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Frequently Asked Questions about the USA Computing Olympiad (USACO)

1. Whatis USACO?

USACO is an online computer programming contest for high school (or younger) students. USACO is one of
several national high-school Olympiads in the USA that select teams of students to participate in their respective
International Science Olympiads. Along with USACO, the most prominent are the USA Mathematics Olympiad
(USAMO), the US Physics Team , the US National Chemistry Olympiad (USNCO), and the USA Biology Olympiad
(USABO).

2. Who can take the USACO contests?

Any mid/high school student with a certain programming skills can try the contest. It has four levels of difficult,
from relatively easy to very hard. However, there is no penalty for trying, and students can keep improving at
their own paces.

We have a series of courses designed for preparing students for the USACO contests.

3. When and where to take the USACO contests?

The contest is entirely online at www.usaco.org. There are four contests during 4 weekends each year, usually
from December to March. Each contest lasts 3-5 hours long.

4. How do I register for the contest? How much does it cost?

Students who want to participate in the USACO contests can register an account on www.usaco.org for free.
Participating in the contests are all free of charge.

5. Can I work in a group? Do | have to be on a school team?

No. You must compete as an individual. You cannot work in a group or school team during a contest. However,
you can prepare for the contests with anyone you like.

6. Dol get an award for the contests?

There is no “prize” for the contests. You will receive recognition by advancing to higher divisions in USACO, and
your name will be officially listed in the contest results for public record. It's great accomplishment moving up
even by one division in the contests, and it’s worth mentioning in applications and resumes.

7. What are the different divisions (levels) of the USACO contests?

USACO currently has four divisions: Bronze, Silver, Gold, and Platinum. All competitors start in Bronze division.
Competitors may be promoted to the next level by achieving sufficiently high score. Each division is significantly
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more difficult than the previous one. It requires a lot of hard work, practice, and attempts to advance to the
next division, usually a year or more for each division.

8. How prestigious are the USACO achievements comparing to other contests or Olympiads?

It's hard to quantify or compare between different Olympiads. We would argue that achieving Gold division in
USACO is a slightly higher accomplishment than AIME (if you are familiar with Math Olympiads) since there are
usually only 500-600 students can make to the Gold and Platinum divisions each year. Achieving USACO
Platinum should be a comparable accomplishment to making to USAMO, although it’s undeniable that UASMO
has larger influence. In the entire 2017-2018 contest season, only 94 students nationwide were promoted from
Gold to Platinum.

9. What programming languages are used in the USACO contests?

Four programming languages can be used in USACO contests: C++, Java, Python, Pascal. C++ is usually the most
widely used programming language for competitive programming.

We choose Python as the starting language for students competing in Bronze and Silver divisions. Python is
widely used and easy to learn for beginners. It lets students to concentrate more on problem solving skills
instead of tedious language details. After reaching Gold, if students are committed to higher levels in USACO, we
start to use C++ as the programming language.

10. Why learning the USACO contest skills are very useful?

To achieve high score in USACO contests, programming is only a small part of skills required. It requires more
analytical and problem solving skills: logic and creativity. It requires many of the core computer science
knowledge. The talent with such knowledge and skills are being sought by high-tech companies such as Google
and Amazon, etc. A USACO competitor in the Gold division can easily beat most of the interview problems by
those companies.

11. My child has learned some/a lot programming already, can s/he skip the basic class and start from the
intermediate level class?

We encounter this question many times. We strongly suggest that your child starts from the basic class.
Although there are many things that your child may already have learned, there are many things and skills that
your child has NOT learned in the basic class. Our classes are very challenging and require a lot of hard study and
practice. It's very likely that your child may feel frustrated or left behind if s/he starts from the middle of our
class.
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