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Abstract

This study analyzed interviews with over 100 graduate school staff and faculty in 26 disciplines

and 20 institutions who use the Graduate Record Examinations (GRE®). The interviews covered

admissions and admissions-related topics, such as recruitment, retention, and measurement of

student success in graduate school. Interviewees consider the GRE General Test to be a useful

common standard for students with widely differing backgrounds. In contrast, GRE Subject

Tests, although considered to be strong evidence of discipline-specific knowledge, are being

used less in a competitive environment. Graduate programs want more information about the

language skills – particularly writing and speaking skills – and personal qualities of applicants,

and better information about international students.

Key words: Graduate Record Examinations, GRE General Test, GRE Subject Tests, graduate

admissions
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Introduction

This document reports the results of two related studies of the use of Graduate Record

Examinations (GRE®) testing programs in admitting students to graduate school.  Both studies

sought information about graduate school admission practices, problems, and information needs.

Over 100 faculty members and graduate school staff from 20 graduate institutions were

interviewed extensively.  Interviewees represented a broad sampling of the graduate community –

including various sizes and types of institutions, locations, academic disciplines, and student

populations – and had different responsibilities for and viewpoints about graduate education.  The

results often confirmed what the GRE Board and program staff thought they knew, but grounded

that knowledge in the language and viewpoints of current graduate school faculty and staff.

In the fall and winter of 1999, the GRE Horizons1 project conducted a series of

interviews investigating the role of the GRE examinations in graduate school admission.  A total

of 80 individuals from 14 institutions representing 26 different disciplines participated in the

study; 65 people were interviewed individually and 15 participated in six focus groups ranging in

size from two to five people. The 14 institutions included eight that are classified as Research I,

one each that are classified as Research II, Doctoral I, and Doctoral II, and three institutions that

are classified as Master’s I. Ten of the colleges and universities were public and four were

private. One institution was a historically Black college/university (HBCU).

A second set of data was collected in the spring and summer of 2000 as part of an

integrated research initiative on GRE validity. This set of interviews centered on interviewees’

goals and information needs for recruiting, admitting, retaining, and measuring the success of

graduate students, and is referred to in this report as the “validity interviews.” Telephone

interviews were conducted with 21 people representing five2 academic disciplines from five

institutions: one Research I, one Research II, one Doctoral I, and two Master’s I. These included

one Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) and one HBCU.  Two were private and three were public.

Some of the questions in the validity interviews were more structured than those asked in the

GRE Horizons interviews.

Overall, this report is divided into two sections: a) a discussion of questions that were

asked of each interviewee, followed by b) a discussion of the principal topics raised by the

interviewees themselves. The questions specifically asked in all interviews concerned:

?  admissions process and requirements
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?  use of the GRE General Test and GRE Subject Tests (reported separately for clusters
of disciplines)

?  writing assessment

?  information needs

?  definitions of successful graduate students

?  future trends (GRE Horizons interviews only)

?  necessity of the GRE General Test (GRE Horizons interviews only)

Questions raised by interviewees involved:

?  applicant pools and recruiting

?  international students

?  student diversity

?  student funding

?  student attrition

In general the descriptions of every section of this report apply to both sets of

interviewees, and the quotations are drawn from both sets of users. In addition, specific analyses

of the validity interviews are presented in the sections of this report defining successful graduate

students and discussing student diversity. Topics that were not discussed in both studies are

flagged.

Finally, this report contains five appendices. Appendix A specifies the categories used in

coding interviews. Appendix B and Appendix C describe what faculty look for in graduate

students’ personal statements and letters of recommendation, respectively. Appendix D lists all

of the disciplines represented in the study, and Appendix E notes how they were clustered for

analysis.

Questions Raised by Interviewers

Admission Process and Requirements

Interviewees were first asked to describe their admission processes. Most programs

reported that they look at a prospective domestic student’s application, undergraduate transcripts,
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grade point average (GPA), letters of recommendation, personal statement or statement of goals,

and GRE General Test scores. The same elements are evaluated for international students, but in

their case, a Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL®) score and financial statement are

also required. Some programs also require interviews, writing samples, or a statement of research

interests.

Beyond these requirements, the decision processes interviewees described are very

idiosyncratic with few patterns based on either discipline or institution type. Different programs

within a single institution have different admission processes. Some programs or institutions use

rubrics and score each candidate very methodically, assigning points for specific criteria; others

ask individual faculty to make recommendations. While some programs make admissions

decisions in committees, other institutions rely on one person – often a program director,

department chair, or dean – to decide. Overall, one person tends to make admission decisions in

master’s programs, while in doctoral programs multiple people decide on admissions. In research

institutions – as compared to less research-oriented institutions – faculty members tend to decide

on admissions. However, there were not enough data to say definitively that master’s programs

make decisions one way or that research institutions are different from other doctoral institutions.

The quality of a student’s undergraduate performance appears to be a major factor in

deciding which applicants to accept. “Quality,” according to interviewees, encompasses courses

taken and grades earned, as well as the selectivity of the undergraduate institution, the standards

to which students were held, the quality of the faculty, and the comprehensiveness and rigor of

the curriculum in the student’s major discipline. Interviewees agreed that much of this

information is subjective and that it is often unavailable.

Interviewees said they see GRE General Test scores as objective standards that can be

used to put subjective judgments of undergraduate quality in context. Because the GRE General

Test is comparable across institutions and students, it provides insight into lesser-known small

colleges as well as information that is unaffected by grade inflation. GRE Subject Test scores

also provide comparable information, and in addition, are seen as an indication of the depth of

the student’s understanding of the discipline. Interviewees said that it is particularly difficult to

judge the quality of international applications, since the curriculum and course names of

international programs are often unfamiliar and grading standards and scales are often unclear.

Many interviewees mentioned other experiences and less definable or measurable skills
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or qualities that are important in judging applicants, such as research or work experience.

Research experience is particularly important for entrance into doctoral programs, and work

experience is important for professional programs, such as social work, education, or hotel

administration.

