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A Comprehensive Guide to University Applications:
US and UK

For international students studying the IB, A-Levels, or another curriculum outside the US and UK,
university applications can seem unnecessarily complicated. The biggest reason is that the US and
UK admissions systems work very differently.

The simplest distinction is this: UK admissions are course-focused. US admissions are
student-focused.

In the UK, universities are primarily asking: why do you want to study this subject, and are you
academically prepared for it? In the US, universities are looking at a wider picture: who are you as a
student and as a person, and what would you contribute to the university community?

That difference affects everything from your essays to your extracurriculars, recommendations and
application strategy. This guide covers the 2026–27 application cycle for students applying for 2027
entry.

Part 1: Applying to UK Universities

How UCAS Works
UCAS — the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service — is the central application system for
most UK undergraduate courses. You create one application and can normally apply to up to five
courses.

There are some important exceptions. You cannot apply to Oxford and Cambridge in the same
cycle. Medicine, Dentistry and Veterinary Medicine also have specific rules.

Your UCAS application includes:

• Personal information
• Education and qualifications
• Course choices
• Employment information, where relevant
• Personal statement
• School reference

Although the application is centralised, course requirements are not. Individual universities may
require admissions tests, interviews, portfolios or specific subjects and grades.

UCAS Deadlines for 2027 Entry
For students applying during the 2026–27 cycle:

Date Deadline

12 May 2026 UCAS applications opened

1 September 2026 Completed applications could be submitted
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15 October 2026, 18:00 UK time Oxford, Cambridge and most Medicine, Dentistry and Veterinary
applications

13 January 2027, 18:00 UK time Main equal-consideration deadline

25 February 2027 UCAS Extra opens

30 June 2027, 18:00 UK time Applications received by this point are sent to universities

2 July 2027 Clearing opens

23 September 2027, 18:00 UK
time

Final UCAS deadline

The two dates most applicants should have highlighted are 15 October and 13 January. Your school
may set an earlier internal deadline to allow time for references and application checks.

Completing the UCAS Application

Personal Information
This section is straightforward: name, contact details, nationality, residency and other
administrative information. For international applicants, make sure you distinguish between
citizenship, country of residence and the country where you attend school.

Education and Qualifications
Enter your qualifications using their official names. For an IB student, this could include the IB
Diploma and individual subjects. For an A-Level student, it could include GCSEs, AS Levels and
A-Levels. If you are still studying, include the relevant pending qualifications and predicted grades
as requested.

Don't create a US-style GPA unless a university specifically asks for one. Your university will evaluate
your qualifications within their own system.

The New UCAS Personal Statement
For 2026 entry onwards, UCAS changed the format of the personal statement. Instead of one
continuous essay, applicants answer three questions.

1. Why do you want to study this course or subject?
Explain what interests you about the subject and how that interest developed. A strong answer
usually goes beyond “I've always been passionate about Economics.” Instead, identify something
that genuinely made you curious — a class, book, research project, lecture, competition or
real-world issue. Then explain where that curiosity took you.

2. How have your qualifications and studies helped you prepare?
This is where your IB or A-Level subjects become relevant. Don't simply list them. If you're applying
for Engineering, for example, explain what studying Mathematics or Physics has taught you that will
be useful at university. The useful question is: what have I learned, and how does it prepare me for
this course?

3. What else have you done to prepare outside of education?
This is where you can include:
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• Internships
• Work experience
• Volunteering
• Competitions
• Independent projects
• Wider reading
• Online courses
• Part-time work
• Relevant hobbies

Again, focus on what the experience taught you rather than simply naming it.

UCAS treats the three responses as one personal statement. The total limit is 4,000 characters
including spaces, with a minimum of 350 characters for each answer.

UK Admissions Tests
Some UK courses require additional admissions tests. Depending on the course and university, you
may encounter:

• UCAT — Medicine and Dentistry
• LNAT — Law at participating universities
• TMUA — Mathematics, Economics and related subjects
• ESAT — certain Engineering and Science courses
• TARA — certain courses
• University-specific assessments

Oxford and Cambridge also use course-specific admissions tests and assessments. The important
point is that test registration can be separate from UCAS. If your course requires a test, find out the
registration deadline, test date and whether any additional assessment is required.

UK Interviews
Some universities and courses use interviews as part of the admissions process. Oxford and
Cambridge are particularly known for academic interviews. These are not usually about giving
polished, memorised answers — you may be given a problem or unfamiliar information and asked
to work through it with the interviewer. When preparing, practise explaining your reasoning rather
than memorising facts.
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Part 2: Applying to US Universities

How the Common App Works
The US has no single centralised undergraduate application system. Many universities use the
Common Application, or Common App, which lets students submit a common set of information to
multiple participating colleges.

