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A QUICK GUIDE 
TO THE APPLICATION

Contacts
Phone number, mailing address

Demographics
Religion, military service, race/ethnicity (all optional)

Geography
Birthplace, countries lived in, language proficiency, citizenship

PROFILE

This guide previews the different sections of the Common Application so 
you'll be ready to get started as soon as you create your account.

FAMILY

EDUCATION

TESTING

Household
Parent marital status, parent(s) with whom you reside

Parent and/or Guardian
Name, birthplace, occupation, education, stepparent information

Siblings
Age, grade, education

School
Current school, dates attended; counselor name, phone, and email

History
Previous schools, dates attended, past/pending education interruptions (e.g. 
time off, early graduation, gap year, etc.), college courses, college assistance 
programs

Academic Information
GPA, class rank, current year courses, honors and awards

College Entrance
ACT and SAT

English For Non-Native Speakers
TOEFL, IELTS, PTE Academic

Academic Subjects
AP, IB, SAT Subject Tests, A-Levels

Other
Optional reporting for other relevant 9-12 testing



Principal Activities/Work
Years of participation, hours per week, weeks per year, position/leadership held 
(50 characters), brief description (150 characters). 10 activities maximum.

ACTIVITIES

WRITING Personal Essay
Select one of seven available prompts, 650 Words Maximum

Disciplinary History
Explanations regarding school discipline and misdemeanor or felony 
convictions

Additional Information
Relevant circumstances or qualifications not reflected elsewhere in the 
application

COLLEGE-SPECIFIC
QUESTIONS

General
Entry term, degree status, housing preference, test-optional preference,
scholarship and financial aid preference

Academics
Academic interest, program(s) applying to

(Some colleges may also ask additional questions about your family, state of 
residence, activities, and general interests.)

Writing Supplement
Additional short answer or essay responses if requested by institution

COLLEGE WRITING 
SUPPLEMENTS

LEARN MORE 

Best practices to 
keep in mind as 

you complete your 
applications.

GETTING
STARTED

TIPS & BEST
PRACTICES

Get started with your 
Common App with this 

helpful guide.

COMMON
APP TOUR

Learn how to navigate 
the Common App.

Find more resources at commonapp.org/ready

COURSES & GRADES Self-Reported Transcript
 Your complete academic record for grades 9-12.  Required by some colleges.
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http://www.commonapp.org/resource/creating-common-app-account
http://www.commonapp.org/resource/creating-common-app-account
http://www.commonapp.org/resource/tips-and-best-practices
http://www.commonapp.org/resource/tips-and-best-practices
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B87dxdHac6jjendESUtxQkRRT1E/view
https://youtu.be/K0KwBIFlmbs
https://youtu.be/K0KwBIFlmbs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9P72TonqJ5k
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B87dxdHac6jjVFZfcW03SlRDaHc/view
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GATHER YOUR MATERIALS
What you’ll need for every application.

Every college will have its own specific 
requirements, but the general information you 
provide on the Common App will be shared 

across all schools on your list.

“
“PRO TIP: Get a head start 

and save yourself time by 
collecting this information 
before you fill out the 
application.

1. A COPY OF YOUR HIGH SCHOOL TRANSCRIPT
You’ll be asked to enter your high school grades and courses in the Education Section.

2. A LIST OF YOUR ACTIVITIES, WORK, AND FAMILY RESPONSIBILITIES
The Activities section will give you the opportunity to tell schools more about who you 
are and the activities you’re involved in outside of the classroom, including things like 
family and job or work responsibilities. You will have the option to list up to 10 activities in 
this section.

3. TEST SCORES AND DATES FROM YOUR COLLEGE ENTRANCE EXAMS
The Testing section is where you’ll enter your self-reported scores for any standardized tests 
that you’ve taken and wish to report to colleges. You’ll be able to report on SATs, ACTs, 
SAT Subject Tests, among others, and you'll be asked to provide a month, day, and year 
for  each.

4. PARENT/LEGAL GUARDIAN INFORMATION
Many colleges collect this information in the Family section 
for demographic purposes. Find out about your parents’ 
education history and occupational information.

5. ACADEMIC HONORS AND ACHIEVEMENTS
You’ll be able to list any honors related to your 
academic achievements beginning with the ninth grade 
or international equivalent in the Education Section.
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TIPS & BEST PRACTICES

• Create your account using an email address 
you check often

• Use your legal name when filling out your 
registration information

• Make note of your Common App ID (CAID)
• Use the most up-to-date version of your web 

browser
• Bookmark apply.commonapp.org
• Download the Common App onTrack mobile 

app to stay organized

GETTING STARTED

FILLING OUT THE COMMON APP

ANSWERING COLLEGE-SPECIFIC QUESTIONS

THE RECOMMENDATION PROCESS

• Gather the materials you’ll need (such as your 
transcript and list of activities)

• Make sure you enter your high school information 
correctly

• See your counselor if you need help answering 
questions

• Answer all required questions (marked with a red 
asterisk) 

• Preview each section of the application as you go 
along 

• Understand each college’s requirements (such 
as testing policy and writing requirements)