In addition, many interviewees said that gaining insight into an applicant’s motivation,

drive, and maturity is very important to them. Many interviewees said they believe that the

indefinable qualities of motivation, curiosity, persistence, goal orientation, and “heart” often

make a big difference in a student’s success, and that they use applicant interviews to get a sense

of these qualities. For example, in general graduate student persistence is remarkably low;

approximately 50% to 60% of students persist to graduation (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Tinto,

1997; Golde, 2000). As one typical interviewee noted, “Persistence is very important … if you’re

persistent, eventually you’ll make it.” Another said, “The main thing you’re looking for is a

burning curiosity … a curiosity about the world and about how to solve problems.” Respondents

related anecdotes of brilliant students who did not have sufficient drive to persist, and of

borderline students with curiosity and motivation who succeeded beyond anyone’s initial

expectations. Other qualities the interviewees said they look for include communication and

organizational skills, as well as the ability to balance multiple tasks.

In the subset of validity interviews, interviewees were asked what, specifically, they learn

from students’ personal statements and from letters of recommendation written by undergraduate

faculty. Respondents said they depend on personal statements for specific information.  More than

half of the 21 telephone interviewees volunteered that they read the essays to learn whether

students are well informed about the specific program to which they are applying, the extent to

which students are committed to the discipline, and whether there is a fit between students’ goals

and the program’s offerings. Substantial numbers use personal statements to evaluate students’

writing abilities. In addition, interviewees mentioned a long but idiosyncratic list of personal

characteristics, values, and experiences that they try to glean from the statements (Appendix B

lists these qualities). Only two interviewees mentioned being concerned about whether students

actually write their own statements.

Interviewees agreed less often about what can be learned from letters of recommendation,

but agreed strongly about the importance of a frank evaluation by an academic colleague who

knows the applicant well. Interpersonal skills cited by the letter writer were mentioned most
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often, as were overall evaluations of the student’s capability and academic background. Again,

the list of personal qualities, values, and attitudes interviewees look for in the letters is long

(Appendix C lists these qualities). Several respondents mentioned the need to read between the

lines, or to detect an extra “glow of enthusiasm” about the student, from the letters.

Use of the GRE General Test and GRE Subject Tests

When asked about their use of the GRE General Test, most interviewees indicated that

they require the GRE General Test, but fewer said they have specific score requirements. Some

programs require applicants to take the test, but do not use the scores in deciding whom to admit.

Almost all interviewees said they look at multiple sources of information in deciding whether to

admit a candidate. Several programs (particularly in the math, science, and engineering areas)

use score cutoffs as a filter – usually initially. Several institutions use the test scores to help them

decide how to fund students. Some interviewees expressed concern, however, about using test

scores for admission or funding – particularly with members of groups who have historically not

performed as well on tests. A few acknowledged that they know the use of score cutoffs is

against GRE score use guidelines.

Additionally, interviewees indicated that some use (or nonuse) of test scores is dictated,

at least in part, by whether their competitor programs use the test. Interviewees said they worry

that required tests may become a barrier to applying to graduate school, because students are

afraid of tests. Interviewees noted that GRE verbal and quantitative scores are used most

frequently in admissions decisions, and expressed uncertainty about what the analytical section

of the test measures and about what outcomes it predicts. Programs that use the analytical score

do so in conjunction with the quantitative score or the verbal score, depending on the discipline.

For example, verbally oriented programs may use the verbal and analytical scores, omitting the

quantitative score, while quantitative programs may use the quantitative and analytical scores. At

least one program uses the two best scores of the three.

In general, GRE General Test scores are required more often at research institutions than

at master’s-level institutions, although the pattern is not extremely clear. Students in math,

science, and engineering tend to earn the highest GRE scores of all the disciplines, but again the

pattern is not clear-cut and institution type may also have influenced the outcome.

Overall, interviewees indicated that GRE Subject Test scores are used less often than the
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GRE General Test scores. Interviewees said they view Subject Test scores as a reflection of the

applicant’s undergraduate program rather than the applicant’s aptitude or ability. One department

chair worries that faculty do not really understand what knowledge is required on the Subject

Tests; because many applicants to that department do not have the necessary discipline

knowledge, the Subject Test is “simply an arbitrary barrier” to admission. Interviewees in several

disciplines noted that Subject Test scores are not required because applicants do not always have

an undergraduate major in the discipline to which they are applying.

Use of the GRE General Test and Subject Test differ in many ways by discipline area. In

analyzing the data, the 26 different disciplinary areas represented in the two sets of interviews

were grouped into five broad areas:

?  math, science and engineering

?  social sciences

?  humanities

?  career disciplines (hotel administration, physicians assistants and health science)

?  education

Appendix D lists all 26 disciplines and Appendix E indicates how each was assigned to one of

these five areas. Education was included as a separate category because it could fit into either the

social sciences or the career disciplines, depending on the emphasis of the education program,

and because, in some instances, education programs look at test usage differently. Test usage in

each of these five disipline areas is discussed below.

Math, science, and engineering. Interviewees from math, science, and engineering

disciplines reported that they use GRE quantitative score and Subject Test scores extensively.

Quantitative scores earned by students in these fields are very high, and interviewees believe

there is not enough differentiation at the high end of the score scale (above 700). Some

subspecialties (biochemistry, for example) do not require quantitative scores as high as those

required by physics and engineering specialties.

As documented in previous research (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992), a large portion of

graduate students in these disciplines are international students. A number of international

applicants have extremely high quantitative scores, which makes them attractive applicants;
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however several interviewees questioned the validity of these applicants’ verbal scores. Some

said they find students’ English better than GRE verbal scores might suggest; others said they

find these students’ English proficiency disappointing.

GRE Subject Tests are used in math and the sciences – particularly in physics programs –

and are considered important admission information.  Biology, chemistry, and math departments

use Subject Tests less often than do physics programs. Interviewees from math, science, and

engineering disciplines said they also find GRE Subject Tests helpful when trying to judge an

international applicant. Only interviewees from engineering departments said they do not use

GRE Subject Tests. Several engineering interviewees consider the Mathematics Subject Test or

the Physics Subject Test helpful, but do not require them because other programs do not, and

they are concerned about competition for students.

