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THE REALITY OF GRADUATE ADMISSIONS

❑ Desired Critical Thinking Skills & Attributes

❑ Focus on the Assessments of those Skills & Attributes:  Purpose,

Benefits, Drawbacks and Mitigation

❑ Closing Remarks

❑ Q&A 



Critical Thinking Skills/Personal Attributes 
of Successful Graduate Students

*Critical thinking skills assessed by the GRE® General 

Test. 3

Critical Thinking Skills*
Analytical reading

Data analysis

Data interpretation

Evaluating content

Logical thinking

Problem solving

Quantitative reasoning

Synthesizing information

Verbal reasoning

Personal Attributes
Ability to learn from criticism Ganas

Active listening Integrity

Adaptability/flexibility Networking

Attitude & work ethic Persistence

Communication Problem solving

Curiosity Reflective

Disciplined Self-confidence

Emotional Intelligence Teamwork

Empathy Time management
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Critical Thinking Skills

Standardized measures (GRE/MCAT)

GPA and transcript

Artifacts – portfolios, papers, work and 
research experience

Assessments of Skills and Attributes

Personal Attributes
Personal statements

Letters of recommendation

Résumés



Undergraduate 

Transcript and 

GPA

The Search for Desired Evidence

Cognitive skills

Academic Background

Personal Attributes

Work Experience

Interests and Passions

GRE® 

Scores

Personal 

Statement

Letter of 

Recommendation

Resume & 

Research 

Experience



Undergraduate Transcript & GPA

Purpose

Indication of specialized experience and academic ability

Benefits

Indication of intangibles, such as:

• growth over time

• pursuit of challenging coursework

• passion for particular subject matter

• well-roundedness

• cross-discipline interests



Undergraduate Transcript & GPA

Drawbacks

Can result in misleading conclusions, as GPAs can vary based on:

• grade inflation

• varying institutional rigor

• different grading scales (especially for international students)

Mitigation

• Examine in context

• Read between the lines

• Look for evidence of seeking challenging coursework, while 

excelling or showing significant academic growth



GRE® General Test Scores

Purpose

• Assessment of cognitive skills of an applicant

• Indication of graduate-level readiness

Benefits

• Objective, common benchmark to compare applicants 

• Gives applicants equal opportunity to exhibit their skills

• Only component that:

✓ is research-based

✓ undergoes rigorous fairness reviews

✓ adheres to professional standards (AERA, NCME, APA)



GRE® General Test Scores

Drawbacks

• Tendency to overweight and use as cut scores

• Test takers have varying time and resources to invest in prep

• Group score differences 

Mitigation

• Focus on scores for most relevant measure(s)

• Embrace holistic admissions and consider using a scorecard or 

rubric to avoid overweighting GRE scores

• Consider alternate application review processes



• Two different essay tasks (30 minutes for each):
1. Issue: Focus on a selected topic from a pool of topics available 

on the ETS website.
2. Argument: Focus on the logic used in the argument and make 

suggestions for improving the logic addressing the logical flaws. 
The argument topics are available on the ETS website.

• Scoring: 7-point rubric (scores 0-6 in 1/2 point increments)
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Analytical Writing – Overview 

https://www.ets.org/gre/revised_general/prepare/analytical_writing/issue/pool
https://www.ets.org/gre/revised_general/prepare/analytical_writing/argument/pool


Score 2 — Seriously Flawed
Largely disregards the specific task directions and/or demonstrates serious 
weaknesses in analytical writing. A typical response exhibits ONE OR MORE 
of the following characteristics:

• is unclear or seriously limited in addressing the specific task 
directions and/or in presenting or developing a position

• provides few, if any, relevant reasons or examples in support of its 
claims

• is poorly focused and/or poorly organized
• has serious problems in language and sentence structure that 

frequently interfere with meaning
• contains serious errors in grammar, usage or mechanics that 

frequently obscure meaning

Score 1 — Fundamentally Deficient
Demonstrates fundamental deficiencies in analytical writing. A typical 
response exhibits ONE OR MORE of the following characteristics:

• provides little or no evidence of understanding the issue
• provides little evidence of the ability to develop an organized 

response (e.g., is disorganized and/or extremely brief)
• has severe problems in language and sentence structure that 

persistently interfere with meaning
• contains pervasive errors in grammar, usage or mechanics that 

result in incoherence

Score 0
Off topic (i.e., provides no evidence of an attempt to address the assigned 
topic), is in a foreign language, merely copies the topic, consists of only 
keystroke characters or is illegible or nonverbal.

