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This tutorial explains the four stages of IPEDS data release. Understanding these stages is important when 
reading NCES’ First Look publications and accessing data from the IPEDS Use the Data portal, as the version 
of data you are reading or analyzing may have implications for how you interpret the information.  
For example, when utilizing the IPEDS Use the Data portal, you have the option to select preliminary or 
provisional data--two different stages of data release. Understanding the differences between the data 
options is important for accurate data analysis.  
 

The First Look are brief publications and sets of tables that coincide with the release of IPEDS data files. The 
purpose of these reports is to introduce new data through the presentation of tables containing descriptive 
information. As a result, only selected findings are presented. These findings have been chosen to 
demonstrate the range of information available when using IPEDS data, rather than to discuss all of the 
observed differences. And these publications are not meant to emphasize any particular issue.  
 

Now, let’s take a look at the four stages of IPEDS data release and learn more about the differences. Once 
IPEDS data are submitted through the Data Collection System, there are four stages to data  
release:  

• Collection Level Data;  
• Preliminary Data;  
• Provisional Data; and  

• Final Data.  
 

The first stage, collection level data, includes data that have been submitted and locked by the IPEDS 
Keyholder, reviewed by the Help Desk, and migrated to the Collection Level Data Center. These data have 
not been cleaned or reviewed by the IPEDS Help Desk. Once data are migrated to the Collection Level Data 
Center, any keyholder whose data have already been migrated can see their own data, as well as the data 
for all of the other institutions that have already been migrated.  
 

The second stage, Preliminary Data, occurs after the IPEDS data collection cycle closes. These data are 
made available through a First Look publication, as well as the IPEDS Use the Data portal. Preliminary data 
have been edited, but are subject to further NCES quality control procedures. For example, imputed data 
for non-responding institutions have not yet been included. IPEDS Data Release Stages 2  
 

Provisional Data, the third stage, are available after all quality control procedures are complete and data 
have been imputed for non-responding institutions. The First Look publication is reissued and provisional 
data are made available through the IPEDS Use the Data portal.  
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The last stage, Final Data, includes institutional revisions to data in the subsequent data collection year 
through the prior year revision system. For example, editing 2013-14 Completions data during the 2014- 15 
collection cycle. After these revised data are reviewed, final data are made available through the IPEDS Use 
the Data portal, but the First Look publication is not reissued.  
 
You may be wondering when preliminary and provisional data are accessible. These become available in 
time frames according to the data collection windows. Although unexpected delays in the approval process 
can occur, the goal of NCES is to maintain or improve the timelines of data release on an annual basis.  
 
For example, the preliminary data and the first edition of the First Look publication for the fall survey 
components, which include Institutional Characteristics-Header, Institutional Characteristics, 12- Month 
Enrollment, and Completions, are available in mid-to-late May following the collection.  

 
The winter survey component data, which include Student Financial Aid, Graduation Rates, 200% 
Graduation Rates, Admissions, and Outcome Measures, are available in early-to-mid October following the 
collection.  
 
Finally, spring survey component data for the Human Resources, Finance, Fall Enrollment, and Academic 
Libraries components are available in early-to-mid October following the collection.  
In addition, the Provisional data and second edition of the First Look Report are available approximately 4-
6 weeks after the preliminary data release.  
 

When all four stages of data release are viewed together, it provides a clearer picture of how IPEDS data 
are cleaned and made available to the public. These differences are important for data submitters and 
users to know, especially when accessing data from the IPEDS Use the Data portal.  
For more information on the IPEDS Data Release schedule and publications, please contact the IPEDS Help Desk.  

The College & Career Tables Library includes a database of over 5,000 tables from NCES’ postsecondary publications. 

Organized into 12 categories, we can search for tables by keyword, publication title or ID, or perform and advanced 

search by data source, year, and table release date.  

Explore By Topic is a quick way to drill-down to a specific set of data. Many of the 12 categories have subcategories, 

providing us with more detailed information.  

A simple search is good enough for us right now. After entering a keyword, the tables matching the search appear. 

Here, we see that 193 tables match the keywords Graduation Rates. The number of tables within each of the 12 

main categories are displayed in the ‘Explore By Topic’ area.  

Now, we see an actual table for Gradation Rate data. Any notes will be included at the bottom of the table. From 

here, we can view a printer-friendly version of the table, download it into excel for further analysis, view related 

tables, or go to the study’s website.  

The Use the Data Portal tool is the most complicated of the tools, but also offers the most options for analyzing data. 

Similar to the other tools, we can look up data on a single institution or multiple institutions. Data can also be 
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trended for a single variable and group statistics can be calculated for a user-defined group of institutions. For 

example, the average enrollment of first-time, full-time students at public institutions in Pennsylvania with an 

enrollment over 5,000 students. For now, let’s look at three of the Use the Data Portal options.  

First, the Summary Tables option allows us to generate a wide-range of pre-formatted reports related to a variety of 

commonly referenced IPEDS data such as directory information, price and admissions trends, student enrollments 

and demographics, and completion and graduation rates, for one or more institutions in the IPEDS universe.  

A second option is the ability to download complete or custom survey data files. Once downloaded, the files can be 

imported into a variety of statistical software packages, including SAS [said “sass”], SPSS, and STATA. 

Finally, the IPEDS Data Feedback Report, or DFR, is an important report provided to all colleges on an annual basis. It 

is a publicly available document and each president receives a copy of their institution’s report. Several years’ worth 

of reports are available in the Use the Data and you can also create your own custom Data Feedback Report with 

variable not included in the standard DFR.  

For more information, view AIR’s online tutorials for each specific IPEDS data tool. You may also want to view the 

Help Guide for each tool, which is available for PDF download on this page. Finally, you can contact the IPEDS Data 

Tools Help Desk with specific questions.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


