 
have very specific rules when it comes to their classes. They will hand out a syllabus at the beginning of 
term (or it can be found online) just like a module handbook, this should be your ultimate guide. Some 
professors do not allow laptops or require books to be brought to every class. Drinks and food may not 
be allowed, just check with the professor. A good rule of thumb is whether you are in a classroom or a 
lecture hall. Larger class sizes tend to have fewer rules but still just check what you need to do.  
 
Deadlines 
 
Another point professors are strict about is due dates. On average there will be a lot more assignments in 
a typical American class so late papers won't be accepted in most cases. This means you could get an F as 
opposed to losing points on your mark so be careful to turn assignments in on time or ahead of time. On 
the other hand, if you have an issue, however slight it may seem, if you go and explain your situation (e.g. 
during office hours) in due time (i.e. before the exam or assignment cut-off), most will be happy to 
accommodate you by giving you an extension. 
 
Approaches to studying 
 
For some subjects in particular study groups can be common and helpful. It is obviously up to you, in terms 
of what you find to be the most effective way of studying, if you would like to partake. On the other hand, 
some professors love group work and will give you mandatory group assignments. 
 
Timetable structure               

Most American institutions will require you to take 15 credits a semester (our equivalent of 60) by taking 
five 3-credit (12) classes. This should not overwhelm you. The point of taking 5 classes is that you get to 
experience the “liberal arts” tradition, that is, you get to experience different subjects and develop 
different tools.  
 
Each credit usually represents one hour of class. Therefore a 3 credit class means you will spend three 
hours a week in class. The amount of work required outside of class is hence lessened. The class hours are 
deigned to review the material you had to prepare so you are reinforcing what you have learned.  
 
Coursework 

Assessment is more continuous than at St Andrews. Most professors won’t have more than 30% of your 
grade in their class be determined by a single assignment.  
 
In a manner which is consistent with the timetables and the participatory atmosphere, the mark you get 
is usually broken down between 5 and 10 components on average which could include a midterm grade 
(an examination halfway through the semester), a final grade, a participation/attendance grade, one or 
two essay grades, lab grades, response paper grades and a presentation grade.  
 
Students are expected to complete all assignments and come to class prepared, especially since 
participation usually count in smaller classes. If you miss a class or are sick, that does not exempt you from 
turning in the assignment on time so either ask someone to do it for you or contact the professor 
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beforehand to get an extension. The same goes for making sure you get notes for any classes you've 
missed and making sure the professor hasn’t changed deadlines or given any important information on 
that day. 
 
Assignments 

Independent thinking is highly valued and this may be worth keeping in mind both in class discussions and 
in assignments. While having many diverse sources is of course valued, in general professors will expect 
sections explaining your own thought process. The general attitude is also less philosophical and more 
problem-solving. These are of course broad generalisations. You should discuss any concern with your 
professor and ask for samples of previous essays if you are confused about what is expected. 
 
Grade scale 

The American grade scale is on a letter as well as a numeric scale. Professors can grade assignments out 
of 100 or on a scale from A (or A+ depending on whether your school distinguishes the 2) to F. These in 
turn make up your grade in an individual course/module which will be give a letter grade. An equivalency 
then associates these letter grades with a Grade Point Average (GPA) out of 4.0 (with 4.0 being the best).  
To convert these back to St Andrews also requires conversion tables but these vary quite a bit and you 
should consult the one for the institution you will be attending. For BA (International Honours) students 
special grade conversion tables exist. 
 
Another grading process you may come across in North America is grading on a curve. Professors will let 
you know if they do this and it is not the most common. 
 
This can mean one of two things. First, the professor determines how many students should get an A, a 
B, etc. and then depending on how you placed in terms of others, your place is converted into the 
corresponding grade. This means that your great can go up or down compared to what would have been 
your “original” mark. The second way is that the professor can choose to curve up the entire class which 
means that your grade will slightly increase.  
 
Another typically American aspect of assessment is extra-credit. Depending on the professor and the class’ 
level of difficulty professors may offer extra-credit opportunities. This may take the shape of extra 
assignments, attending extra lectures, etc. If a professor doesn’t offer extra credit opportunities of his 
own accord you can still ask for them unless their policy is specifically not to (as could be outlined in the 
course syllabus/module booklet). Sometimes a professor will not give extra credit, which as its name 
suggests, can only increase your grade but allow you to complete another assignment. This is of course 
time-consuming (as are extra-credit opportunities) and could potentially bring your grade down further - 
basically it is one more assignment which will average out with all the others. 
 
Finally, some professors will have you write several papers or take several tests and not count the lowest 
grade received. They will let you know in advance most of the time if they do decide to do this. 
 
A note about referencing 

Referencing is very similar to the UK’s norm. You can use different mainstream styles of citations as long 
as you are consistent. Some professors will require you to use a specific type, so pay attention if this is the 
case. 

https://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/studyabroad/outgoingstudents/academicinformation/creditandgradeconversion/
http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/media/registry/students/newstudentspages/BAIntHonsRegs2012-13.pdf
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Welcome to the British classroom 
 
Academic practice and a note on referencing: 
 
To perform well in assessments, it is, of course, necessary to read lots of sources, consider them, and refer 
to them. However, it cannot be emphasised enough that you must adopt good academic practice from 
the outset. For example, appropriate referencing is of paramount importance in avoiding academic 
misconduct. Crucially, it is important to never make assumptions based on the rules, regulations and 
academic practices and culture of your home institution. It is advisable to familiarise yourself prior to 
arrival with what constitutes good academic practice at St Andrews by consulting the University Good 
Academic Practice guide. 
 
