
COMMON DATA SET DEFINITIONS

All definitions related to the financial aid section appear at the end of the Definitions document.

Items preceded by an asterisk (*) represent definitions agreed to among publishers which do not 

appear on the CDS document but may be present on individual publishers’ surveys. 

Additional guidance for some terms, particularly those common with the IPEDS survey, may be found 

here: 

https://surveys.nces.ed.gov/ipeds/public/glossary

*Academic advisement: Plan under which each student is assigned to a faculty member or a trained 

adviser, who, through regular meetings, helps the student plan and implement immediate and long-

term academic and vocational goals.

Accelerated program: Completion of a college program of study in fewer than the usual number of 

years, most often by attending summer sessions and carrying extra courses during the regular 

academic term.

Admitted student: Applicant who is offered admission to a degree-granting program at your 

institution.

*Adult student services: Admission assistance, support, orientation, and other services expressly for 

adults who have started college for the first time, or who are re-entering after a lapse of a few years.

American Indian or Alaska Native: A person having origins in any of the original peoples of North and 

South America (including Central America) and maintaining tribal affiliation or community attachment.

Applicant (first-time, first year): An individual who has fulfilled the institution’s requirements to be 

considered for admission (including payment or waiving of the application fee, if any) and who has 

been notified of one of the following actions: admission, nonadmission, placement on waiting list, or 

application withdrawn (by applicant or institution).

Application fee: That amount of money that an institution charges for processing a student’s 

application for acceptance. This amount is not creditable toward tuition and required fees, nor is it 

refundable if the student is not admitted to the institution.

Asian: 

https://surveys.nces.ed.gov/ipeds/public/glossary


Bachelor’s degree: An award (baccalaureate or equivalent degree, as determined by the Secretary of 

the U.S. Department of Education) that normally requires at least four years but not  more than five 

years of full-time equivalent college-level work. This includes ALL bachelor’s degrees conferred in a 

five-year cooperative (work-study plan) program. (A cooperative plan provides for alternate class 

attendance and employment in business, industry, or government; thus, it allows students to combine 

actual work experience with their college studies.) Also, it includes bachelor’s degrees in which the 

normal four years of work are completed in three years.



Continuous basis (for program enrollment): A calendar system classification that is used by 

institutions that enroll students at any time during the academic year. For example, a cosmetology 

school or a word processing school might allow students to enroll and begin studies at various times, 

with no requirement that classes begin on a certain date.

Cooperative education program: A program that provides for alternate class attendance and 

employment in business, industry, or government.

Cooperative housing: College-owned, -operated, or -affiliated housing in which students share food 

and housing expenses and participate in household chores to reduce living expenses.

*Counseling service: Activities designed to assist students in making plans and decisions related to 

their education, career, or personal development.

Credit: Recognition of attendance or performance in an instructional activity (course or program) that 

can be applied by a recipient toward the requirements for a degree, diploma, certificate, or recognized 

postsecondary credential.

Credit course: A course that, if successfully completed, can be applied toward the number of courses 

required for achieving a degree, diploma, certificate, or other recognized postsecondary credential.

Credit hour: A unit of measure representing an hour (50 minutes) of instruction over a 15-week period 

in a semester or trimester system or a 10-week period in a quarter system. It is applied toward the 

total number of hours needed for completing the requirements of a degree, diploma, certificate, or 

recognized postsecondary credential.

Cross-registration: A system whereby students enrolled at one institution may take courses at another 

institution without having to apply to the second institution.

Deferred admission: The practice of permitting admitted students to postpone enrollment, usually for 

a period of one academic term or one year.





First-time, first-year student: A student attending any institution for the first time at the 

undergraduate level. Includes students enrolled in the fall term who attended college for the first time 

in the prior summer term. Also includes students who entered with advanced standing (college credits 

earned before graduation from high school).

First-year student: A student who has completed less than the equivalent of 1 full year of 

undergraduate work; that is, less than 30 semester hours (in a 120-hour degree program) or less than 

900 clock hours.

