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Common Data Set 
Definitions 2000 

 
♦ 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, 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 America and who 
maintains cultural identification through tribal affiliation or community recognition. 

Applicant (first-time, first year): 
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Certificate: See Postsecondary award, certificate, or diploma. 

Class rank: The relative numerical position of a student in his or her graduating class, calculated by the high school on the 
basis of grade-point average, whether weighted or unweighted. 

College-preparatory program: Courses in academic subjects (English, history and social studies, foreign languages, 
mathematics, science, and the arts) that stress preparation for college or university study.  

Common Application: The standard application form distributed by the National Association of Secondary School 
Principals for a large number of private colleges who are members of the Common Application Group.  

*Community service program: Referral center for students wishing to perform volunteer work in the community or 
participate in volunteer activities coordinated by academic departments. 

Commuter: A student who lives off campus in housing that is not owned by, operated by, or affiliated with the college. This 
category includes students who commute from home and students who have moved to the area to attend college.  

Contact hour: A unit of measure that represents an hour of scheduled instruction given to students. Also referred to as clock 
hour. 

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

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 
contact 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 contact 
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 contact 
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 contact 
hours. 

Private institution: An educational institution controlled by a private individual(s) or by a nongovernmental agency, usually 
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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 known and whom 
institutions are unable to place in one of the specified racial/ethnic categories. 

Religious affiliation/commitment (as admission factor): Special consideration given in the admission process for affiliation 
with a certain church or faith/religion, commitment to a religious vocation, or observance of certain religious tenets/lifestyl
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Transfer student: A student entering the institution for the first time but known to have previously attended a postsecondary 
institution at the same level (e.g., undergraduate). The student may transfer with or without credit. 

Transportation (costs): Assume two round trips to student’s hometown per year for students in institutional housing or daily 
travel to and from your institution for commuter students. 

Trimester calendar system: An academic year consisting of 3 terms of about 15 weeks each. 

Tuition: Amount of money charged to students for instructional services. Tuition may be charged per term, per course, or per 
credit.  
 
*Tutoring: May range from one-on-one tutoring in specific subjects to tutoring in an area such as math, reading, or writing. 
Most tutors are college students; at some colleges, they are specially trained and certified. 
 
Unit: a standard of measurement representing hours of academic instruction (e.g., semester credit, quarter credit, contact 
hour). 

Undergraduate: A student enrolled in a four- or five-year bachelor’s degree program, an associate degree program, or a 
vocational or technical program below the baccalaureate. 

*Veteran’s counseling: Helps veterans and their dependents obtain benefits for their selected program and provides 
certifications to the Veteran’s Administration. May also provide personal counseling on the transition from the military to a 
civilian life. 

*Visually impaired: Any person whose sight loss is not correctable and is sufficiently severe as to adversely affect 
educational performance. 

Volunteer work (as admission factor): Special consideration given to students for activity done on a volunteer basis (e.g., 
tutoring, hospital care, working with the elderly or disabled) as a service to the community or the public in general. 

Wait list: List of students who meet the admission requirements but will only be offered a place in the class if space becomes 
available.  

Weekend college: A program that allows students to take a complete course of study and attend classes only on weekends.  

White, non-Hispanic: A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, North Africa, or the Middle East 
(except those of Hispanic origin). 

*Women’s center: Center with programs, academic activities, and/or services intended to promote an understanding of the 
evolving roles of women. 

Work experience (as admission factor): Special consideration given to students who have been employed prior to 
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Financial aid definitions 

 
 
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 programs (federal, state, subsidized, unsubsidized, 
private, etc.; excluding parent loans) while the student was enrolled at an institution. 
 
Institutional and external funds: Endowment, alumni, or external monies for which the institution determines the recipient 
or  the dollar amount awarded. 
 
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 gift 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 gift 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. 
 
Scholarships/grants from external sources: 
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