
what does first language mean on common app

what does first language mean on common app is a question frequently asked by students completing

their college applications, especially those from multilingual backgrounds. The Common Application,

widely used by universities across the United States, requests applicants to provide information about

their first language as part of the personal and demographic details section. Understanding what the

Common App means by "first language" is essential for accurately representing one’s linguistic and

cultural background. This article explores the definition of first language on the Common App, the

importance of this information, and how applicants should approach this question. Additionally, it

discusses related terminology such as native language, primary language, and language proficiency,

helping applicants make informed decisions when filling out their applications.
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Definition of First Language on the Common App

The term "first language" on the Common Application refers to the language an applicant learned first

in early childhood and typically the language spoken most frequently at home during formative years. It

is often synonymous with "native language" or "mother tongue," though slight nuances exist between

these terms depending on cultural and linguistic contexts. The Common App uses this question to

gather demographic data and better understand the applicant's background, which can influence how

admissions officers view the applicant’s experiences and potential needs.

Understanding the Common App's Terminology

While the Common App simply asks for the "first language," it generally implies the language that the

applicant first acquired naturally and used predominantly in their early environment. This is not

necessarily the language the applicant is most proficient in currently, especially if they have become

fluent in other languages later in life. The distinction is important because the Common App's intent is

to capture the language that shaped the applicant’s early development and cultural identity.

Examples of First Language

For many applicants, the first language might be English, Spanish, Mandarin, Arabic, Hindi, or any

other language spoken in their household during childhood. For multilingual individuals, the first

language is typically the one they spoke before learning additional languages. For example:

A student who spoke Spanish at home first, then learned English at school, would list Spanish

as their first language.

An applicant born and raised speaking English exclusively would list English as their first

language.

A student who grew up in a bilingual household might choose the language they used earliest or



most frequently during their early years.

Importance of Specifying First Language

Providing accurate information about one’s first language on the Common App is important for several

reasons. Admissions officers use this data to gain cultural insight into the applicant’s background,

which can influence the holistic review process. Additionally, it helps institutions identify students who

might benefit from language support services or diversity programs.

Admissions Context and Diversity

Colleges and universities value linguistic diversity as part of their commitment to creating inclusive

campuses. Knowing an applicant’s first language helps admissions committees appreciate the

applicant’s unique experiences, challenges, and perspectives. This information can enhance an

applicant’s profile by highlighting multicultural competencies and adaptability.

Access to Language Support and Resources

Applicants who indicate a first language other than English may be considered for additional language

support, such as English as a Second Language (ESL) programs or tutoring. This can be crucial in

ensuring academic success and smooth integration into campus life.

How to Identify Your First Language

Determining what to list as the first language on the Common App can be straightforward or complex

depending on individual circumstances. It is important to reflect on early childhood language exposure

and usage to select the most accurate response.



Questions to Consider

Applicants can ask themselves the following to identify their first language:

What language did I learn to speak first?

What language was predominantly spoken at home during my early years?

Which language did I use most naturally before learning others?

Is there a language that feels most connected to my cultural identity?

Special Cases: Multilingual Households

In multilingual families, children may be exposed to multiple languages simultaneously. In such cases,

applicants should consider which language they acquired first or the one they used most often during

their early childhood. If unsure, applicants can choose the language they identify with most strongly or

the language they consider their native tongue.

Common Misconceptions About First Language on the

Common App

There are several misconceptions surrounding the first language question on the Common App that

can lead to confusion or inaccurate answers.



First Language vs. Language of Instruction

Some applicants confuse their first language with the language of instruction at school. The Common

App’s question specifically refers to the language first learned and spoken at home or during early

development, not necessarily the language used in educational settings. For example, a student who

grew up speaking Korean at home but attended an English-speaking school should list Korean as their

first language.

Proficiency Does Not Define First Language

Another common misunderstanding is that the first language must be the language the applicant is

most proficient in currently. Language skills can evolve over time, especially for immigrants or bilingual

students. The first language indicates the initial language learned, regardless of current proficiency

levels.

Listing Multiple Languages

The Common App typically allows only one response for first language. Some applicants may feel

compelled to list multiple first languages if they grew up bilingually. In this case, applicants should

select the language they consider primary or first acquired.

Impact of First Language on College Admissions

While the first language question is primarily informational, it can have subtle impacts on the

admissions process. Understanding these effects helps applicants provide thoughtful and accurate

responses.



Holistic Review and Contextual Understanding

Admissions officers use first language information as part of a holistic review to understand applicants’

backgrounds. It can provide context to academic records, standardized test scores, and extracurricular

achievements, especially for those whose first language is not English.

