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CONSISTENT NAMING OF ELEMENTS 
 
The following describes the principles used in naming CEDS data elements and entities. These naming 
conventions provide consistency within the standards. Conventions used within CEDS need not restrict 
how education agencies and system developers implement the standards.  Comparability of meaning is 
most critical for implementation, however consistent and clear naming can make it easier to compare 
data across systems and domains of systems.   

Note about adoption: CEDS Version 2, developed in parallel with these conventions, generally reflects the 
naming conventions, but there are exceptions.  Instances in which the CEDS Version 2 elements do not 
follow these conventions will be reviewed during the Version 3 cycle, and appropriate changes will be 
made to the element names and/or naming rules.  

 

Standard Name  
 
The standard name of a data element in CEDS is refined for human readability and understandability, to 
avoid possible confusion when using an element in different context or across domains.  

Based on ISO 11-179 guidelines, the element names have name parts that consist of discrete terms. 

The parts are entity terms, property terms, representation terms (optional), and qualifier terms 
(optional).  Consider the following illustration: 

 
 

Enrollment   in Postsecondary   Award    Type 
 

                                            entity                         qualifier                        property       representation 

 
Entity Terms 
Entity terms provide the context for an element. For example: 
 

Data Element Name Entity Term 
Accountability Report Title Accountability Report 
Degree or Certificate Type Degree or Certificate 
Advance Placement Credits Awarded Advance Placement 

 
Rule: CEDS element names should always contain at least one Entity term, along with Property 
and/or Representation terms as needed to represent the scope and context of the element. 

http://standards.iso.org/ittf/PubliclyAvailableStandards/c035347_ISO_IEC_11179-5_2005(E).zip�
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Exception: A rare exception may be including elements such as “First Name,” “Last or Surname,” 
and “Middle Name” without defining separate elements based on context, e.g. “Student First 
Name.” The rationale is that a person’s name elements have universally consistent application.  
Any person regardless of role (e.g., child or parent) or domain (e.g., early learning, K12, 
postsecondary, workforce) may have name attributes that fit within these commonly-defined 
elements. 

Property Terms 
A property is an attribute common to all members of an entity. 

In the data element names “Accountability Report Title,” “Degree or Certificate Type,” and “Advance 
Placement Credits Awarded,” the terms “Title” and “Credits Awarded” are property terms. 
“Accountability Report Title” and “Advance Placement Credits Awarded” have Entity – Property 
Structure, while “Degree or Certificate Type” has Entity – Representation structure. 

Representation Terms  
Representation terms describe the form of representation.  For example, this document defines the 
following representation terms and their uses:  

• “Indicator” 
• “Status” 
• “Identifier” 
• “Descriptor” 
• “Description” 
• “Type” 

In “Degree or Certificate Type”, “Type” is a representation term. 

Qualifiers (optional) 
Entity terms define a context for an element.  If that context is narrow, the entity terms may include a 
qualifier to make it clear the element is for a specific domain. For example, “Postsecondary Enrollment 
Type” makes it clear that this enrollment type element is defined for use in the postsecondary domain, 
i.e., its options set may not be compatible with K12 uses. 

Another use of qualifier terms is to indicate a scope or time frame of a metric. In the data element name 
“Cost Budget Period Total Amount,” the term “Budget Period” is a qualifier term. 

Qualifier terms may appear before or after an entity term as appropriate to convey meaning.  
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Technical Names for Elements, and Modeling Differences 
 
There are valid differences between names used within the standards and naming used in a physical 
implementation of the standard.  CEDS does not prescribe naming within a physical implementation; the 
physical implementation need only include comparable data elements, i.e., data elements that can be 
mapped to a common element definition and option sets. CEDS does provide a “Technical Name” for all 
elements. 

One important difference is the use of spaces. CEDS elements include spaces, whereas most physical 
software/database platforms do not allow use of spaces (or other non-alpha-numeric characters) in 
field/column/variable names.  CEDS technical names are typically the full CEDS element name with 
spaces and special characters removed and with initial caps on each word (Pascal case).  For example, 
the CEDS element “Country Code” may be “CountryCode” in a physical implementation. 

There are also differences in the elements used depending on the data model needed to support a 
particular implementation.  A highly normalized data model may “normalize” out some elements defined 
in CEDS in order to reach a higher level of abstraction.  (The CEDS logical reference model includes some 
examples.) 
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GENERAL RULES FOR NAMING 
 
In addition to the use of terms, the following general conventions apply: 

CEDS Data Element Names 
 

• One-word element names should not be used unless the definition matches a dictionary 
definition, i.e., the definition is not specific to one domain and is generally understood by all 
populations. 

• Special characters should not be used in element names. 
• Capitalize the first letter in each word and separate words by spaces, e.g., "Assessment Item 

Identifier." 
• Names do not have to match exactly the names used for a federal data collection or established 

use case, especially if they are not “best practice” or common English. 