Interviewees from math, science, and engineering disciplines said they rely less heavily

on the GRE verbal score, although it is still important to them as an indicator of writing ability in

general, and more specifically, the ability to write papers and a dissertation.  One faculty member

said, if students’ verbal scores are too low, faculty “worry very much as to whether they’re going

to be able to write a thesis.” Another said of students with lower verbal scores, “their writing

skills are not as good.”3 Interviewees noted a general concern with international students’

second-language skills in English.  Many interviewees reported using an international student’s

verbal score and TOEFL score together to get a better sense of his or her true ability to

communicate in English.

Many math, science, and engineering interviewees reported not using the GRE analytical

measure and not understanding how to use or interpret it. One faculty member said, “[I] never

have found the analytic part to be very useful.” A second faculty member stated, “A lot of us are

unsure how to interpret it … I’m not really exactly sure what that means.” Traditionally, math,

science, and engineering programs have relied on GRE quantitative and verbal scores and are

hesitant to add the analytical score. When it is used, it is often considered to carry weight equal

to or greater than the verbal score, but less than the quantitative score.

Social sciences. Interviewees from social sciences disciplines said they consider GRE

verbal scores the most important of the three General Test scores. They also consider

quantitative scores to be important complements to verbal scores. One respondent commented

that, although an applicant’s quantitative score does not necessarily need to be high, it should not
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be extremely lower than his or her verbal score. Also, subspecialties (economics vs.

communication, for example) differ somewhat in the importance they place on GRE quantitative

scores. Interviewees also said that verbal scores of international students, or students for whom

English is a second language, are expected to be lower, and that is taken into account during the

admission process.

GRE analytical scores are not used extensively and are not well understood. One social

sciences interviewee asked the interviewer, “What does the analytic score predict?” A second

described the analytical score as “kind of lurking there, but nobody quite knows [what it

means].” According to some respondents, it is traditional to use GRE verbal and quantitative

scores, but since interviewees do not understand the analytical score, it is easy not to use it.

However, many respondents did say that extremely high or extremely low GRE analytical scores

attract their attention. A high score on the analytical portion of the General Test could help an

applicant with a good GPA and verbal score, but lower quantitative score, gain admission.

GRE Subject Tests are not utilized extensively by the social science disciplines. These

interviewees, like math, science, and engineering interviewees, said they see Subject Test score

as a reflection of applicants’ undergraduate programs. They also said that, like the analytical

score, extreme scores on Subject Tests attract attention.

Humanities. For interviewees from humanities departments, GRE verbal score is also the

most important of the three GRE General Test measures. They reported that the verbal score

gives them insight into applicants’ abilities in reading comprehension and writing. One person

told the interviewer, “a verbal score … means that somehow, in comprehension, when they read

a text, there’s a certain dexterity there.” Another believes (erroneously) that the verbal score

“must be comprehension and writing.”

Interviewees from humanities fields said they consider GRE quantitative score the least

important of the three GRE measures. One interviewee said that students are advised not even to

try to complete the quantitative section, but instead to “rest” during that portion of the test and

save themselves for the other sections. As in other disciplines, analytical score is not used

extensively in humanities disciplines because interviewees are unsure of its meaning and have

not used it traditionally. One interviewee asked to send home a message with the interviewer:

“My impression was that there wasn’t much forthcoming from the GRE to give us much

information about the analytic score. So if I were gonna send a message home with you, I would
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say… maybe there’s a way the GRE could help us.” Those programs that utilize the analytical

score do so in conjunction with the verbal score.

Humanities subspecialities differ in their use of GRE Subject Tests. Some interviewees

from English programs believe (erroneously) that the Literature in English Subject Test is

somewhat problematic because the canon4 in English is currently shifting; they believe the

subject exam does not reflect that shift, but tests the traditional canon. In that sense, interviewees

believe that this Subject Test is not a good reflection of an applicant’s undergraduate program.5

Career disciplines. Interviewees from career disciplines follow the social science pattern

most closely in that they find GRE verbal scores to be the most important of the three GRE

General Test measures, also find quantitative scores important, but use analytical scores little. It

is important to note, however, that these career programs were clustered in Master’s I institutions

where, in general, GRE General Test scores are emphasized the least and where applicants’ GRE

scores are the lowest.

Education. For interviewees from education departments,GRE verbal scores are generally

the most important, although faculty in some subspecialties (education technology, for example)

said they also consider quantitative scores. Although education interviewees reported using all

three scores, analytical score is used most often with the verbal score. Some educators are

confused about GRE offerings. One said, “The GRE test is clearly not all-inclusive; [the scores]

do not measure critical thinking, ability to analyze, synthesize, and convey information. They do

not measure writing skills, ability to make an argument on paper.” 6

The GRE Writing Assessment

Overall, interviewees are not very aware of and do not understand the new GRE Writing

Assessment. One said, “I’m not even sure what the Writing Assessment … judges.” Many

respondents said that writing skills are a problem for graduate students, and that they would like

more information regarding applicants’ writing skills. A typical comment came from one faculty

member who said, “Many of our students have poor writing ability … maybe that’s too broad a

statement, but I think that’s a fact.” These comments reflect a growing belief that graduate

students need assistance with writing skills (Rose & McClafferty, 2001). Sudents’ personal

statements or statements of goals are often looked upon as writing samples, and in addition,

some programs require a specific writing sample.
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Although many interviewees said they see some potential in the GRE Writing

Assessment, other interviewees reported being unsure about using it because they do not want to

require students to take another test. One respondant told the interviewer, “The Writing

[Assessment] makes sense to me … let’s see how it’s been developed and what the data show on

it in terms of reliability and predictiveness. But I could see that potentially being very useful.”

However, another believes it is “probably better not to have a fourth test.”