However, the Common App is only the platform. Each university decides its own:

• Deadlines
• Testing policy
• Recommendations
• Supplemental essays
• Portfolio requirements
• Interview policy
• Financial aid requirements

So two universities using the Common App can still have very different applications.

Completing the Common App
The main sections cover:

• Personal and family information
• Education
• Courses and grades
• Activities
• Honors
• Testing
• Personal essay

Universities may then add their own questions and supplemental essays.

Education and Grades
International students should report their qualifications as they actually exist. An IB student should
provide their IB courses and grades. An A-Level student should provide their relevant qualifications.
If your school does not calculate a GPA, don't invent one — US universities are accustomed to
evaluating international curricula and will use your transcript and school context to understand
your academic record.

The Activities Section
The activities section is one of the clearest differences between US and UK applications. US
universities want to understand how you spend your time outside lessons. Activities can include:

• Sports
• Music
• Debate
• Student government
• Research
• Coding
• Entrepreneurship
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• Volunteering
• Part-time employment
• Family responsibilities
• Independent projects
• Long-term hobbies

Don't worry if your activities don't look like those of a typical American applicant. Working in a family
business, caring for siblings, building an app or pursuing photography independently can all
provide meaningful context. When describing an activity, focus on your role and contribution, rather
than explaining what the organisation does.

SAT and ACT
Testing policies vary by university. Some colleges require SAT or ACT scores; others are
test-optional or have different requirements. This means there is no single answer to “Do I need the
SAT?” — the answer depends on the universities on your list. The same applies to English-language
tests such as IELTS, TOEFL and the Duolingo English Test. Check each university's current
international admissions requirements before deciding which tests you need.

The Common App Personal Essay
The Common App essay is quite different from the UCAS personal statement. For the 2026–27 cycle,
Common App has seven prompts covering areas such as:

• Identity and background
• Challenges
• Questioning an idea
• Gratitude
• Personal growth
• Intellectual curiosity
• A topic of your choice

The maximum length is 650 words. The purpose is not to repeat your résumé. Instead, use the essay
to show something about yourself that isn't obvious from your grades and activities.

Choosing a Topic
Your topic doesn't have to be extraordinary. It could be:

• Learning to cook with a grandparent
• Repairing an old camera
• Helping in a family business
• Building a small project
• Failing at something important
• Becoming fascinated by a seemingly ordinary subject
• Changing your mind about an issue

The event is less important than what it reveals about you. A useful test: would the admissions
officer learn something about you from this essay that they couldn't learn elsewhere in your
application? If the answer is no, choose another topic.

How to Structure the Essay
There is no required formula, but a simple structure is:
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Start with a specific moment. Put the reader into a scene rather than beginning with a general
statement about your personality.

Tell the story. What happened? What did you do? What surprised you?

Reflect. What did you realise? Did your understanding change?

Finish naturally. Don't tack on a generic lesson such as “this taught me the importance of
perseverance.” Instead, show what the experience changed about the way you think or behave. The
achievement or event is often less interesting than the perspective you gained from it.

Recommendations
Recommendations work differently in the two systems. For UCAS, your school normally provides a
reference as part of the application. US universities may ask for:

• A counsellor recommendation
• Teacher recommendations
• School reports
• Transcripts
• Other supporting documents

The requirements vary by university. When asking a teacher for a recommendation, give them
useful context about what you're applying for and remind them of projects or work you've
completed with them.
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US Application Timeline

There isn't one Common App deadline, so build your calendar around individual universities. A
typical 2026–27 timeline looks like this:

January–May 2026 Research universities, understand course requirements, consider SAT/ACT
testing, identify potential recommenders, begin thinking about your essay.

May–July Narrow your university list, research international student and financial aid
requirements, draft your personal essay.

August The 2026–27 Common App opened on 1 August 2026. Start completing the
application and adding universities.

September–October Complete activities and honors, finalise testing, work on supplemental essays,
finish recommendations.

November Many Early Action and Early Decision deadlines fall around this period.

December–January Complete Regular Decision applications according to each university's deadline.

January–April 2027 Monitor application portals and respond to requests for additional information or
interviews.

March–April Many Regular Decision results are released.

May Students generally make their final enrollment decision.

Early Action vs Early Decision
These terms are worth understanding before you submit anything.

Early Action is generally non-binding. You apply early and may receive your decision early, but you
normally aren't committed to attending.

Early Decision is generally binding. If admitted, you are committing to attend under the terms of the
agreement. This matters particularly for international families comparing financial aid packages.
Don't treat Early Decision simply as an “advantage” — understand the commitment before
applying.

