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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. 

* 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, 
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* Career and placement services: A range of services, including (often) the following: coordination of visits of 
employers to campus; aptitude and vocational testing; interest inventories, personal counseling; help in 
resume writing, interviewing, launching the job search; listings for those students desiring employment and 
those seeking permanent positions; establishment of a permanent reference folder; career resource materials.

Carnegie units: One year of study or the equivalent in a secondary
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Differs by program (calendar system): A calendar system classification that is used by institutions that have 
occupational/vocational programs of varying length. These schools may enroll students at specific times 
depending on the program desired. For example, a school might offer a two-month program in January, 
March, May, September, and November; and a three-month program in January, April, and October.

Diploma: See Postsecondary award, certificate, or diploma.
Distance learning: An option for earning course credit at off-campus locations via cable television, internet, 
satellite classes, videotapes, correspondence courses, or other means.
Doctor’s degree-research/scholarship: A Ph.D. or other doctor's degree that requires advanced work 
beyond the master’s level, including the preparation and defense of a dissertation based on original research, 
or the planning and execution of an original project demonstrating substantial artistic or scholarly achievement. 
Some examples of this type of degree may include Ed.D., D.M.A., D.B.A., D.Sc., D.A., or D.M, and others, as 
designated by the awarding institution.

Doctor’s degree-professional practice: A doctor’s degree that is conferred upon completion of a program 
providing the knowledge and skills for the recognition, credential, or license required for professional practice. 
The degree is awarded after a period of study such that the total time to the degree, including both pre-
professional and professional preparation, equals at least six full-time equivalent academic years. Some of 
these degrees were formerly classified as “first-professional” and may include: Chiropractic (D.C. or D.C.M.); 
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First-time student: A student attending any institution for the first time at the level enrolled. Includes students 
enrolled in the fall term who attended a postsecondary institution for the first time at the same level in the prior 
summer term. Also includes students who entered with advanced standing (college credit earned before 
graduation from high school).
First-time, first-year (freshman) 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 
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Liberal arts/career combination: Program in which a student earns undergraduate degrees in two separate 
fields, one in a liberal arts major and the other in a professional or specialized major, whether on campus or 
through cross-registration.
Master's degree: An award that requires the successful completion of a program of study of generally one or 
two full-time equivalent academic years of work beyond the bachelor's degree. Some of these degrees, such 
as those in Theology (M.Div., M.H.L./Rav) that were formerly classified as "first-professional", may require 
more than two full-time equivalent academic years of work.

Minority affiliation (as admission factor): Special consideration in the admission process for members of 
designated racial/ethnic minority groups.
* Minority student center: Center with programs, activities, and/or services intended to enhance the college 
experience of students of color.
Model United Nations: A simulation activity focusing on conflict resolution, globalization, and diplomacy. 
Assuming roles as foreign ambassadors and “delegates,” students conduct research, engage in debate, draft 
resolutions, and may participate in a national Model UN conference.  
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander: A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Hawaii, 
Guam, Samoa, or other Pacific Islands.
Nonresident alien: A person who is not a citizen or national of the United States and who is in this country on 
a visa or temporary basis and does not have the right to remain indefinitely.
* On-campus day care: Licensed day care for students’ children (usually age 3 and up); usually for a fee.

Open admission: Admission policy under which virtually all secondary school graduates or students with 
GED equivalency diplomas are admitted without regard to academic record, test scores, or other 
qualifications.
Other expenses (costs): Include average costs for clothing, laundry, entertainment, medical (if not a required 
fee), and furnishings.
Out-of-state tuition: The tuition charged by institutions to those students who do not meet the institution’s or 
state’s residency requirements.
Part-time student (undergraduate): A student enrolled for fewer than 12 credits per semester or quarter, or 
fewer than 24 clock hours a week each term.
* 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 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.
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Work experience (as admission factor): Special consideration given to students who have been employed 
prior to application, whether for relevance to major, demonstration of employment-related skills, or as 
explanation of student’s academic and extracurricular record.

Financial Aid Definitions

Awarded aid: The dollar amounts offered to financial aid applicants.

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. 
Need-based aid: College-funded or college-administered award from institutional, state, federal, or other 
sources for which a student must have financial need to qualify. This includes both institutional and 
noninstitutional student aid (grants, jobs, and loans).
Need-based scholarship or grant aid: Scholarships and grants from institutional, state, federal, or other 
sources for which a student must have financial need to qualify.
Need-based self-help aid: Loans and jobs  from institutional, state, federal, or other sources for which a 
student must demonstrate financial need to qualify.
Non-need-based scholarship or grant aid: Scholarships and grants, gifts, or merit-based aid from 
institutional, state, federal, or other sources (including unrestricted funds or gifts and endowment income) 
awarded solely on the basis of academic achievement, merit, or any other non-need-based reason. When 
reporting questions H1 and H2, non-need-based aid that is used to meet need should be counted as need-
based aid. 
Note: Suggested order of precedence for counting non-need money as need-based:
Non-need institutional grants
Non-need tuition waivers
Non-need athletic awards
Non-need federal grants
Non-need state grants
Non-need outside grants
Non-need student loans
Non-need parent loans
Non-need work
Non-need-based self-help aid: Loans and jobs from institutional, state, or other sources for which a student 
need not demonstrate financial need to qualify.
Private student loans: A nonfederal loan made by a lender such as a bank, credit union or private lender 
used to pay for up to the annual cost of education, less any financial aid received.
Work study and employment: Federal and state work study aid, and any employment packaged by your 
institution in financial aid awards.
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