Others said they are unsure about using the GRE Writing Assessment because they

believe it does not provide the information they want. These interviewees believe the assessment

provides information on structure and argument construction rather than on creativity, depth, and

sophistication. One interviewee said the Writing Assessment “doesn’t seem at all to measure

what we do here.” Another believes (erroneously) that it measures “the mechanics of writing … I

think the GRE… will capture that. But it doesn’t tell whether this person can write, can absorb

comments, can rewrite.”7 Still other interviewees said they would not use the Writing

Assessment because they receive only the score and not a copy of the test taker’s actual writing

sample. One such interviewee said, “I think most people wouldn’t like to see that [the Writing

Assessment] part of the GREs, because we wouldn’t want it graded by somebody else. We

would want to see it ourselves.”

Information Needs

Information that interviewees desire was also a focus during the interviews. Interviewees

said they would like information about use and interpretation of GRE scores, and information on

student attributes not measured by the GRE. For example, they would like more information on

the GRE analytical measure, since, as illustrated earlier, many do not understand how to interpret

the analytical score or know which skills or aptitudes are required for a test-taker to score well.

Similarly, interviewees showed a lack of awareness and understanding of the Writing

Assessment, which is relatively new.

Respondents also said they need more information on interpreting – or supplementing –

GRE quantitative scores at the very high end. This information was most often sought by people

working in math, science, or engineering fields who routinely see applicants with extremely high

quantitative scores and who have difficulty differentiating among the scores at the very high end

of the scale. Many interviewees also mentioned their desire to understand how to interpret scores
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for applicants from groups whose scores are lower, on average. This understanding is

particularly important given the desire expressed by many interviewees for more diversity in

their student bodies.

As noted earlier, interviewees would also like more information about other qualities or

skills of applicants. Interviewees said they find it very difficult to assess an applicant’s

motivation or drive. Motivation, however, can cause large differences in attrition rates and time

it takes for applicants to complete their degrees. One faculty member believes that criteria other

than GRE scores and grades hold the key to reducing attrition, but does not believe it is currently

possible to screen for those criteria: “We don’t have the tools at this point … to appropriately

screen students so that our retention rate is higher than 50% … if we can’t predict how well they

will do, then we’re wasting a lot of money and effort … The amount of sophistication …

necessary to predict who will be successful is a very, very important enterprise for you, for ETS

[Educational Testing Service, ETS®].”

After academic criteria – such as GPA, test scores, and ability to communicate –

motivation and the related attributes of persistence and work habits are the noncognitive qualities

interviewees most often mentioned as important. One interviewee said, “This other factor,

though, which I’ve seen make students succeed that I didn’t think would … or makes the ones,

students who … should whistle right through and they burn out, it’s that other factor of the

motivation. I don’t know whether that can be assessed or not, but if you can … that would be a

good thing.” Another interviewee reported wanting to “get inside their heads and see how really

motivated they are, their work ethic … their spunk level.” Other areas that interviewees deemed

important but difficult to assess include communication skills (interpersonal, and oral as well as

written), maturity, curiosity, and organizational skills.

Interviewees also mentioned that they would like information on the quality of the

undergraduate program undertaken by the applicant. This information could be especially useful

in assessing international applicants, for whom judging institutional quality and interpreting

transcripts is difficult. Further, interviewees desire more information on international applicants’

English skills, because they question the validity of the students’ GRE verbal and TOEFL scores.

Definitions of Successful Graduate Students

The qualities that make a student successful in graduate school are important for
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institutions to consider. To many interviewees, successful graduate students are those who

graduate. High grades, graduation, graduation in a reasonable amount of time, and finding a job

in the field of study after graduation are all measures of the successful graduate student. Students

who are motivated, driven, do creative research, and have “heart” are also considered successful.

Many interviewees from master’s institutions noted that they are pleased if students work in their

chosen fields after graduation, whereas many interviewees at research institutions believe that

securing a faculty position, preferably a tenure-track position, is a measure of success. At all

types of graduate institutions, success is also measured by publications and contributions to the

knowledge base of the field.

In the subset of 21 validity interviews, interviewees were asked to provide their

definitions of successful graduate students, as well as information they desire at admission in

order to recruit and select successful graduate students. This produced a long list of cognitive and

noncognitive attributes, with good agreement on the top four or five qualities. Table I lists

possible admission measures and possible graduate school outcome measures. For each measure,

two “scores” were developed. Mention of a measure was categorized as enthusiastic (3 points),

moderate (2 points), or conditional (1 point). A total score was summed for each attribute – once

as an admission measure (the column marked “Admission”) and once as an outcome measure

(“Outcome”). The two scores were totaled, and the table was sorted from highest to lowest total

score.

Although the information they seek at admission is both practically and rationally distinct

from information about the outcomes of graduate education, in fact, validity interviewees tended

to discuss similar qualities when answering both questions. In consequence, Table I summarizes

both admission and outcome measures together. Some attributes were mentioned solely as

admission measures – student values, for example, which an interviewee remarked are likely to

be developed before graduate school and are difficult to change during graduate school. In two

cases, we combined pairs of related concepts, because interviewees discussed one item in each

pair almost exclusively as an admission measure and the other as an outcome measure. Those

two pairs were:

?  writing skill (admission)/communication (outcome)

?  interpersonal skills (admission)/collegiality (outcome)
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Of the student attributes mentioned most often, four of the top five are important to

interviewees as both admission and outcome measures – research or scholarly experience,

communication ability, interpersonal skills, and persistence. Of the five top attributes, the only

one that interviewees mentioned solely as an admission measure was the level of professional

awareness shown in the student’s personal statement (“knowledge about program applying for;

evidence of fit between student and program goals”). This was by far the highest rated admission

measure, reaching the top five overall with a zero score as an outcome measure. To demonstrate

this quality, interviewees said students need to:

?  show knowledge of the program to which they are applying

?  show interest in a scholarly area that fits with the strengths of that particular
department

?  specifically mention a faculty member with whom they would like to study

The top five attributes are not well represented by the measures currently in admission

folders, although the GRE Writing Assessment offers information about students’ analytical

writing skills that would appear to fit the needs of these users. The other four attributes could

almost certainly be measured more systematically. For example, Willingham (1985)

demonstrated that “successful follow through” (persistence) could be measured for

undergraduates at admission. Willingham’s measure of persistence predicts a number of different

measures of success in undergraduate school, including leadership, accomplishment, and overall

success at graduation.