*New student orientation: Orientation addressing the academic, social, emotional, and intellectual 

issues involved in beginning college. May be a few hours or a few days in length; at some colleges, 

there is a fee.

Full-time student (undergraduate): 





*Personal counseling: One-on-one or group counseling with trained professionals for students who 

want to explore personal, educational, or vocational issues.

Post-baccalaureate certificate: An award that requires completion of an organized program of study 

requiring 18 credit hours beyond the bachelor’s; designed for persons who have completed a 

baccalaureate degree but do not meet the requirements of academic degrees carrying the title of 

master.

Post-master’s certificate: An award that requires completion of an organized program of study of 24 

credit hours beyond the master’s degree but does not meet the requirements of academic degrees at 

the doctoral level.

Postsecondary award, certificate, or diploma: Includes the following three IPEDS definitions for 

postsecondary awards, certificates, and diplomas of varying durations and credit/contact/clock hour 

requirements:

Less Than 1 Academic Year :  Requires completion of an organized program of study at the 

postsecondary level (below the baccalaureate degree) in less than 1 academic year (2 semesters or 3 

quarters) or in less than 900 clock hours by a student enrolled full-time.

At Least 1 But Less Than 2 Academic Years:  Requires completion of an organized program of study at 

the postsecondary level (below the baccalaureate degree) in at least 1 but less than 2 full-time 

equivalent academic years, or designed for completion in at least 30 but less than 60 credit hours, or 

in at least 900 but less than 1,800 clock hours.

At Least 2 But Less Than 4 Academic Years:  Requires completion of an organized program of study at 

the postsecondary level (below the baccalaureate degree) in at least 2 but less than 4 full-time 

equivalent academic years, or designed for completion in at least 60 but less than 120 credit hours, or 

in at least 1,800 but less than 3,600 clock hours.

Private institution: An educational institution controlled by a private individual(s) or by a 

nongovernmental agency, usually supported primarily by other than public funds, and operated by 

other than publicly elected or appointed officials.

Private for-profit institution: A private institution in which the individual(s) or agency in control 

receives compensation, other than wages, rent, or other expenses for the assumption of risk.

Private nonprofit institution: A private institution in which the individual(s) or agency in control 

receives no compensation, other than wages, rent, or other expenses for the assumption of risk. These 

include both independent nonprofit schools and those affiliated with a religious organization.

Proprietary institution: See Private for-profit institution.

Public institution: An educational institution whose programs and activities are operated by publicly 

elected or appointed school officials, and which is supported primarily by public funds.

Quarter calendar system: A calendar system in which the academic year consists of three sessions 

called quarters of about 12 weeks each. The range may be from 10 to 15 weeks. There may be an 

additional quarter in the summer.

Race/ethnicity: Category used to describe groups to which individuals belong, identify with, or belong 

in the eyes of the community. The categories do not denote scientific definitions of anthropological 

origins. A person may be counted in only one group.



Race/ethnicity unknown: Category used to classify students or employees whose race/ethnicity is not 



Transfer applicant: An individual who has fulfilled the institution’s requirements to be considered for 



FINANCIAL AID DEFINITIONS

External scholarships and grants: Scholarships and grants received from outside (private) sources that 

students bring with them (e.g., Kiwanis, National Merit scholarships). The institution may process 

paperwork to receive the dollars, but it has no role in determining the recipient or the dollar amount 

awarded.

Financial aid applicant: Any applicant who submits any one of the institutionally required financial aid 

applications/forms, such as the FAFSA. 

Indebtedness: Aggregate dollar amount borrowed through any loan program (federal, state, 

subsidized, unsubsidized, private, etc.; excluding parent loans) while the student was enrolled at an 

institution. Student loans co-signed by a parent are assumed to be the responsibility of the student 

and should be included.

Institutional scholarships and grants: Endowed scholarships, annual gifts and tuition funded grants for 

which the institution determines the recipient.

Financial need: As determined by your institution using the federal methodology and/or your 

institution's own standards. 