If you have any doubts about how to do this, there is plenty of help available through CAPOD. CAPOD 
provides short courses and individual appointments. You can also telephone CAPOD for more information: 
01334 462141. You must also complete the Training in Good Academic Practice Moodle course within 3 
weeks of matriculation and prior to submitting any assessed work. 
 
Assessment:  
 
Assessment comes in many forms: essays, reports, worksheets and dissertations, class tests, exams, oral 
presentations, leading a seminar, and group-work presentations or projects. Most modules are assessed 
through a combination of ‘continuous assessment’ and a final module examination. To succeed, it is 
imperative to consult each module handbook for advice regarding the nature of the assessment and to 
seek clarification if you are unsure. Research the subject area thoroughly. Remember, you must not only 
communicate your knowledge in assessments but also your critical thinking skills and academic qualities 
in constructing an argument. Once you submit coursework, you will not be able to amend the coursework 
for a second submission. However, reflecting on and assimilating feedback is an integral part of your 
independent learning and enables you to improve next time.  
 
Coursework 
 
Coursework is a way for you to be continually assessed through the semester. Assignments in the form of 
essays, presentations and other ways will be set throughout the year. These assignments will carry a 
certain weight towards your final grade. You usually upload coursework electronically via MMS, an online 
portal, however some tutors will also expect you to turn in a paper copy. It is best to check with your tutor 
how they wish you to hand in coursework.  
 
Once submitted, students are not able to amend the coursework for a second submission. You are 
expected to research your area, sift through the reading list offered to find the most appropriate sources, 
debate the subject critically, reference accordingly and then submit the final paper for assessment by the 
tutor. You will not have that paper returned with a critique allowing you to adjust it and resubmit. That is 
the final submission. However you will be given critical assessment and feedback by the tutor with help 
to adjust your style and improve your performance for the next essay. If you do not understand the 
feedback you have been given, then just ask. The rest of your grade will usually be down to an exam at 
the end of the year.  
 

http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/pdms/
http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/students/academic/advice/studyskillsandadvice/academicskills/
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Grading 
 
Please visit St Andrews University’s page on grading here to see the common reporting scale.  
 
Independent learning:  
 
The focus on independent learning constitutes a key element of the academic system at St Andrews. In 
Arts and in Divinity, although you will have numerous classes (lectures, seminars and tutorials) to attend, 
you may find you have fewer contact hours per week than at your home university for certain subjects. In 
Science, you may also have laboratory classes or practicals. Here, the modular academic system means 
that you will be provided with reading lists, tutorial topics for discussion, and assessment information at 
the beginning of the semester. Indeed, it is making the most of this time to read (the core reading list and 
beyond it) and reflect on the topic of study that holds the key to high performance.  
 
Library: 

Effective use of the library is key to academic success, make the most of it! The University Library provides 
an excellent range of books, collections and electronic resources. Exploring the shelves, SAULCAT, and 
particularly the subject guides will enable you to go beyond the core reading list. Consult the library 
website for information relating to Orientation library tours, virtual tours and details of departmental 
libraries. 
 
Social Studying: 
 
Involvement with academic societies offer opportunities for debate and students tend to group together 
to assist each other with independent study. You will find study groups springing up in your halls of 
residence, local coffeehouse or social clubs. This is a good way of meeting people, as well as aiding you 
with your studies.  
 
The Sponsio Academica (The St Andrews Code of Conduct) 
 
All students at the University of St Andrews must declare that they agree to the Sponsio Academica when 
they enroll at the University via the online matriculation process. The Sponsio Academica is an undertaking 
that recognises the core principle of respect for others and for the values of the University, to which we 
hold firm in this community. By signing up to matriculate, students undertake a solemn promise to 
conduct themselves in line with the following principles that are valid in all of their – academic or non-
academic activities, and in relation to their fellow students, members of staff and the townspeople of St 
Andrews.   In their studies, and in all aspects of their daily lives, students are asked to uphold the following 
promises: 
 

 We shall hold true to the principles of honesty and integrity in all our dealings with others in this 
community.  

 We shall conduct ourselves in a reliable and punctual fashion. 
 We shall be mindful of others’ circumstances, interacting with tolerance, politeness and in a spirit 

of mutual support within this community. 
 
Relations between staff and students  
 

http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/staff/teaching/examinations/scale/
http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/library/
http://library.st-andrews.ac.uk/
http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/library/information/subjectguides/subjectguides/
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The relationships between staff and students is a professional one. Always address your teacher as Dr. or 
Professor unless otherwise invited. Teachers will expect you to be polite and punctual. As a general rule 
you do not discuss your private life with a teacher. However, there may be occasions when you should, 
for example if an event is affecting your work.  
 
Writing style 
 
St Andrews’s essay writing style may be a little different from what you are accustomed to. Please see our 
example of a First Class essay to get an idea of a possible writing style and acceptable way of referencing. 
If you are worried about adjusting your writing style there is plenty of help available through CAPOD. 
CAPOD provides short courses and individual appointments. You can also telephone CAPOD for more 
information: 01334 462141. You can also approach your tutors and ask them if they have any specific 
advice for your subject and course.  
 
 
 

 

http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/pdms/
http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/students/academic/advice/studyskillsandadvice/academicskills/