Score NS
The essay response is blank.

Score 4 — Adequate
In addressing the specific task directions, a 4 response presents a 
competent analysis of the issue and conveys meaning with acceptable 
clarity. A typical response in this category:

• presents a clear position on the issue in accordance with the 
assigned task

• develops the position with relevant reasons and/or examples
• is adequately focused and organized
• demonstrates sufficient control of language to express ideas with 

acceptable clarity
• generally demonstrates control of the conventions of standard 

written English, but may have some errors

Score 3 — Limited
A 3 response demonstrates some competence in addressing the specific 
task directions, in analyzing the issue and in conveying meaning, but is 
obviously flawed. A typical response in this category exhibits ONE OR MORE 
of the following characteristics:

• is vague or limited in addressing the specific task directions 
and/or in presenting or developing a position on the issue

• is weak in the use of relevant reasons or examples or relies 
largely on unsupported claims

• is limited in focus and/or organization
• has problems in language and sentence structure that result in a 

lack of clarity
• contains occasional major errors or frequent minor errors in 

grammar, usage or mechanics that can interfere with meaning

Score 6 — Outstanding
In addressing the specific task directions, a 6 response presents a 

cogent, well-articulated analysis of the issue and conveys meaning 

skillfully. A typical response in this category:

• articulates a clear and insightful position on the issue in 

accordance with the assigned task

• develops the position fully with compelling reasons and/or 

persuasive examples

• sustains a well-focused, well-organized analysis, connecting 

ideas logically

• conveys ideas fluently and precisely, using effective 

vocabulary and sentence variety

• demonstrates superior facility with the conventions of 

standard written English (i.e., grammar, usage and 

mechanics), but may have minor errors

Score 5 — Strong
In addressing the specific task directions, a 5 response presents a 

generally thoughtful, well-developed analysis of the issue and conveys 

meaning clearly. A typical response in this category:

• presents a clear and well-considered position on the issue in 

accordance with the assigned task

• develops the position with logically sound reasons and/or 

well-chosen examples

• is focused and generally well organized, connecting ideas 

appropriately

• conveys ideas clearly and well, using appropriate vocabulary 

and sentence variety

• demonstrates facility with the conventions of standard 

written English, but may have minor errors

Analytical Writing Issue Task Rubric
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Analytical Writing – Selected Score Level Descriptions
5.5 and 6 — Sustains insightful, in-depth analyses of complex ideas; develops and 

supports main points with logically compelling reasons and/or highly persuasive 

examples; is well focused and well organized; skillfully uses sentence variety and 

precise vocabulary to convey meaning effectively; demonstrates superior facility with 

sentence structure and language usage but may have minor errors that do not 

interfere with meaning.

3.5 and 4 — Provides competent analysis of complex ideas; develops and supports 

main points with relevant reasons and/or examples; is adequately organized; conveys 

meaning with reasonable clarity; demonstrates satisfactory control of sentence 

structure and language usage but may have some errors that affect clarity. 

