
Common Data Set 2019-2020

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 publishersô 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 and 

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

Applicant (first-time, first year): An individual who has fulfilled the institutionôs 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withdrawn (by applicant or institution).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 studentôs 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: A person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian 

subcontinent, including, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the 

Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam.

Associate degree: An award that normally requires at least two but less than four years of full-time 

equivalent college work.

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
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Clock hour: A unit of measure that represents an hour of scheduled instruction given to students. Also 

referred to as credit hour.

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 
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Master's degree: An award that requires the successful completion of a program of study of generally one 
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Recognized Postsecondary Credential: Includes both Title IV eligible degrees, certificates, and other 

recognized postsecondary credentials. Any credential that is received after completion of a program that is 

eligible for Title IV federal student aid. Credentials that are awarded to recognize an individualôs attainment 

of measurable technical or industry/occupational skills necessary to obtain employment or advance within an 

industry occupation. (Generally based on standards developed or endorsed by employers or industry 

associations).

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/lifestyle. 

* Religious counseling: 
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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: A person having origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, the Middle East, or North Africa.

* 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 application, whether for relevance to major, demonstration of employment-related skills, or as 

explanation of studentôs 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.
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