• Select a start term and admission plan in order 
to set deadlines

• Keep track of deadlines

• Complete the FERPA Release Authorization
• Double check each college’s recommendation 

requirements
• Ask your counselor how your school submits 

recommendation forms
• Talk with your recommenders before inviting and 

assigning them
• Make sure you enter the correct names and email 

addresses for your recommenders
• Communicate with your recommenders regularly

ALONG THE WAY
• Save your work
• Don’t be afraid to ask for help
• Proofread and review your information for 

accuracy
• Look for green check marks to indicate all 

required question in a section are answered
• Carefully review your application PDF prior to 

submitting

WHERE TO GO FOR MORE
• Visit the Solutions Center (appsupport.

commonapp.org) for questions regarding your 
application or email us at:   
appsupport@commonapp.net

• Check with your counselor for process-related 
questions

• Contact the colleges to which you are applying 
for college-specific questions
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APPLICATION FEES INFO SHEET

There are several places you can go:
•  Within your Common App account, use the College Search tab to look up a 

specific college
• Once you’ve added colleges to your list, use the My Colleges tab to review a 

specific college’s fees
• Click on the ‘Application Requirements’ box on the College 

Search tab to access the full list of Common App schools and 
their application fees and requirements  

WHERE DO I FIND COLLEGE APPLICATION FEES?

An application fee is the fee that a college charges you for applying to their institution.

“
“PRO TIP: Colleges may 

charge different application 
fees for Transfer and 
International applicants.No, there are over 250 Common App member colleges with no 

application fee.

DO ALL COLLEGES CHARGE AN APPLICATION FEE?

You can find colleges with no application fees two ways:
• Use the Application Fee search criteria on the College Search tab to look for 

schools with no fees
• Click on the ‘Application Requirements’ box on the College Search tab to 

access the full list of Common App schools and their fees

WHERE CAN I FIND COLLEGES WITH NO APPLICATION FEE?

Our member colleges want to make sure that application fees do not pose a 
barrier for any student who wishes to apply for admission. In the Profile section 
of the Common App, you will find the Common App Fee Waiver request. Some 
colleges may also offer their own application fee waivers that are not tied to 
financial circumstances.

WHAT IF I CAN’T AFFORD TO PAY THE COLLEGE APPLICATION FEE?

If you still have questions, talk with your family and counselor, or visit 
appsupport.commonapp.org.



FERPA & YOUR APPLICATION

WHAT IS FERPA?
FERPA stands for the Family Educational
Rights and Privacy Act. It’s an expansive law
that protects the privacy of your education
records.
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HOW DOES FERPA
RELATE TO LETTERS OF
RECOMMENDATION?

Letters of
recommendation are
generally considered
confidential, but they

can also be considered
part of your Education

Record. Since FERPA
gives you the right to

review your Education
Record after you enroll

in college, it might be 
possible for you to read
your recommendations

under certain
circumstances if the

college you attend saves
those letters. 

Grades, transcripts, test scores,
discipline history ‒ just about anything

related to your attendance and
performance in school.

WHAT IS AN
EDUCATION RECORD?

HOW DOES FERPA RELATE
TO A COLLEGE APPLICATION?
Schools need permission to send
transcripts and other records to a
college admission office. The FERPA
Release Authorization in the Common
App gives you an easy way to grant this
permission.

WHY AM I ASKED WHETHER OR NOT I WANT TO WAIVE
MY RIGHT TO SEE LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION?

Waiving your right lets colleges know that you do not intend to read
your recommendations in the future, which helps reassure colleges
that the letters are candid and truthful. In addition, some
recommenders may refuse to write a letter for you unless you waive
your right, so make sure you check with your counselor or teachers
to see if any of them follow such a policy.

Watch our video
"Completing the FERPA
Release Authorization"

for more info!

WHAT IF I
HAVE MORE
QUESTIONS?

Talk to your counselor, another school official, or your
parent/legal guardian. You can also visit the U.S.
Department of Education Family Compliance Office at:
familypolicy.ed.gov/ferpa-parents-students



MANAGING DEADLINES

GET ORGANIZED
You can keep track of your deadlines on
your Dashboard. The Dashboard allows you to
track and manage your application progress by
providing a clear and convenient way to review
deadlines, requirements, and submission
statuses for all the colleges to which you’re
applying.

You can organize the schools on your
Dashboard by those whose deadlines are the
closest. As an additional visual reminder, you'll
see a Clock icon beginning two weeks before
the deadline.
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PRO TIP
If you find yourself submitting right up
against the deadline date, know that
the submission date and time
displayed in the My Colleges section is
recorded in Eastern Time. But as long
as you submit on the deadline date by
11:59 p.m. in your local time zone,
you've met the deadline.

Deadlines are displayed
once you select a start term
and admission plan for a
school.

You can set these from the
My Colleges tab in the
“Questions” section for that
school.

You can find more
information about each
school's deadlines and
admission plans by clicking
on the name of the school in
the My Colleges tab.

SET YOUR DEADLINES

Staying on top of your deadlines is easy, as long as you remain organized.
The Common App gives you the tools you need to understand and manage

your application process.

USE OUR MOBILE APP TO
HELP YOU STAY ON TRACK

Our free mobile app companion, Common
App onTrack, is a great way to monitor and
stay on top of your deadlines.

You can view your My Colleges list and click
each school to see their status and
upcoming deadlines.

You can also generate reminders and
receive notifications to help keep you on
track throughout the application process.

Connect with
#commonapp*Available for iOS and Android