CEDS Element Definitions 
 

• Do not include notes in definitions, especially implementation or domain-specific notes.  
Instead, use the “notes” field of the CEDS database. 

• In general, do not use parentheticals (they are the exception). 
• Element definitions are written at the level of the entity (versus at the collection level). 

Option Sets 
 

• Use Yes/No data type when appropriate (versus two options that equal yes and no). 
• Use full sentence descriptions or code and description for options (the important thing about 

options is that they are clearly defined for comparability, not that all implementations of the 
standard need to use the same encoding.) 
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DATA ELEMENT NAMING CONVENTIONS 
 
To avoid confusion, the Common Education Data Standards have adopted a vocabulary of common 
terms and rules for their use. 

Table 1. CEDS Data Element Naming Conventions 
 

Term Use  When not to use Term Example 

“Name” Use Name when the element 
represents the proper name of a 
person, legal entity, place, 
program, organization, or 
institution. 

Use “Title” instead for naming 
things or ideas such as materials, 
resources, reports, awards, 
activities, and courses. 

Site Name: The full, 
legally accepted name 
of the institution at 
the site level.  
 

“Title” Use Title when naming things or 
ideas such as materials, 
resources, reports, awards, 
activities, and courses. 

Use “Name” instead when entity 
represents a legal entity (e.g., 
school or institution). 

Course Title: The 
descriptive name 
given to a course of 
study offered in a 
school or other 
institution or 
organization. ... 

“Indicator” Use Indicator in the naming of a 
metric or a proxy that is not 
expected to change, e.g., 
attributes of a person or 
organization. 

Do not use to describe a “status” 
that is expected to change over 
time. 

Multiple Birth 
Indicator: An 
indication that the 
individual is a twin, 
triplet, etc. 

“Status” Use Status in the naming of a 
condition or circumstance 
subject to change, or a step in a 
process.  

Do not use for a metric or proxy. Awaiting Initial IDEA 
Evaluation Status: 
Awaiting initial 
evaluation for special 
education programs 
and related services 
under the Individuals 
with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA). 

“Person” Use person rather than 
individual when describing an 
element. 

Do not use “individual” in 
element names or definitions. 

Native Hawaiian or 
Other Pacific Islander: 
A person having 
origins in any of the 
original peoples of 
Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, 
or other Pacific 
Islands. 

“Identifier” Use Identifier to uniquely 
identify an entity. An identifier is 
an identifying number or string 
of characters.   Identifier values 
are either globally unique or 

Not generally used for elements 
meant to have “encoded” values.  
Use “Code” instead.   

Incident Identifier: A 
locally assigned 
unique identifier 
(within the school or 
school district) to 
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unique within a context, e.g., 
State. 

identify each specific 
incident or 
occurrence. The same 
identifier should be 
used to document the 
entire incident even if 
it included multiple 
offenses and multiple 
offenders. 

“Code” Use Code for elements with 
alphanumeric string values 
having ‘encoded meaning’ or as 
an abbreviated reference to 
something else.  Use Code even 
when the value might also be 
used to uniquely identify an 
entity.  

Do not use for elements whose 
sole purpose is for unique 
identifiers that contain no 
embedded meaning.  

County Federal 
Information 
Processing Standards 
Code: A code 
designated by the 
promulgating body to 
identify the 
statement. 

“Description” Open-ended text used to 
describe something. 

Use “Type” instead for elements 
with option sets used to classify 
or categorize the entity. Do not 
use “Descriptor.” 

Incident Description: 
The description for an 
incident. 

“Type” An element with an option set 
defined by the standard that 
serves to classify or categorize 
the entity. 

Do not use “Type” unless the 
element has an option set.  
(However, an element may be 
defined without a CEDS defined 
option set, with deference to 
another authority such as state 
defined options, or if the intent 
for the element is to later reach 
consensus on a common set of 
options.) 

 

 

Option Set Rules (a.k.a. Code Set Rules or Rules for Allowed Values) 
 
CEDS technical working group and stakeholders have adopted a preference to the use of words over 
numeric code sets.  The simplest example is the use of the words “Yes” and “No” in lieu of numbers such 
as 1/0 or 00002/00232 (the NCES Handbook option codes).  The ordering of the rules takes that 
preference in account. 

(With this preference to more self descriptive sets of allowed values that are not “codes,” CEDS will 
adopt a preference of the terminology “option set” vs. “code set,” although code set is still widely used 
and will continue to be used by some stakeholders.) 

