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THE GRADUATE RECORD EXAMINATION: A MINORITY STATEMENT
AND A PREDICTION
By Randolph H. Hudson, Central State University

ADE members attending the December MLA Convention were invited to a session concerned
primarily with the use of the Graduate Record Examination in screening applicants to
graduate programs. The argument was that as more and more students apply to more and
more graduate schools, screening procedures will by necessity be simplified, and the
GRE will be increasingly widely used and trusted. The second half of the argument

was designed to allay the misgivings of those of us who are uneasy about such a develop-
ment. I, for one, left the Georgian Ballroom of New York's Americana Hotel convinced
more by the first half of the pitch than the second. The sudden death of Professor
Bradford Booth prevented the delivery of his paper, but it was distributed in written
form. Professor Booth had prepared a convincing account of the obvious high purpose,
intelligence, and goodwill that go into making up the Literature section of the GRE.

His paper carries the expected disclaimer: "Now let me say at once . . . that I have
never encountered any committee member or anybody at ETS who considered that the test
offered to admissions officers anything but valuable supplementary information. It is
obviously not a substitute for a course record extending over four years." In Professor
Booth's own department, however, this disclaimer appears to have been disclaimed, for
we later read, "I can report that at UCLA we do not accept for graduate admission in
English any student who scores on the GRE lower than the 70th percentile, unless the
other evidence of superior promise is overwhelming."

From this paper we learn that the test through multiple-choice questions covers Literary
Analysis (55%) and Literary Background (45%), with sub-categories maintaining an appro-
priate balance between various periods of English and American literature. A question
from the floor asked whether test results could show the breakdown of scores by Literary
Analysis and Literary Background and by the other sub-categories, but the answer was
that the small number of questions in individual categories makes the scores in these
areas unreliable. The final score, then, is the summation of several components, each
of which is, in itself, statistically unreliable. One might argue that just as every
cell in the human body carries the full genetic register of the larger organism, so,
too, can a single strong sentence offer valid evidence of the writer's mind in a way
that no accumulation of multiple-choice answers can. The multiple-choice test assumes
that the important question is what is the right answer; whereas the real question is
why is one of the answers superior to the others?

Is the final score a valid indication of appropriate admissions criteria? One notices
immediately that a student attempting to transfer into English from another field would
be at a great disadvantage when competing against applicants who had been plugging along
toward their English Ph.D.'s since their freshman years, and since superior work in,
say, philosophy, is hardly "overwhelming" evidence of superior work in English, such
applicants are presumably to be rejected by departments which follow Professor Booth's
advice about maintaining a high cut-off point. One can argue, then, that as it is now
written, scored, and employed, the test thus systematically eliminates those students
who could brihg to their graduate work the excitement of discovering a new field, and
bring to the profession the findings of related areas of study.

Dr. Gustave Arlt spoke for the academic people who represent us to the ETS. He talked

at some length about the problem of testing for "maturity"--suggesting that, as I under-
stood his argument, the long period required by the average student in English (9.1 years)
to complete his doctorate contrasted to the shorter time required by young scientists

(5.4 years for chemists) shows that students entering the humanities are often less
mature than their professionally oriented scientific colleagues. Students enter the
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humanities because of therr npee =: i fami widely and think widely; students entering
scientific fields Know Whdl Iney sanc =1 10, What they want to be, and how to get
there. Dr. Arlt is woTking Ioeart —ie iy shen the GRE can discourage from graduate
training those sCudents In NURAT = od 4121 ynsufficient "maturity" to match the pro-
fessional pace of scientisrs.

