
 

 
 
Now in its fourth decade, The Common Application is increasingly becoming the means via which 
applications are made for places at colleges in the United States. Yale, Harvard, Princeton and Stanford are 
among the 465 institutions that use its services. 
 
Like its UK counterpart UCAS, The Common Application can be completed online and it offers users the 
comfort of being able to make multiple applications to a range of colleges and universities. Wonderfully 
simple and efficient, it eases the pressures of making multiple applications. Its video guide to the process 
can be found here: 
 
https://www.commonapp.org/CommonApp/FAQ.aspx 
 
As the video clearly demonstrates, the forms require quite a lot of detail and so completing them can take 
some time, but at least it only has to be done once. More time consuming are the extras that are required 
such as the personal essay and application supplements that are requested by certain colleges. On the 
most recent forms the essay topics were as follows: 

o Evaluate a significant experience, achievement, risk you have taken, or ethical dilemma you have faced 
and its impact on you. 

o Discuss some issue of personal, local, national, or international concern and its importance to you. 
o Indicate a person who has had a significant influence on you, and describe that influence. 
o Describe a character in fiction, a historical figure, or a creative work (as in art, music, science, etc.) that has 

had an influence on you, and explain that influence. 
o A range of academic interests, personal perspectives, and life experiences adds much to the educational 

mix. Given your personal background, describe an experience that illustrates what you would bring to the 
diversity in a college community or an encounter that demonstrated the importance of diversity to you. 

o Topic of your choice 

The Common Application also makes it much easier for Counselor and teachers to submit the documents 
required to support your application. Applicants should note, however, that the responsibility for inviting 
them and prompting them to take action is theirs. One Counselor can be nominated but a range of 
teachers can be asked for support. At the end of the first video mentioned above, you are provided with 
another that takes you through the submission of school forms in detail. Counselor and teachers can view 
guidance on the completion of the required forms here. 
https://www.commonapp.org/CommonApp/SchoolFormsFAQ.aspx 
 
One difficulty that the forms present for those who study outside the United States or who follow a non-
American curriculum is the reporting of the GPA. My advice is to leave that section blank and to complete 
any extra information in the allotted sections. IB, AP and Honors students have allocated sections on some 
of the forms. Those who take other types of examinations, such as the UK's A Levels for example, should 
submit the International Supplement Form. 
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