Finally, validity interviewees mentioned a wide array of other student qualities, although

less frequently. Some were intellectual – including breadth of perspective, skill in investigation,

and specific abilities that range from planning ahead to computer literacy. Other qualities they

noted have to do with character and values, personality (such as open-mindedness and

creativity), and professional interests. Note that the sixth-highest-rated attribute was

values/character, which includes such qualities as integrity, openness, and trustworthiness. With

a score of 30, it was considerably more important to respondents than then next highest category,

maturity/responsibility/work habits/willingness to pay dues (score = 21).
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Table I

Admission and Outcome Measures

Measure Admission Outcome Total
Research/scholarly experience (amount and quality) 18 32 50
Knowledge about program applying for; evidence of fit between

student and program goals 47 47

Interpersonal skills/collegiality 18 29 47
Writing/communication 23 24 47
Persistence/tenacity 6 31 37
Values/character (personal and professional): integrity,

fairness/openness/honesty, trustworthiness/consistency 24 6 30

Maturity/responsibility/work habits/willingness to pay dues 21 21
Mastery of discipline 21 21
ESL skills 3 15 18
Independence 6 9 15
Breadth of perspective 9 6 15
Commitment to field 15 15
Initiative/willingness to take a challenge 14 14
Ability to teach 13 13
Critical thinking skills, logic, problem-solving skills 9 3 12
Open-mindedness 6 6 12
Creativity; ability to think “out of the box” 3 9 12
Drive/commitment/motivation/zeal 9 3 12
Ability to do advanced graduate work: master’s? doctoral? 9 9
Leadership 9 9
Enthusiasm 9 9
Ability to read and analyze research in the field 9 9
Computer literacy/understand and manage technology 3 3 6
Skill in investigation 3 3 6
Opportunism/resourcefulness 6 6
Ability to find the facts: information gathering 3 3 6
Professional posture 3 3 6
Suited to environment in program applied for 3 3
Motivation to do research/scholarship 3 3
Flexibility 3 3
Positive attitude 3 3
Professional contribution (e.g., teacher involvement with school) 3 3
Ability to draw sound conclusions 3 3
Ability to plan ahead 3 3
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Future Trends

GRE Horizons interviewees cited distance education and technology as the most

important future trends in education. At the time the interviews were conducted, almost all of the

institutions were using or strongly considering distance learning, and one mentioned requiring it

of all university students in order to ensure that they would be lifelong learners. Offerings in this

arena vary from individual classes to entire master’s degrees, but technology and alternative

delivery methods – including broadcasting classes by way of a television cable system and Web-

based video conferencing – were consistently identified as issues critical to the future of these

institutions. Interviewees expressed concerns about some of these newer delivery methods,

including the maintenance of curricular standards and security. Of importance to the GRE

Program may be that many distance education programs do not require the GRE General Test.

According to both sets of interviewees, technological advances are also having an impact

in admission. Most reported that e-mail is used extensively by applicants seeking program

information and admission requirements. Also, most institutions and programs have general

information and sometimes application forms on their Web sites. Respondents in two programs

mentioned that when they implemented an online application process, they were swamped with

international applications that they believe may not have been from serious applicants and had

great difficulty processing them all. Many or most programs receive GRE score reports

electronically, and a couple of programs suggested that ETS create an electronic student database

that could be utilized by schools for recruiting purposes. One faculty member said, “[A]

prospective service …[would enable] a university like ours to get onto the Internet and look at

databases of students and start targeting recruitment efforts, and you [could] provide the kind of

information and data and accumulate the database in an accessible way.”

Necessity of the GRE General Test

When asked “What if the General Test goes away?” (a question asked solely of GRE

Horizons interviewees), most interviewees responded that their application process and decision

making would be more difficult, but not impossible, because they use the test scores in

combination with several other criteria. A few mentioned that they might use the Miller Analogy

Test if GRE scores were unavailable.
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Questions Raised by Interviewees

In addition to the discussion above of questions raised by interviewers, interviewees

raised questions that may be of interest to the graduate community. These are disucssed below.

Applicant Pools and Recruiting

Many interviewees discussed issues related to suitable applicant pools and recruiting.

When these interview data were analyzed, patterns by both disciplinary area and institution type

were evident. Overall, the good economy at the time of the interviews meant that the number of

graduate applications was down. Many respondents told us that, during a good economy, fewer

students apply to graduate school, confirming prior research (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992).

Math, science, and engineering departments currently face a very small pool of domestic

students and very large numbers of international applicants (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992).

Physics, in particular, is faced with a shrinking pool, especially of domestic candidates, in part

because the number of people entering the discipline has been declining since the end of the Cold

War. Although many institutions want to attract good domestic students, it is difficult to do so,

and these students are offered extremely attractive packages at the most elite programs.

Institutions use interviews for recruiting purposes, bringing students to campus so faculty

can point out the advantages of their programs. In the most competitive departments, individual

faculty members – usually students’ prospective advisors – take a great deal of responsibility for

recruiting. They personally contact students, invite them to visit campus, and are even

empowered to offer some forms of funding.

Research institutions, in general, have an easier time recruiting students than less well-

funded institutions do, and are more likely to recruit nationally. They are also more concerned

with their yield – that is, the percentage of admitted students who actually enroll – and they

compete to attract excellent students. Doctoral and master’s-level institutions primarily recruit

regionally or locally, although they may have a program or two with a national reputation. These

institutions are more concerned with having enough students to fill classes, and once that is

ensured, they are concerned with recruiting the top candidates in their pool.
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International Students

A growing proportion of graduate students, particularly in math, science, and

engineering, are coming to study in the United States from other countries (Bowen &

Rudenstine, 1992). Interviewees talked extensively about the difficulty in evaluating

international students’ academic backgrounds. Interpreting transcripts, institutional quality,

coursework, and letters of recommendation can be extremely difficult. Many institutions use

faculty members from applicants’ countries of origin to evaluate the academic backgrounds and

credentials of international students.

