
Carleton College Start-Up Competition: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Sijin Chen, Robert Kearney 
 

27 January 2017 
 

Lift, Education Consultants 

 

 

 

 



Executive Summary: 

Our company, Lift, helps students from China apply to colleges and universities throughout the United 
States. With nearly 300,000 Chinese students applying abroad annually, there is significant pressure to 
differentiate oneself among other students applying to colleges of a similar caliber. Recent discussions 
with Dr. Nathan Grawe regarding the depth of that pool (an entire Carleton Class could be created 
purely of Chinese students with top-tier SAT scores who would pay full tuition) gives some insight into 
the need for the service. Furthermore, current price comparisons between similar firms in the US show 
the current education consulting market to be a high rent opportunity with little competition. 
 
While the core of our business in recent years has revolved around the application process, including 
college list consultations, essay revisions, application oversight, and colloquial English and American 
cultural education, we find that there are further opportunities that remain unrealized in the Chinese 
education consulting market. 
 
This proposal in particular lays out the creation of several comprehensive higher-education trips to top 
US national universities and liberal arts colleges. Broadly speaking, the purpose of this service is to 
provide tours, information sessions, lectures, cultural events, and interviews to prospective 
international students looking to make decisions about higher education in the United States. We 
believe that these proposed trips offer an unparalleled balance between providing insight into the 
college admissions process, as well as offering a first-hand education on American culture. There are 
also only a few companies which currently offer this service in China. This creates further opportunities 
in China due to the low quality and quantity of current trips offered. 
 
Proposal: 
 
The proposed project would address the huge problem of information asymmetry for Chinese 
applicants. Currently, there is a dearth of information in China regarding the college visit and research 
process. For instance, a lot of companies sell the basic free campus visits given at almost every 
institution as a form of VIP tour. We can provide actual VIP tours simply by contacting admissions offices 
as we found out when developing this program originally. If you simply call some admissions 
departments, they do offer private group tours, often for free. Also, if a student is applying to certain 
colleges (generally top-tier liberal arts schools on the East Coast), an interview with an admissions 
officer can often be arranged in advance. Our goal is therefore to try and leverage our own connections 
in admissions offices across the US to create a genuinely VIP experience throughout our tour. 
 
We also have an advantage in the application education market as our company is composed of both 
American and Chinese students. We can target and provide materials and lectures on many cultural 
differences, thereby giving some idea of what can be expected with college life in the US. This can help 
with preventing culture shock, which most Chinese students report within their first weeks here, and 
also provide a better framework for student to decide where they want to apply or attend. Currently, 
the tour involves several question and answer sessions at night to allow students to think about what 
they are seeing, process it, and have the opportunity to better understand the different aspects of 
American culture. We also work in certain activities which we deem cultural necessities, such as baseball 
games, art museums, and tours of both New York and Washington, DC. 
 
Finally, we provide writing workshops that can allow students to better understand the process of 
creative writing. The Chinese school system is not generally geared towards creative applications of 



skills. In our experience as education consultants we found that many of our students had difficulty 
storyboarding and creating outlines without some guidance about how to approach the creation of a 
fluid narrative.  We would simply help students to get a jump-start on that process by providing several 
creative writing workshops throughout the course of the trip. 
 
Currently, the market for education consulting in China is fairly limited. New firms are created each year, 
but with current rates for even mediocre service climbing into the thousands of dollars (tens of 
thousands of Chinese Yuan), it is obvious that this market is not yet close to competition, and is 
exhibiting signs of oligopoly. We expect the market to begin to move more fully towards competition 
within the next five years. That being said, the current market for similar college trips is remarkably 
small, with only a handful of firms offering this service. Of those firms, those that do participate often 
are (relatively) large, well-established, and charge far above marginal cost mainly due to their brand. We 
find that there is an opportunity for early entry into this market. 
 
