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Introduction
An increasing goal in graduate admissions is to increase diversity. One way to accomplish
this is to use what has been termed “holistic review”, which places emphasis on the entire
application package, rather than emphasizing quantitative aspects alone (see the attached
document entitled “Holistic Review in Graduate Admissions: A report by the Council of
Graduate Schools” for more information).
A number of universities have made standardized tests such as the GRE optional or have
stopped requiring it, as have entire fields. For example, the American Astronomical Society
created a policy (https://aas.org/governance/society-resolutions#GRE) that encourages
astronomy departments to not require GRE scores for admission because these scores
“correlate with demographic characteristics unrelated to potential for graduate study, such
as gender, race and socioeconomic status” and further they “are poor predictors of success
in graduate study in the astronomical sciences”. Even the Vice President of the Educational
Testing Service (ETS), which makes the GRE, questions whether it should be used because
it
reduces
the
number
of
minority
graduate
students
(https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/06/06/ets-plans-encourage-graduatedepartments-de-emphasize-gre). There is mixed evidence regarding the predictive value of
the GRE; see the attached document for an annotated bibliography entitled “The GRE and
Its Predictive Validity for Graduate Student Success” compiled by the Graduate Diversity
Program, UC Berkeley (December, 2014). Furthermore, there are several best practices
suggested by ETS regarding how the GRE should (and should not) be used (see the attached
Infographic provided by ETS).
Survey
We conducted a survey of the University of Pittsburgh’s overall use of the GRE exam for
admissions decisions, because of the concern for the effects of using scores from this
standardized test on female and minority applicants. We focused on ETS’s suggestions
regarding how the test should be used in making admissions decisions. Here, we review the
findings of that survey.
The request to complete the survey was sent via email to a distribution list including
graduate program directors on June 18, 2018. A follow-up email was sent on July 11, with a
request that the survey be completed by July 15. The last response was made on July 25.
A total of 98 responses were made. The email indicated that if admissions decisions are
made differently in separate divisions of the department, it would be appropriate to have
those divisions respond separately to the survey. Therefore, some departments responded
to the survey multiple times. Some responses were incomplete or were obvious duplicates;
once these were removed, 82 responses remained.
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8 Survey Questions
Question 1: Do you require the GRE for admission?
Response
Yes
No
It's optional

Number Percent
64
78%
10
12%
8
10%

Question 2: Does your program add the GRE subtest scores together or treat them as
three independent pieces of information?
Response
Number Percent
Consider independently
67
82%
Add together **
4
5%
I don't know
1
1%
(blank)
10
12%
**Adding scores together is one of the 5 common mistakes
Question 3: Does your program use a cutoff score (i.e., a score below which
applicants are not considered)?
Response
Number Percent
Yes**
4
5%
No
42
51%
Yes, but with exceptions (please explain; see Appendix A)**
26
32%
(blank)
10
12%
**Using a cutoff score is one of the 5 common mistakes
Question 4: What cutoff score do you use?
Responses:
• 20 percentile on the subject test, so - not a very high bar
• 70% for the math GRE for PhD students
• Not absolute on the cut off scores but look to have above 60 percentiles
• Not even sure. We use the medical school's cutoff numbers. We would probably not
use the numbers if the medical school didn't have a written policy establishing
minimum cutoffs.
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Question 5: Does your program consider scores from multiple standardized tests
(such as MCAT, LSAT, GMAT)?
Response
Number Percent
Yes
13
16%
No
57
70%
Other (please explain)
11
13%
(blank)
1
1%
Question 6: Do you compare percentile ranks across the different tests?
Response
Number Percent
Yes**
4
5%
No
8
10%
Other (please explain)
1
1%
(blank)
69
84%
**Comparing percentile ranks across different tests is one of the 5 common mistakes
Question 7: What factors does your program consider for admission and how
important are they in the decision?
In the graph below, items are ordered (left to right) from most to least important.
Responses:
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The same data, broken down as a function of whether the GRE is required or not, or if
it is optional. Recall from Question 1 (p. 3 above), the percentage breakdown as 78%,
Required, 10% Optional, and 12% Not required.

Question 8: Has your program's use of the GRE in admissions changed in the last 3
years?
Responses:
No
Yes

73
9
Survey Comments

34 individuals gave their name in response to a question that said that they could provide it
if they wished to find out more about increasing diversity/best practices in using the GRE.
Space was provided for individuals to leave open-ended comments. Below are some
notable comments.
•

While we no longer require GRE scores, we do state that we recommend them
(largely so that we nominate applicants for university-wide fellowships).

