
 
 

University of South Carolina – Principles for Defining Data Terms 
 

 
To support a strong data governance framework and ensure consistent, trustworthy reporting 
across all University of South Carolina (USC) campuses, the following principles will guide the 
development and maintenance of institutional data definitions. These principles are grounded in 
the understanding that all data—regardless of format, source system, or method of generation, 
including data produced by artificial intelligence (AI)—is University data. As such, it must be 
defined, managed, and used in alignment with institutional goals, standards, and ethical 
practices: 
 
1. Consistency Across Campuses and Systems 
Data definitions should apply uniformly across all USC campuses (Columbia, regional, and 
Palmetto College), ensuring everyone is referencing and reporting on terms in the same way, 
regardless of location or department. 
 
2. Institution-Driven, Not System-Driven 
Definitions must reflect the business meaning of the data, not the underlying system or technical 
labels (e.g., Banner field names). This ensures clarity for users across functional areas. 
 
3. University-Owned and Maintained by Data Stewards 
Each data term must have an identified Data Steward responsible for maintaining the accuracy, 
relevancy, and version history of the definition. Stewards should collaborate with subject matter 
experts and governance committees to ensure alignment with institutional needs. In addition to 
overseeing the definition itself, Data Stewards are also responsible for defining appropriate 
access levels and approving access to the associated data, ensuring that usage aligns with 
university policy, data classification, and security standards. 
 
4. Clear, Concise, and Unambiguous 
Definitions should be written in plain language, understandable by a non-technical audience, and 
should eliminate ambiguity. Where necessary, include clarifying examples or exclusions. 
 
5. Aligned with Reporting and Decision-Making Needs 
Definitions must support strategic and operational reporting needs. If variations are necessary 
(e.g., for federal reporting vs. internal reporting), those variations must be explicitly documented. 
 
6. Version-Controlled and Time-Stamped 
All definitions should be versioned and include timestamps to reflect when they were created, 
reviewed, or revised. This supports auditability and traceability of change over time. 
 
7. Accessible, Searchable, and Secure 
Approved data definitions should be stored in a centralized, searchable data glossary or catalog 
accessible to all relevant stakeholders, with the latest approved terms readily available. While 
promoting transparency and ease of access, appropriate data security measures must be in place 
to ensure that access to sensitive or restricted definitions is limited based on user roles and data 
classification policies. 



 
 
 
8. Reviewed and Approved Through Governance 
All new or modified definitions must go through a review and approval process by the 
appropriate data governance groups (e.g., functional workgroups, data governance council) 
before adoption. 
 
9. Support Institutional Integrity, Security, and Compliance 
Definitions must align with compliance, accreditation, and policy requirements where applicable, 
ensuring consistency with external reporting standards (e.g., IPEDS, CHE, federal financial aid). 
 
10. Promote a Culture of Data Fluency 
Consistent and shared definitions are key to building data literacy across the institution. They 
empower staff, faculty, and leadership to ask better questions, make more informed decisions, 
and ensure users understand what they are doing with data—how it’s defined, where it comes 
from, and how it should be applied responsibly 
 