Several interviewees also stated that some international students present false documents

– including letters of recommendation the students wrote themselves. Furthermore, not all

international applicants with high test scores exhibit the skills interviewees expect upon arrival.

This has led interviewees to question the validity of GRE General Test scores. Several wondered

specifically about test security and cheating. A faculty member saw “two major possibilities …

they just spend a lot of time memorizing the vocabulary list … or there’s some cheating going

on.” This lack of confidence in international students’ admissions credentials has become, for

some interviewees, so generalized that they seemed to stereotype students from particular

countries or cultures.

Interviewees identified English language skills – particularly speaking and listening skills

– as issues for two reasons. First, students are required to complete coursework in English, and

poor skills may cause the student to struggle. Second, many international students are required to

teach undergraduates as part of their student funding. Fewer funding sources are available to

nondomestic students, so teaching is an important source of support for international students. It

follows that language skills are important for institutions that count on graduate students to teach

introductory classes (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992). Some institutions require international

students to take an English exam upon arrival, and if they do not pass, the institution pays for

intensive English instruction – an additional financial burden on institutions and departments.

TOEFL scores can provide additional insight into students’ abilities to communicate in

English, and these scores are required for international students in most graduate programs.

TOEFL scores are often used with or compared to GRE verbal scores to get a fuller picture of

students’ English abilities. Score cutoffs are frequently used for TOEFL scores, and unless a

student can reach a particular score (which depends on the program), the student is not admitted.
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International applicants from South America, Mexico, and Europe may have lower GRE

test scores than many Americans, but interviewees consider the scores of these students more

valid than those of other international students. One interviewee commented that, because the

language barriers for these students are easier to overcome than the language barriers of students

from other countries, they are more often successful. Another interviewee expressed the opinion

that Europeans are not used to taking standardized exams and do not take them seriously enough.

Student Diversity

Standardized testing in general, and the GRE General Test in particular, have come under

fire for not accurately assessing the skills of some groups, including underrepresented minorities,

such as African Americans, Latinos, and Native Americans (e.g., Scott & Shaw, 1985). The staff

and faculty interviewed for this study expressed some concern about the test scores of these

underrepresented groups. They wonder if the GRE General Test and Subject Tests are adequate

gauges of potential for success in graduate school for minority students. Interviewees expressed

specific concerns about the GRE verbal score for applicants who speak English as a second

language.

On the other hand, interviewees also said they worry about accepting underrepresented

minority students with scores below those considered adequate for their programs, even though

most do so to some extent if there is additional evidence that the student can and will succeed.

Although interviewees at most institutions and programs said they take factors other than

standardized test scores into account, some worry that these other factors may not be enough to

ensure success. Most want a more diverse student body and undertake special recruiting efforts

to target students of color.

Interestingly, interviewees from the HSI and the HCBU in the validity interviews

dismissed questions of the fairness of the GRE examinations as of little or no importance. They

mentioned that they had evidence supporting its appropriateness for their students.

Although most of the discussion surrounding diversity issues focused on

underrepresented ethnic and racial minorities, interviewees also mentioned other nontraditional

groups with special needs, including women, economically disadvantaged students, and older

returning students. Interviewees from one physics program said they do not use the GRE Subject

Test because they believe it disadvantages women. Borderline students from economically
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disadvantaged backgrounds were also mentioned as applicants institutions occasionally take

chances on admitting. Working professionals who seek admission to graduate school as older

adults may have less successful undergraduate records and lower scores on the GRE General

Test, according to interviewees, yet they often have the motivation and the drive to succeed.

These students need evening classes or distance education, but employers often pay their tuition,

which makes them more attractive to the institutions.

Student Funding

Many graduate students receive some type of funding while they undertake their studies.

The question of monetary resources is fundamental to graduate education because adequate

funding is correlated with greater persistence (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Ehrenberg & Mavros,

1997; Tinto, 1997). In fact, some institutions limit the number of possible admits to the number

that can be funded.

Many interviewees said their programs use student assistantships to recruit and increase

yield. Specific populations, such as underrepresented minority students or women, are often

targeted for fellowships in order to increase their numbers and visibility. Institutions sometimes

use GRE General Test scores as part of the criteria for funding decisions. Although interviewees

said there was less money available to fund master’s students, employers will sometimes pay for

the tuition of master’s students to encourage them to earn a professional degree. However, the

situation varies. While math, science, and engineering departments in Research I institutions can

fully fund all students until graduation, community-based master’s institutions with part-time

students who have full-time employment and major family obligations cannot. A dean at one

such master’s institution commented that it is unfortunate that students are generally not eligible

for financial aid unless they are full-time.

Interviewees at many institutions reported having a difficult time using student funding

for recruiting because they find it difficult to compete with better packages offered by wealthier

research institutions. Less-wealthy institutions sometimes reported a two-tier system of

admission and funding in which many students meet the minimum for admission, but only the

best students meet the necessary criteria for funding.

International students also present some specific funding issues. Many international

students are not eligible for specific types of aid. Some scholars believe, however, that
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international students are funded in place of U.S.-born minorities as a means of diversifying the

student body (Blum, 1997). Foreign governments sometimes support their students when they

come to study in the United States. Although this may be very helpful for both the student and

the institution, two interviewees mentioned that if the nation of origin’s economy collapses while

the student is here, the situation can be extremely difficult. Finally, a few interviewees

mentioned that students from poor nations can have a difficult time paying for standardized tests.

Student Attrition

Preventing student attrition is a serious concern for most interviewees, as it is in graduate

education in general. Attrition approaches 50% in graduate programs overall (Bowen &

Rudenstine, 1992; Tinto, 1997; Golde, 2000). Most faculty members believe that supporting

students financially through graduation is an important key to retention. At the time of the

interviews, interviewees said the economy was so strong that leaving school to take a high

paying position was too tempting for many students, as found in prior research (Golde, 2000).

This was particularly true in math, science, and engineering fields.