Building Your University List

For UK universities, start with the course. Look at:

• Modules
• Entry requirements
• Teaching style
• Admissions tests
• Course structure
• Location

For US universities, look beyond the headline ranking. Consider:
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• Academic programs
• Curriculum flexibility
• Research opportunities
• Campus environment
• International student support
• Financial aid
• Extracurricular opportunities
• Location

The university that makes the most sense for you depends on what you actually want from your
undergraduate experience.

Your Application Spreadsheet
For families applying to several universities, a simple spreadsheet can prevent missed deadlines.
Track, per university: country, course/major, application type, deadline, tests, essays,
recommendations, financial aid, and status. Add columns for anything specific to your application,
such as portfolios, interviews, scholarships or admissions-test registration. This becomes especially
useful when applying to both countries, because you may be managing UCAS deadlines alongside
several different US deadlines.
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A Practical Timeline for 2027 Entry

If you're an IB or A-Level student applying during the 2026–27 cycle:

September 2026
Finalise your university research, check admissions tests, work on UCAS and Common App, and
confirm your recommenders.

October 2026
Submit applications for Oxford, Cambridge and most Medicine, Dentistry and Veterinary courses by
15 October, 18:00 UK time. Complete relevant UK admissions tests and finalise early US applications.

November–December
Submit Early Action and Early Decision applications where appropriate. Continue working on
Regular Decision applications and UCAS.

January 2027
Submit most UCAS applications by 13 January, 18:00 UK time. Complete US Regular Decision
applications according to individual university deadlines.

February–April
Monitor application portals, complete interviews or additional assessments, and respond to
document requests.

May onwards
Compare offers, make your final decision and begin the practical work of enrollment,
accommodation and visa applications.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Treating UCAS and Common App as the same thing. They aren't. UCAS is heavily focused on your
academic interest in a particular subject. US applications are broader.

Writing essays at the last minute. Give yourself time for several drafts.

Turning your essays into achievement lists. An activity is most useful when you explain what it
meant to you or what you learned from it.

Missing an admissions-test deadline. For some UK courses, this can be separate from the UCAS
deadline.

Assuming every US university has the same testing policy. Testing, recommendations and essay
requirements vary.

Inventing a GPA. Use your actual grading system unless a university specifically asks you to provide
a conversion.

Letting parents write the application. Parents can help enormously with research, organisation and
proofreading. The student's application, however, should still sound like the student.
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Final Checklist

UCAS
■ Personal information completed
■ Qualifications entered accurately
■ Predicted grades checked
■ School reference arranged
■ Course-specific requirements checked
■ Admissions tests identified and registered
■ Three personal-statement questions completed
■ Statement within the 4,000-character limit
■ Application reviewed before submission

Common App
■ Personal and school information completed
■ Courses and grades entered accurately
■ Activities completed
■ Honors entered
■ Testing requirements checked
■ Recommendations arranged
■ Personal essay completed
■ Supplemental essays completed
■ International student requirements checked
■ Financial aid requirements checked
■ Individual deadlines confirmed
■ Application reviewed before submission

Final Thoughts

The US and UK application systems may look similar from a distance, but they are asking different
questions. For the UK, your application should make a convincing academic case for why you want
to study a particular subject and why you're prepared to do so. For the US, the university wants a
broader picture of who you are, what you've done, how you think and what you might contribute.

For international students, the process is largely about translating your experiences into the
language of the system you're applying to — not trying to turn yourself into an American or British
student. If you understand what each application is looking for, keep track of the deadlines and give
yourself enough time to write thoughtfully, the process becomes much less intimidating.

Most importantly, don't try to manufacture a perfect applicant. A clear, accurate application that
gives universities a genuine sense of the student behind the grades is far more useful than one
filled with activities, phrases and achievements that don't really belong to you.

Deadlines and admissions policies can change. Always confirm the current requirements with UCAS and each
individual university before submitting an application.
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HOW WE HELP

Get personalised guidance through both systems
This guide covers what's true for every applicant. What it can't cover is your subject
choice, your predicted grades, your target course list, or which of your activities actually
belongs in 150 characters. That's where a second pair of eyes helps.

Quintessential works with Singapore-based IB and A-Level students applying to both
the UK and the US. We treat UCAS and the Common App as two separate disciplines, not
one exercise with two forms:

• Course and subject strategy — HL choices and a course list that keeps UK and US routes
genuinely open

• Entrance test preparation — structured prep for ESAT, TMUA, TARA, UCAT, LNAT and
SAT/ACT

• Application writing — UCAS personal statement coaching kept separate from Common
App essay and supplemental essay coaching

• Interview practice — Oxbridge-style reasoning interviews and US-style alumni interviews

Reach us at enquiries@qeducation.sg or book a consultation through our website
to find out how our personalised admissions counselling can support your
application journey.