Format 
Options in the CEDS standards contain a longer, human readable “description/label” and a shorter, 
machine-readable “code.” Some option sets also include longer “definitions” for each option (as needed 
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due to the complexity of the options and likelihood for confusion). The description/label is usually the 
least ambiguous for human interaction with a system.  (Physical implementations of the standards might 
adopt these labels with or without adopting the suggested codes, and may adopt only the options 
applicable.  For example, an early learning application may not need options from the option set 
applicable only to K12.  What is most important is the ability to map back to the equivalent option set 
meanings, rather than the specific codes or labels used in any source system.  However, CEDS 
recommends adoption of option sets in new systems as specified, using the subset of options applicable 
to the application.)   

The “code” portion of an option set may be numeric (as in the following example) or alphanumeric, 
without spaces or special characters.  The description should include spaces and use a limited set of 
special characters as needed for human readability.  The description may be a complete sentence, a 
phrase, or even a single word (if self-descriptive and unambiguous). 

Code Set 

Code Description 
01812    Concurrently enrolled 
01811 Currently enrolled 
01810 Previously enrolled 
01813 Transferring  

 

The following example uses complete sentences in an option set: 

Option Set 

Code Label/Description 
FullDayKindergarten 
 

A Kindergarten program that is the same length of the instructional day as first 
grade.  

PartDayKindergarten A Kindergarten program that is a portion of the length of the full-day 
Kindergarten instructional day. 

ExtendedDayKindergarten A Kindergarten program that is an extension of a part-day kindergarten that 
results in the instructional day being the same length as first grade.  

 
When not established by a previous standard (e.g., state codes or NCES Handbooks numeric reference), 
the “code” is typically word-codes in Pascal case. 

Option Set 

Code Label/Description 
AdvancedPlacement Advanced Placement 
DualCredit Dual credit 
InternationalBaccalaureate International Baccalaureate 
Other Other 
CTE Career and Technical Education 
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There are cases in which the option set is made up of one-word values; in these cases the description 
and code value may be the same (as show above with “Other”). 

Rules for Defining Option Set Codes 
 
CEDS applies the following rules for option sets, evaluated in the following order: 

Rule 1  
If an external (to education) authority controls the option/code set, use the codes defined by that 
authority.  Examples of this situation include: 

• State codes - defined by the US Postal Service (AL for Alabama, AK for Alaska, etc.) and the 
Canadian Postal Service (AB for Alberta, etc.). 

• Country codes - defined within an ISO specification (ISO 3166).  For example, US for United 
States. 

• Carnegie Classification Codes - defined via their website.  For example “Assoc/Pub-R-S”: 
Associate's—Public Rural-serving Small. 

Rule 2  
When the code set is a Yes/No code set, use the words “Yes” and “No” in lieu of 1/0, NCES option codes, 
or any other representation (such as Y/N). 

Rule 3  
When there is a historical and/or widely accepted coding convention for the code set, use that 
convention.  Examples include grades offered and primary disability type in the K12 domain.   

• Grades offered – uses the code set of PK, KG, 01, 02, …12 for representation of prekindergarten 
through grade 12, with additional codes to represent early childhood or education after grade 
12.   

• Primary disability type – uses codes such as AUT for Autistic/autism. 

Rule 4  
When the list is relatively short and each item can be conveyed in a few simple words, a word scheme 
may be used to present the code set.  Examples include: 

• Male/Female for Sex. 
• Home/Work/Mobile/Fax for Telephone Number Type. 
• Semester/Trimester/Quarter/SummerSession/FullSchoolYear/etc. for Session Type. 

Note:  When using multiple words, concatenate using Pascal case and no space between words.   
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Rule 5  
If the list is long or options require more than a few words, then the option set is presented using an 
independent code scheme (i.e., options are presented as codes, labels, and definitions as needed). 
Examples of codes that are too long to apply a simple wording scheme include: 

• “Student is in the same local education agency and receiving education services, but is not 
assigned to a particular school “ – from Exit or Withdrawal Type 

• “Transfer from a private, non-religiously-affiliated school in the same local education agency” – 
from Entry Type 

This rule applies to all options in a list, even if the majority of the values in a code list are short/simple, 
but one or more requires longer labels or definitions.  An example is “High School Diploma Type,” where 
many options are simple (RegularDiploma, RegentsDiploma, InternationalBaccalaureate, GED, etc.) but 
one item in the list may not fit into a few words (e.g., “High school equivalency credential, other than 
GED”).   

Through version 2 of CEDS, the baseline for Rule 5 has been to use the NCES five-digit option codes 
when the option set is from the NCES Handbooks without modification.  Otherwise, the machine-
readable code is the same as the human-readable label, but with spaces removed and in Pascal Case  
(unmodified code sets from PESC, SIF, or EDFacts are used if the element is defined ONLY to support the 
related use cases governed by the authority/standard or if the code set is historical and/or widely 
accepted across the domains and uses supported by the element as in Rule 3). 
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