Other students leave because, despite the best efforts of admission officers, they do not

succeed academically. This lack of academic success can become apparent quickly – in first-

semester or first-year grades, for example – but in some cases it may not appear until the student

tries to pass qualifying exams or to complete a thesis or dissertation. Interviewees also cited a

lack of motivation or drive and the inability to successfully participate in research as reasons

why students do not persist.

Personal reasons were also proposed as causes of attrition, as also has been found in

previous persistence research (Tinto, 1997). Family obligations, illness, a decision to pursue a

different career, or simply not enjoying the work as much as expected are all reasons students

leave prior to degree completion. Interviewees expressed skepticism that such problems could

ever be predicted at admission.

Conclusion

Two related projects investigated the role of GRE examinations in graduate school

admission by interviewing a broad range of individuals responsible for graduate admission. The

data obtained through the interviews provide a wealth of information and opportunities: They
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furnish ideas for strengthening current programs, point to possible future directions, and confirm

much anecdotal knowledge of the admission process.

While some graduate programs are quite large, requiring relatively automated,

impersonal admission procedures, many programs are relatively small and have hand-tailored

admission procedures, meant to match each student with a mentoring faculty advisor. In this

sense graduate admission procedures are strikingly different from undergraduate or professional

school admission procedures. Personal qualities of both student and faculty are important and are

often carefully considered. Unlike most education before graduate school, which seeks mainly to

convey a body of information to students, at the graduate level students are expected to become

independently functioning experts (Ver Steeg, 1984). Student qualities and skills that may

seldom have been called upon are needed. A finely tuned match between discipline, student,

faculty, and environment is desirable.

Although such a specific context would imply great diversity in graduate school

admission processes, surprising commonalities were observed. Virtually all interviewees

carefully mine information from undergraduate transcripts, cumulative grades, letters of

recommendation, personal statements, applications, and GRE General Test scores. The mix and

completeness of courses taken, trends in GPA, and patterns of withdrawals and incompletes are

all gleaned from study of the transcript. Personal statements are read for sophistication about the

discipline and the department applied to, writing skills, clarity of goals, and evidence of personal

qualities, such as enthusiasm and determination. Letters of recommendation are read to

determine the student’s cognitive and noncognitive abilities, background, character, and

experiences. The letter writer’s frankness, depth of knowledge of the student, and enthusiasm are

also evaluated.

Overall, interviewees said that the GRE General Test is a useful tool in making admission

decisions in conjunction with these other criteria. Its great strength is commonly understood to

be its ability to provide a common standard across students from many institutions and

disciplines. GRE Subject Tests, although used much less commonly, also supply a common

standard and in addition are seen as an important gauge of the depth of the student’s

undergraduate preparation in the discipline.

It is interesting to note that, when they discussed what they look for in admission and in

successful program graduates, interviewees described very similar sets of desirable qualities.
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This indicates a tacit understanding that the admission process, instead of being a rote review of

test scores and previous grades, should be a broad review, keyed to the goals of the program and

the institution.

Interviewees requested more information about the GRE program in several areas. They

are uncertain about the relevance of the GRE analytical reasoning score, despite its existence for

nearly a quarter of a century. The message was clear that these users do not know enough about

this measure. The same comment could be made about the new GRE Writing Assessment.

Although respondents said they feel comfortable using GRE verbal and quantitative scores, their

comments reflected numerous misconceptions about these as well. One clear recommendation

from this study is that the GRE Program should consider developing more information to educate

test users, especially faculty users, about the intent and proper use of GRE tests.

The GRE users interviewed voiced questions about the language skills of international

students and domestic students for whom English is a second language. Despite the existence for

many years of the TOEFL examination and the GRE verbal reasoning measure, and the recent

introduction of the GRE Writing Assessment, the need for better information about language

abilities was a strong theme in these interviews. This perceived need for better information about

reading, writing, listening, and speaking skills is both a puzzle and a challenge for the GRE

Program.

Interviewees also asked for more information on interpreting or supplementing very high

GRE quantitative scores. Additionally, they said they would like more information on students’

noncognitive qualities – particularly, interpersonal skills, motivation, and persistence – which

they believe can assist in reducing attrition. One interviewee specifically requested assistance

from GRE in this endeavor.

International students’ test scores present a somewhat thorny issue, because many

interviewees said that they could not always trust international test scores and strongly

questioned test security in particular countries. GRE users want to find more dependable ways to

judge international applicants. Finally, while most institutions and programs seek greater student

diversity, they are concerned with interpreting test scores of applicants who are members of

underrepresented minorities.

Technology is changing admission and educational processes significantly. One

interviewee suggested that the GRE Program develop an electronic database of information that
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can be used in recruitment. Other suggestions about possible enhancements to GRE services can

be deduced from users’ comments about unsatisfactory or missing elements in their current

admission procedures. These are listed below.

?  Provide measures of other student qualities important to success in graduate school,
such as:

?  research or scholarly experience

?  interpersonal skills

?  motivation or persistence

?  character and values

?  creativity

?  Assist with collecting more systematic letters of recommendation.

?  Provide assistance in evaluating international students’ applications, such as:

?  quality of the international institutions they attended

?  transcripts

?  Provide a “follow-up” service to collect information on graduates’ later experiences,
such as:

?  job success

?  professional accomplishments

?  self-ratings of their success and satisfaction

Several interviewees expressed the realization that the wishes on this list are hard to accomplish.

However, considering that much of the information they use now comes from reading between

the lines of unstructured (and potentially falsified) personal statements and faculty letters of

recommendation, great improvements in practice are possible.

In brief, then, the two sets of interviews of GRE users summarized in this report provide

a valuable and ongoing resource to consult when attempting to understand the practices and

problems of graduate school admission. This report shows overall good acceptance of the GRE

examinations. It provides guidance about some areas in which GRE examinations and services

are not well understood by users, and where more information is needed. It also provides a long

and challenging list of new products and services that might enhance the current GRE Program

and improve practice in the graduate community.
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Notes
1 The GRE Horizons mission statement says: “[T]he goal of the GRE Horizons undertaking is

to: (1) understand the assessment needs of the graduate institutions traditionally using the

GRE and currently offering traditional, on-site master’s and Ph.D. degrees, (2) evaluate how

well the GRE tests meet those needs, and (3) recommend changes to better meet those needs

….”
2 The disciplines represented were biology, chemistry, education, English, and psychology.