Our evaluation of the market leads us to the conclusion that our short-term profits will be substantial, 
while our long-term profits tend towards competition. See the attached table for more accurate profit 
calculations in the first iteration of the program in the Cost Breakdown section. Note that all prices are 
in Chinese Yuan (abbreviated RMB). Furthermore, note that this purely shows the breakeven point, and 
does not show profits, although we do plan to charge ¥55,000.  
 
We plan to use the award to allow us to focus on making this project a reality, while also using anything 
remaining as extra capital to leverage in possible agreements with insurance companies. Our current 
plan would be to work through the month of June into early July on the full proposal, as well as a 
complete planning of the proposed tour should the need arise (see Appendix for information on our 
current tour plans and next steps). If those negotiations should fall through, we plan to use the award to 
begin expanding and bringing on new team members to facilitate the growth of our current core 
functions and services. This will be more thoroughly fleshed out in the Budget Justification section. 
 
 
 
 
  



Budget Justification 
Table 1: Cost Breakdown 

 
With those costs in mind, we find that offering Carleton College a 10% stake for the investment of 
$10,000 seems appropriate given the risk of the venture, as well as current rates in the market. We plan 
to use that $10,000 for three purposes. First, recruitment and marketing. We plan to attend several 
college fairs and information sessions about US colleges in different Chinese high schools. Second, we 
hope to use some of the funds for pre-trip logistical preparations, including negotiating with insurance 



companies, creating marketing materials, and program materials. Finally, we hope to bring on another 
team member from China who will focus on the student logistics and provide on-site answers and 
support for parents. 
 
 
Team Bios: 
 
Robert Kearney 
Co-Founder and COO 
Robert is an award-winning essayist and a senior economics major at Carleton College. A lifelong 
debater, he revels in narrative-building and helping others develop their own voice. A former camp 
counselor and trail guide, Robert has extensive experience leading minors on multi-day trips. In his free 
time, he enjoys rock-climbing and hiking. 
 
Sijin ‘Cathy’ Chen 
Co-Founder and CEO 
Cathy has years of experience organizing  the Liberal Arts College Tour in China, as well as working in the 
Admissions Office at Carleton College. The Liberal Arts College Tour in China visits four major cities every 
year, and attractive representatives from the most esteemed Liberal Arts Colleges in the US. She has 
numerous connections with admissions officers from the top 30 liberal colleges and top tier Chinese 
high schools. 
 
Jacob Snyder-Hansen 
Project Operations Manager 
Jake is an entrepreneur and current undergraduate economics major at the University of Minnesota. 
With experience hosting sustainability summits and events in Minneapolis for the past two years, he has 
a deep knowledge of building smooth and ordered programs and events. 
 
  



Appendix: 
 
Travel Route: 
The following map highlights our route by car with red pins indicating the cities where we will stay 
overnight. 
 

 
Fig. 1: Map of the US Eastern Seaboard with proposed route 

 
Basic Route (Cities Visited): 
A. Washington, D.C (Day 1-2) 
B. Baltimore, MD (Day 3) 
C. Philadelphia, PA (Day 3-4) 
D. Princeton, NJ (Day 4) 
E. New York City, NY (Day 4-7) 
F. New Haven, CT (Day 7-8) 
G. Boston, MA (Day 8-9) 
 
Basic Itinerary: 
What follows is a rough outline of what we plan on doing over the course of the tour. There are 
currently large assumptions in time (such as arrival and departure) so that future, more detailed plans 
will have the ability to work in such a flexible framework. The schedule (Fig. 3) is color-coordinated so 
that bright green signifies arrival/departure, red signifies travel via chartered bus, blue signifies campus 
visits, yellow signifies cultural events, and light green signifies our own events which we add to the 
program. 
 



 

Fig. 2: Proposed Itinerary  
 
Next Steps: 
This proposed trip is scheduled for summer 2018, so our next steps include communicating with 
businesses through Request for Proposals (RFPs) and communicating with admissions offices to the 
schools we have picked out. Essentially, we will need to lock down trip specific logistical and operational 
factors. It should be duly noted that we have a college tour in the Midwest in the works, and a more 
profitable fully-fleshed West coast trip as well. 