It is hardly just to blame srunsc: Zac Ziose abviovs academic and economic pressures
that make completion of ourToTECes mecessarily slow. Indeed, departments which have
made efforts to tidv up Tne ~ Pr.d. Jragroms nave generally found that, mature or not,
students can complete Liely Cosmr-irgns Jn time. But a more fundamental criticism
can be made. 1f "immarurirv' _# =1 1e icrrihuted ta those students who read for the
pleasure or interest iniererl I ZTig smerience at the expense of clearly defined pro-

fessional purposes, rien & T aWimen xcludes "immature'" students from graduate pro-
grams excludes those very EIuserc: Hid srabably belong im it——students whose enthusiasms
range widely, ana from wnos: mmoer3 +i L come those who produce significant syntheses

of human expression and EXpETAETITM.,

John Winterbottom, represem—ingy I%, :oncluded the program. He convinced us that there
is little financial profit ir =m #H, md wiat money is left over is put back into
research. He convinced us ther wrupseic peaple have cansiderable control over basic
decisions relevant to the tesrsng,. M. dorerbattom left us with a prediction: related
academic and economic pressures s__ Sarce graduate admissions officers to rely more

and more widely on the GRE.

Mr. Winterbottom is probahlv rremsercy fmieed, ane who accepts his assumptions may extend
his argument. A praduste feparTmeTC TIEC dememids a GRE score of the 75th percentile

is, by definition, more selerrixe TpEl IHE wiich demasnds a mere 60th percentile, and

the more selective deparimer & _ scrract the larger number of professionally ambitious
applicants and thus be abhle Tr meCar irs gtzundards-—maintain them until another de-
partment demands 8 BCOTE HDDRE IIE $5ch percentile and thus proves itself even more
selective. And such stenderds &~ most certainly affect undergraduate instruction,
which will become incressinclx ripsely gesred to eventual success in the GRE. I was
surely not the only member of The Aurlence who, while rumming my eye over the types

of GRI gquestions listed in Professmc 3omth's paper, wandered how I could "tighten" my
own program, thus top puf By HECUEETCS in prafessionally advantagecus positions. Nor

was 1 the only member of the mucheme wim jotted down the address (Educational Testing
Service, Princeton, MNew Jerser) Toom witich L was jmrited to obtain sample questions.

Mr. Winterbottom disclatmed miw iEssire to see programs adjust to the test, just as
Alfred Nobel once sssumed nnix pemrecime uses of dynamite.

And now my own prediction, ®Winch ssaives from the implications drawn from Mr. Winterbottoa's
talk. Yes, the GRE will rome Ix pe Orressingly tightly used and the type of correct-
incorrect responses wirich it desemus will incressingly come to define and control under-
graduate and graduate instructinr IT Frglish. Large departments, as Mr. Winterbottom
suggests, will use the test bermse af its simplicity; small departments (which don't
need the test because they imwe e gersmmel to do a more thorough job of screening
applicants) will use the G Ip sesg up with the large departments. And at the same
time, an opposite reaction &1l rrour. Some chairmen, uneasy before the prospect of
measuring abilities by standarci=er tests, given nationally without provision for a
student to stress what he, iriss:zlT, ssss most attractive in himself, will develop pro-
grams that avoid the wery Tvps of xoprrol that the GRE encourages. They will accept
students who are not already mroeEssranels in canventional English literature (students
who, instead, may be plavearigims, ar sey—-divers), and they will seek students who are
nioature" in the sense that Tiex remt widely end talk enthusiastically about lots of
jdeas at once. They will mtremm ta desl homestly with the paradoxical problem of
training students professionse ’x #ni - the same time not superimposihg such limits
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on thnis professionalism thal Int STugeTT: & ToTn leerseves 1t 3 fram that large

understanding that underlies penuins SEMTToOUCLCTE Tl NG sOusiedge.

Just as some freshman composiTior. DYDLTAm: WIYT: TETY i soonaaralrea raesting of success,

some undergraduate programs will point IowaTr Tk Al A Some 41~ ~ act. Une can

hope that students who have peer. giver Tme “T=2por 3 e —er~ awan areas af inquiry
—- 3 sarncaining pragrams irrelevant

—a T TIAC S :ncreasingly contral

will by their own success demoOnSITAT: it oS T3Au
to that system of formal, SLANGAYC.Ze0 DA 10GE:

the profession.