These disciplines were all included in the GRE Horizons interviews.
3 Although the verbal reasoning measure of the GRE General Test does not include writing

tasks, correlations among reading, writing, listening, and speaking skills make the verbal

score a reasonable predictor of writing skill.
4 The body of literary works considered essential to study (the “canon”) has been changing in

recent years – becoming more diverse and more international.
5 The specifications of the GRE Subject Tests are reviewed at every meeting by expert

graduate and undergraduate faculty who sit on the test committee. Periodic content surveys

are also conducted to assure that the test reflects undergraduate and beginning graduate

curriculum.
6 The GRE verbal and the analytical reasoning measures do measure critical thinking and the

ability to analyze. The GRE Writing Assessment measures the ability to analyze, synthesize,

develop an argument, and demonstrate skill in presenting the written argument.
7 Mechanics only enter the scoring of GRE Writing Assessment to the extent that mechanical

errors interfere with communication. The interviewee is correct that the test does not include

responding to comments and rewriting.
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Appendix A: List of Codes Used

(1) Position
(1 1) Faculty
(1 2) Administrator

(2) Sex
(2 1) Male
(2 2) Female
(2 3) Multiple people in interview

(3) Discipline
(3 1) Math
(3 2) Physics
(3 3) Computer science
(3 4) Electrical engineering
(3 5) Biology
(3 6) Chemistry
(3 7) English
(3 8) Education
(3 9) Psychology
(3 10) Mechanical engineering
(3 11) Social work
(3 12) Germanic languages
(3 14) Administration
(3 15) Physician assistant
(3 16) Sociology
(3 17) History
(3 18) Hotel administration
(3 19) Anthropology
(3 20) Health sciences
(3 21) Industrial engineering
(3 23) Civil engineering
(3 24) Communication
(3 25) Chemical engineering
(3 26) Decision science
(3 27) Economics
(3 28) International Studies

(4) Institution type
(4 1) Research University I
(4 2) Research University II
(4 3) Doctoral I
(4 4) Doctoral II
(4 5) Master’s I

(5) Control
 (5 1) Public
 (5 2) Private

(6) Interview
 (6 1) Horizons
 (6 2) Validity

(7) Admissions requirements, process
(8) Technology used in admissions procedures
(9) Applicant pool, recruitment (i.e., quality of the

pool)
(10) Use of GRE
(11) Information needs
(12) GRE verbal score
(13) GRE quantitative score
(14) GRE analytical score
(15) Combined GRE score
(16) Test score cutoffs
(17) Other skills, qualities, experiences,

accomplishments (i.e. motivation)
(18) International students
(19) Undergraduate quality
(20) TOEFL
(21) Subject tests
(22) Future trends
(23) Technology, distance learning
(24) Master’s students vs. doctoral students
(25) What if GRE goes away
(26) Writing assessment
(27) Attrition
(28) Student funding
(29) Success of admissions process
(30) Diversity, minority students, nontraditional,

disadvantaged
(31) Successful grad students, graduates
(32) Cheating, security issues
(33) Description and evaluation of the graduate

program

A total of 32 codes were used to analyze the data. The data were coded using NU*DIST, a software package for
qualitative data analysis.
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Appendix B: What Faculty Look for in Personal Statements

Total

Personal statements 35

Writing skills 32
Commitment to field 15

Fit of goals to program; knowledge of field and program
applied to 47

Research experience 3

Initiative 2

Logic 3
Maturity 6

Values 3

Integrity 3

Character 3
Dogged determination 3

Did applicant write the personal statement? 5
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Appendix C: What Faculty Look for in Letters of Recommendation

Total

Letters of recommendation 29

Student is capable of advanced graduate work 6
Quality of work 6

Amount/quality of student’s research experience 3

Problem solving/critical thinking skill 6

Open mind, broad thinker 3
Ability to write 3

Initiative 9

Independence 3
Student’s drive/commitment to field/academic motivation 6

Responsibility 3

Work habits 6

Interpersonal skills, both group and individual 15
Leadership 6

Worthiness to be an educational leader 3

Trustworthiness, honesty, integrity 6

Ethics 3
Maturity 3

Character 6

Values 3

(For teachers): Had professional involvement in their
school; made professional contributions

3

Writer knows student well 3
Writer frank 3

Writer “glow of enthusiasm” for students 6
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Appendix D: List of Disciplines

3 1) Math
3 2) Physics
3 3) Computer science
3 4) Electrical engineering
3 5) Biology
3 6) Chemistry
3 7) English
3 8) Education
3 9) Psychology
3 10) Mechanical engineering
3 11) Social work
3 12) Germanic language
3 13) Statistics

3 15) Physician assistant
3 16) Sociology
3 17) History
3 18) Hotel administration
3 19) Anthropology
3 20) Health science
3 21) Industrial engineering
3 23) Civil engineering
3 24) Communications
3 25) Chemical engineering
3 26) Decision science
3 27) Economics
3 28) International studies

Appendix E: Area Divisions

Math, science, and engineering
3 1) Math
3 2) Physics
3 3) Computer science
3 4) Electrical engineering
3 5) Biology
3 6) Chemistry
3 10) Mechanical engineering
3 13) Statistics
3 21) Industrial engineering
3 23) Civil engineering
3 25) Chemical engineering

Humanities
3 7) English
3 12) Germanic language
3 17) History
3 28) International studies

Career
3 15) Physician assistant
3 18) Hotel administration
3 20) Health science

Social sciences
3 9) Psychology
3 11) Social work
3 16) Sociology
3 19) Anthropology
3 24) Communications
3 26) Decision science
3 27) Economics

Education
3 8) Education

www.ztcprep.com



54020-008638 • Y42P.4 • Printed in U.S.A.
I.N. 994256

®

www.ztcprep.com