Highlighting Multilingualism as an Asset

Applicants who list a first language other than English may strengthen their applications by

emphasizing bilingual or multilingual skills. Language diversity is often viewed positively, showcasing

cultural awareness, cognitive flexibility, and global readiness.

Considerations for English Language Learners

Colleges may use the first language data to identify applicants who might need additional language

assistance. This can lead to tailored support programs that facilitate academic success and integration

into campus communities.

Tips for Answering the First Language Question Accurately

To ensure the first language information on the Common App is accurate and beneficial, applicants

should follow several best practices.

Be Honest and Reflective

Applicants should answer truthfully based on their early language experiences. Reflecting on childhood

language exposure helps in providing precise information.



Consult Family if Needed

If unsure about which language to list, applicants can discuss with parents or guardians who may

provide insight into early language use.

Keep Language Consistent with Other Application Sections

It is advisable to maintain consistency in language-related information across application sections,

such as essays or additional information, to provide a coherent narrative.

Use Language to Enhance Application Narrative

Applicants can highlight their first language experiences in personal statements or essays to

demonstrate resilience, cultural identity, and unique perspectives.

Review Application Guidelines

Always review the Common App instructions carefully to ensure compliance with requirements and

avoid misinterpretation of questions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does 'first language' mean on the Common App?

On the Common App, 'first language' refers to the language you learned to speak first as a child, often

your native or primary language.



Why is the Common App asking about my first language?

The Common App asks about your first language to understand your linguistic background, which can

provide colleges with context about your cultural and educational experiences.

If I speak multiple languages, which one should I list as my first

language on the Common App?

You should list the language you learned first and spoke as a child, even if you are now fluent in

multiple languages.

Does the first language on the Common App affect my admission

chances?

No, listing your first language does not affect your admission chances; it is used for demographic and

contextual information only.

What if my first language is different from the language I use at

school?

You should still list the language you learned first as your first language, even if you currently use a

different language at school or home.

Can I leave the first language question blank on the Common App?

It's best to answer the first language question honestly, but if it doesn't apply or you prefer not to

answer, you can leave it blank; it is generally not a required field.

Additional Resources

1. Understanding Language Identity in College Applications



This book explores the concept of first language and its significance in the college application process,

particularly on platforms like the Common App. It delves into how applicants can accurately represent

their linguistic background, and why this information matters to admissions committees. The guide also

offers tips on addressing multilingualism and language proficiency in essays and interviews.

2. The Role of First Language in College Admissions

Focusing on the role of first language in admissions, this book explains what "first language" means

within the context of the Common App. It discusses the impact of language on a student's cultural

identity and academic journey. Readers will find advice on how to thoughtfully present their language

experiences to strengthen their applications.

3. Language and Identity: Navigating the Common Application

This book provides an insightful look into how language shapes identity and how applicants can

convey this on the Common App. It covers the nuances of declaring a first language and how it

intersects with personal stories and backgrounds. The author offers practical strategies for reflecting

linguistic diversity authentically.

4. The Common App Demystified: Language and Background Sections Explained

Designed as a comprehensive guide to the Common App, this book breaks down each section,

including the language background questions. It clarifies what is meant by "first language" and how to

approach answering related prompts. Students will gain confidence in presenting their language history

accurately.

5. Multilingualism and College Applications: A Practical Guide

This book addresses the challenges and advantages of being multilingual when applying to college. It

explains the definition of first language and how to report multiple languages on the Common App. The

guide also highlights how multilingual skills can be leveraged in personal statements and interviews.

6. First Language and Cultural Identity in Higher Education Admissions

Exploring the intersection of language and culture, this book emphasizes the importance of first

language in admissions decisions. It offers a detailed explanation of what first language means and its



relevance to an applicant's narrative. The book includes case studies and examples of effective

language descriptions.

7. Mastering the Common App: Language Questions and Beyond

This practical handbook walks students through the entire Common App process, with a focus on

language-related questions. It defines first language clearly and provides tips for honest and strategic

responses. Readers will also learn how to incorporate their linguistic heritage into essays to stand out.

8. Language Proficiency and College Admissions Success

Focusing on language proficiency, this book explains how first language relates to academic readiness

and communication skills. It guides applicants on how to present their language abilities on the

Common App thoughtfully. The book also advises on how to address language challenges and

strengths in application materials.

9. Expressing Your Linguistic Journey in College Applications

This book encourages students to share their unique linguistic experiences as part of their college

applications. It defines first language in the context of the Common App and suggests ways to narrate

a language journey compellingly. The author provides writing prompts and examples to help applicants

craft meaningful responses.
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