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Applications to the majority of universities in the US are channeled 
through The Common Application (commonly referred to as “The 
Common App”). More than 700 colleges use this application portal. 
Creating an account on The Common App is completely free and is a 
necessary and mandatory step to start the application process. After 
creating an account, you have to start filling out information on your 
background, grades, extracurricular activities, etc. 

What is the Common App? 

Guide to the Common App

For the US application, you can either apply as a regular decision 
applicant, or early action/early decision applicant. The rules differ 
for each university, so it is highly advised that you read about this 
for each individual university you are applying to. Usually, an early 
decision applicant applies mid-October, and can only apply to one 
university. If you get admitted to this university, you have to enroll. 
It is binding and hence should not be done unless you are 100% sure 
that you want to attend that specific university. A reason that some 
apply early decision is that acceptance rates are higher for these 
applicants, and the decision usually comes out in December. The ap-
plication deadline for regular decision applicants is usually at end of 
December, but again, please look up the deadlines for each university 
that you are applying to as these do differ.

When to apply?



The most important part of The Common App, however, is the writing 
component, which fundamentally differs from the personal state-
ment you write when applying to UK universities. You are allowed 
to choose 1 prompt out of the 7 given, and need to write an essay of 
maximum 650 words. The essay isn’t academic by any means, and 
should not revolve around your scholarly achievements. Rather, the 
essay serves as a means for the university to get to know you as a 
person.
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Part 1: The Essays

“Some students have a 
background, identity, in-
terest, or talent that is so 
meaningful they believe 

their application would be 
incomplete without it. If 
this sounds like you, then 
please share your story.”

One prompt that the overwhelming 
majority of applicants choose is the 
first one, which basically asks you 
to share your story. This is as wide-
open as it sounds. You literally can 
write about whatever you want, as 
long as you believe that what you 
are writing conveys valuable infor-
mation about you. 

Please research on the web to better appreciate the free nature of 
the essay and how the topic can be as distinctive as you wish. This 
essay is an integral part of your application and is as important as 
your grades, letters of recommendation, extracurricular activities, 
and standardized tests scores. This is also the essay that is sent to all 
universities you apply to through The Common App.

What to think about when writing the essay:
• It really is no understatement that the es-

say is an incredibly important part of the 
application so please do put in effort when 
writing it

• Be genuine: universities want to learn more 
about you as a person besides your grades 
and achievements (they already know 
those from your transcript), and the only 
way they can do so is if you open up and 
are genuine



After the personal essay, each university requires additional compo-
nents that are unique to them. These usually include questions on 
what major you are interested in and why (being undecided is com-
pletely fine, and the major you choose is not binding at all), and why 
you are applying to that specific university.  As mentioned though, 
the writing supplements vary from university to university and it’s 
important that you complete them in the best possible manner. 
Some of them also vary considerably in length (with certain universi-
ties only requiring one extra essay or none, while other might require 
4 extra writing supplements.

What to think about when writing the supplements:
• For the “Why X university”, make sure that you are specific and 

convey genuine interest. Writing “I want to attend this universi-
ty because it’s highly esteemed” is a fatal mistake. Rather, spend 
significant amount of time researching the university, watching 
YouTube videos on it, perusing its webpage, reaching out to past 
students from your high school that are attending it, etc.



Part 2: Letters of Recommendation and 
Interviews 

Letters of Recommendation:
Most universities will require you to submit two letters of recom-
mendation. You do this by inviting the person you want to write this 
letter through The Common App. When you do this, you will indicate 
whether you want to waive your right to see this letter or not. Please 
make sure that you waive your right to see this letter. If you don’t, 
this might indicate that you are uncertain what this person will write 
about you, and you also put pressure on this person and limit the 
probability of him/her being completely honest. Universities don’t 
like this, as they want the letter of recommendation to convey a gen-
uine and unfiltered account of how you are perceived of as a student. 
Be wise in your decision on who to invite to write this letter. Make 
sure it’s a teacher you know well and who knows you well too.

Interviews:
Interviews for US universities are very informal. If you don’t get one, 
that’s completely fine (some universities don’t offer them for inter-
national students). If you do, it’s really nothing to stress about. It’s 
usually done by an alumnus and the purpose is just to have a decent 
conversation. Many of the questions they ask are the same ones that 
you answered in their writing supplements. 



Part 3: Funding

There is no denying that studying in the US is expensive. Tuition fees 
for private colleges can be as high as 80,000 dollars per year, while 
public universities charge less (usually around 40,000 dollars per 
year). The question of how to finance your studies is hence a vital 
one, and there are fortunately certain ways. 

As Swedish citizens, we have the great benefit of CSN support. Cur-
rently CSN offers a loan, which means that repayment will be re-
quired once graduated and earning over a certain amount, and it is 
worth noting that the interest rates on these loans are prone to fluc-
tuate. However, the interest rates on CSN loans are known for being 
extremely low, hence many claim these loans are the best you will 
ever receive in your life. Furthermore, you will also be able to receive 
a certain amount of money paid to you as a grant from CSN, which 
won’t need to be paid back. 

In addition to CSN loans and grants, you might also seek scholarships 
or apply for financial aid. Scholarships might come from the universi-
ty you are applying to, or through outside entities. These are general-
ly merit based, which means that they are given to you based on your 
scholarly merits as an applicant. Certain scholarships are also given 
for athletes that are recruited. Sweden is fantastically organized in 
the sense that they provide a scholarship finding service that provide 
students with opportunities to apply for scholarships from various 
Swedish organizations. This is all centralized at (www.stipendier.se) 
and it is important to visit this site as early as possible because schol-
arships are hard to come by, require a great deal of organization and 
time as the deadlines will be scattered throughout the year. 

Financial aid, on the other hand, is need based and determined de-
pending on your financial background. Bear in mind though that only 
the elite universities offer financial aid for international students, 
and these universities tend to be need aware. That means that it is 
more difficult for an international applicant applying for financial 
aid to get admitted compared to an applicant that does not require 
financial aid. Only a few select universities are need blind for inter-
national students (meaning that your chances are not affected if you 
apply for financial aid), and these are MIT, Harvard, Yale, Princeton, 
and Amherst. 



Important Links
http://www.commonapp.org/
http://www.stipendier.se/
http://www.csn.se/

A note on the holistic nature of the US application:
Always remember that your application is not defined by any single 
component. There are no cut-off grades and every aspect of your 
application is of tremendous importance. Your grades, essays, letters 
of recommendation, extracurricular activities, and standardized tests 
(check if your university requires these) are all significant, and a suc-
cessful applicant is one with strengths in all these areas.

And remember... get in touch with us for personal and free men-
torship schemes, webinars and resource database!
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