•

In the past we had 191 applicants with around 100 completing the process. What do
other programs do to streamline the process in ranking the students on the above
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factor criteria? We have created a rubric but we want to not overlook quality
applicants.
•

Pitt Public Health has a school-level policy requiring the submission of the GRE
scores for all Departments/programs, but the school does not require that these
scores be used in any particular way for making admissions decisions. The Pitt
Public Health (school-level) Educational Policies and Curriculum Committee has
revisited the literature on the GRE and discussed the school-level policy on
numerous occasions in recent years, as well as compiled information on peer
institutions GRE policies. For the Department of Human Genetics MS and PhD
programs, each member of the six-person sub-committee evaluates applications
holistically, weighing each component as he/she sees fit. My responses regarding
the relative importance of each component of an application are based on my
understanding of the preferences of the sub-committee, overall.

•

I would be happy to get rid of the GRE requirement. It is not a good discriminator
for success in the graduate program.

•

I'd be happy to have us stop using the GRE.

•

Pitt should join the national movement to eliminate GREs or make them optional.

•

thank you for caring about this! it is SO important that we look at upstream ways to
diversify our student body!! so even as I indicated grades and GRE are very
important, we also look at if folks are first generational college, an
underrepresented min

•

The GRE is very problematic for students with disabilities. Therefore, we do not use
it.

•

Would like to consider eliminating GRE requirement

•

Would be happy to join a University-wide discussion of this issue.
Conclusion

In conclusion, our analysis demonstrated that most programs/departments on campus that
responded to our survey do currently require the GRE for admissions decisions.
Fortunately, only a small number of programs use the GRE in ways that ETS would
consider problematic, with the exception of the question indicating that 32% of programs
use a cutoff but with exceptions (see Appendix A for the explanations given). That said, the
comments that were left in the survey imply that there are preferred GRE scores even in
programs/departments that don’t have strict cutoffs, so eliminating GRE scores or making
them optional could increase diversity even in these cases. This makes holistic interviewing
an attractive option. Comments we have heard from colleagues and in the survey (see also
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the Council of Graduate Schools report) suggest that programs would be more likely to
move to alternative interviewing strategies if they were provided more information about
how to accomplish this with existing resources. An additional important issue that was
raised (see comments above) is how students would be nominated for university-wide
fellowships without standardized test scores. Finally, we note that a number of
respondents were eager to hear more, or to get rid of the GRE requirement.
Recommendation
One recommendation is to create a university-wide ad hoc committee to further examine
this issue.
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Appendix A
Unedited explanations given by individuals who responded “Yes, but with exceptions”
to the question “Does your program use a cutoff score (i.e., a score below which
applicants are not considered)?”
•

We try not to be too dogmatic but students who are in the lowest 20 percentile in
the subject test frequently do poorly in the program. It's a red flag rather than a
hard cutoff

•

Exceptions made for non-English-first-language international students

•

We follow BCHS guidelines which then includes some latitude

•

The cutoffs are soft and if other aspects of the application are strong, we make
allowances for that candidate

•

We use them as guidelines, not as absolutes - although we probably would not admit
folks with a verbal below 145, quant below 140...

•

If GPA is above 3.7, we would consider

•

We have recommended scores for all but especially verbal be 50%tile or higher

•

Students scoring below the 50th percentile on 2 of 3 components will be considered
if compelling alternative evidence of ability to succeed in the program is provided
(e.g., through grades, written products such as a thesis, or letters of reference).

•

We look for scores to be at the 70th% but still consider applicants who have scores
below this cutoff because we look at the entire application when making admissions
decisions.

•

We consider all underrepresented minorities (no cutoff used)

•

Can be countered with excellent research experience

•

Most of our applicants are foreign nationals. We much more strongly weigh writing
samples, statements of purpose, letters of recommendation.

•

We try to be flexible for other concerns, such as diversity, but scores well below the
85th percentile generally predict failure

•

Typically a written score of less than 4 is not considered
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•

We have a written criteria that we use as a guide, but students are still considered if
they score well in other aspects of the application.

•

Some highly qualified individuals with scores slightly below cutoff are considered.

•

If an individual has attractive qualities and is close on the score, either they're
offered another crack at the GREs or may just be accepted

•

We prefer at or above 50th percentile, but will look at the scores in combination
with prior academic performance, accomplishments, and interview

•

Target is 50th percentile however many students admitted don't have a 50th
percentile in all areas; we will accept a score of 3.5 in the analytical writing but do
not accept students who have below a 3.5 in the analytical writing section

•

We provide a range but have not rejected anyone, regardless of score

•

We state we want to see scores at or above 50%ile but we do make exceptions

•

With about 400 applications per year, clinical psychology program faculty review
every application with any combination of 2 of the following: GPA over 3.6, GRE V,
Q, W, or PSY above 75%tile. Faculty also review individually all applicants from an
underrepresented minority group (African-American or Hispanic).

•

We look at GPA, recommendations, essay, clinical shadowing / past experience all
together

•

A 50% threshold is set for each, but exceptions can be made if a student goes well
over on one component. This is considered on a case by case basis

•

It would be rare to make an exception but if all other materials were right, we would
consider it.

•

Suggested range
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