1.5 and 2 — Displays serious weaknesses in analytical writing. The writing is seriously 

flawed in at least one of the following ways: serious lack of analysis or development; 

lack of organization; serious and frequent problems in sentence structure or language 

usage, with errors that obscure meaning.
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More information about Analytical Writing Score Level Descriptions.

https://www.ets.org/gre/institutions/scores/interpret/descriptions/


Personal Statement

Purpose
Opportunity for applicant to showcase passions, personality and potential

Benefits
• Puts a face to more objective and quantitative credentials
• Reminds reviewers that applicants are individuals with unique 

experiences, backgrounds and points of view
• Helps reviewers learn more about intent and suitability



Personal Statement

Drawbacks

• Especially subjective and can be perceived very differently 

depending on the reviewer’s background, preferences or values

• Quality of responses highly subject to explicitness of the 

instructions

Mitigation

• Have several committee members — including students — read 

application directions

• Have several committee members review the personal statement 

to gather multiple perspectives 

• Consider using descriptive rubric that delineates specific criteria 



Letters of Recommendation

Purpose

• Unique role as a third-party endorsement

• Indicates attributes and ability for applicant to succeed 

Benefits

• Authentic perceptions of previous achievements and potential to 

succeed

• Provides concrete examples of subjective traits described 

elsewhere



Letters of Recommendation

Drawbacks

• Highly subjective and tend to have positive bias

• Recommenders may write out of courtesy

• Some are written by students themselves 

• Reviewers tend to favor letters that come from people they know or 

from prestigious institutions

Mitigation

• Pay special attention to language used and specific examples

• Articulate specific dispositions to be addressed and requesting 

related examples as evidence

• Consider providing a standard form 



Resumes and Research Experience

Purpose

• Shows how applicants have practically applied ideas and concepts 

learned in the classroom

• Indication of specialized experience

Benefits

• Applicants possess skills and dispositions needed to make 

contributions to their selected fields

• Provide proof of practical skills that can be advanced in the 

classroom



Resumes and Research Experience

Drawbacks

• Socioeconomic and other factors can affect an applicant’s ability to 

gather relevant experience

• Some applicants may question relevancy of their experiences and 

thus, not fully provide pertinent information

Mitigation

• Understand the role of privilege and its impact on resumes

• Be explicit and transparent regarding information to be included

• Provide a consistent format for applicants to follow.
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Undergraduate 

Transcript and 

GPA

GRE® 

Scores Personal 

Statement

Letter of 
Recommendation

Resume & 

Research 

Experience

Purpose

Benefits

Drawbacks

Mitigation

• specialized experience

• academic ability

• growth over time

• challenging coursework

• passion for subject

• well-roundedness

• cross-discipline interests

• grade inflation

• varying institutional rigor

• different grading scales 

• examine in context

• read between the lines

• look for evidence of 

excelling,  growth

• cognitive skills

• graduate-level readiness

• objective benchmark 

• equal opportunity

• research-based

• fairness reviews

• professional standards

• Board of graduate deans

• overweight, cut scores

• prep investments vary

• group score differences 

• consider relevant scores 

• go holistic 

• use scorecard or rubric

• use alternate processes

• passions

• personality

• potential

• humanizes objective, 

quantifiable info

• unique experiences, 

backgrounds, POVs

• intent and suitability

• perceptions dependent 

on reviewer factors

• subject to explicitness of 

instructions

• gather input on 

application directions

• have multiple reviewers

• use descriptive rubric

• third-party endorsement

• attributes

• ability to succeed

• authentic perceptions of 

achievements, potential

• concrete examples of 

subjective traits

• positive bias

• courtesy v sincerity

• some student authored

• reviewer bias

• pay special attention to 

language, examples

• articulate dispositions

• provide a standard form

• practical application of 

classroom concepts

• specialized experience

• skills and dispositions to 

contribute to the field

• proof of practical skills 

that can be advanced

• influenced by 

socioeconomic factors

• can be incomplete due to 

relevancy questions

• understand impact of 

privilege

• use explicit directions

• use consistent format



Admissions’ Ecosystem
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Sponsorship

Admissions
Practices

Appropriate funding 
Mechanisms 

Supportive 
Learning 
environments

Faculty Preparation 



Creating and sustaining an inclusive and inviting campus 
climate takes work, intentionality, and overt initiatives. 
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Effective stewardship of place is possible


