American Sociological Association

Reconsidering the Use of the Graduate Record Examination (GRE)
in Graduate School Admissions Decisions

To address the social, economic, and environmental challenges facing our nation and our broader
global community, we must produce and apply new knowledge and understandings of the world.
High-quality graduate education is an essential training ground for the discovery, critical
analysis, and experimentation necessary to achieve this goal.

The American Sociological Association is committed to fostering engaged and productive
intellectual communities in graduate programs across the nation to ensure strong scholarly
advancement. To that end, we urge graduate programs to reconsider their use of the Graduate
Record Examination (GRE) in decisions about admissions and graduate student funding. There is
substantial evidence to demonstrate that use of the GRE reproduces patterns of inequality rather
than serving the intended function of standardizing information across applicants from different
backgrounds (Alon and Tienda 2007; Blau, Moller, and Jones 2004; Crouse and Trusheim 1988;
Lutz, Bennett and Wang 2018; Posselt 2016; Sacks 2000; Wood and Wong 1992). The
reproduction of inequality, we know as sociologists, has serious consequences. In the case of
graduate admissions, it damages the quality of graduate cohorts, graduate education, and
knowledge production more broadly. We make the following recommendations:

Recommendation #1: End the GRE requirement as part of the graduate admissions process.

Studies conducted across a wide range of disciplines show that the power of GRE scores to
predict success in and after graduate school is limited, with higher scores somewhat correlated
with first-year graduate school grades or passing comprehensive examinations, and not
correlated with other outcomes such as degree completion and publication rates (Hall,
O’Connell, and Cook 2017; Kuncel and Hezlett 2007; Kuncel, Hezlett, and Ones 2001; Moneta-
Kohler et al. 2017; Posselt 2016: 8; 195n30).

Further, the predictive power of GRE scores is highly variable across demographic groups
(Jones, Combs, and Skidmore 2019; Lightfoot and Doerner 2008; Oldfield and Hutchinson 1996;
Stack and Kelly 2002). GRE scores are less effective in predicting outcomes for women than
men (House 1994; Sampson and Boyer 2001; Sternberg and Williams 1997), for older students
than younger students (House 1998), for international students than non-international students
(Feeley, Williams, and Wise 2005), and for Black students than White or Asian students (Dunlap
et al. 1998; Hall et al. 2017; Scott and Shaw 1985; Sealy et al. 2019). It is difficult for low-
income students to afford the registration fees for standardized tests, let alone pay additional fees
to take prep courses or retake the test, options that can improve performance (Buchmann,
Condron, and Roscigno 2011).



The variation in GRE scores across demographic groups and the lack of evidence for the overall
predictive power of the GRE leads to the formation of graduate school cohorts—and eventually
to populations of advanced degree holders—that lack diversity. This dearth undermines the
potential of the educational system, and the people and ideas it produces. Diversity has tangible
benefits for the progress of knowledge (Page 2008). There is evidence, for example, that doctoral
student researchers from underrepresented backgrounds innovate at higher rates than majority-
group students (Hofstra et al. 2020). Studies have also shown that networks with diverse
subgroups perform better than those with homogeneous subgroups, and diverse learning teams
work better than non-diverse teams (Maroulis, Diermeier, and Nisar 2020; Watson, Johnson, and
Zgourides 2002).

Because of the disparities in GRE scores across groups, the common practice of using minimum
scores as a cut-off, though expedient, keeps many underrepresented applicants from being
seriously considered during the admissions process (Miller and Stassun 2014). As sociologists
Alon and Tienda (2007) have argued, “the apparent tension between merit and diversity exists
only when merit is narrowly defined by test scores.” Imposing GRE cut-off scores to winnow the
field of applicants is sure to remove qualified candidates from consideration, and directly
undermines institutional goals related to increasing diversity (Miller et al. 2019; Posselt 2016).

The current pandemic has caused many programs and institutions to eliminate the GRE and other
standardized testing requirements, speeding up a previously slow movement under way since the
1990s (Furuta 2017; Hu 2020; Jaschik 2018; Langin 2019a). We encourage higher education
leaders to make these changes permanent.

Recommendation #2: Do not allow prospective students the option of submitting GRE scores
with their applications.

“Test-optional” policies, which are increasingly popular (Furuta 2017), may not—at least on
their own—solve the problem. When standardized test score submission is optional, high scorers
have been shown to be more likely to submit (Belasco, Rosinger, and Hearn 2015). And once
reviewers of an application see information such as a test score, even if they are told to disregard
it, we know that they will likely still use that information in making decisions (Biernat et al.
2018; Miron-Shatz and Ben-Shakhar 2008). If a program is serious about increasing the number
of applicants from underrepresented racial backgrounds, it should consider the signaling effect of
requiring test scores in a context where many programs are making principled moves away from
it (Langin, 2019b).

Recommended Alternatives

We recommend that graduate schools and programs base admissions decisions on more reliable
predictors of graduate school success, many of which are already being used. These include, for
example, undergraduate coursework and grades (Feeley et al. 2005; McKee, Mallory, and
Campbell 2001; Reisig and DeJong 2005) and recommendations from previous mentors (Hall et
al. 2017). Admissions processes that do not rely on standardized tests may also place value on
personal statements, writing samples, or previous experience (Furuta 2017).



Because no single element of an application is immune from bias, holistic review principles
should guide committees’ processes and ultimate decisions (Bastedo et al. 2018; Hossler et al.
2019; Kent and McCarthy 2016). Committees and individual reviewers should take into account
multiple elements of the application from the beginning of the review process. Within the
application, they should review for a comprehensive set of student qualities and recognize them
through contextualized, systematic analysis (Posselt 2020). As holistic review becomes more
common, we encourage admissions committees to engage in continued self-scrutiny. We also
need more research on the mechanics and outcomes of holistic review.

If programs decide to continue using GRE scores among their admission criteria, we recommend
that they not include GRE scores in early stages of evaluating applicants nor impose cut-off
scores, that they not use scores as the sole criterion, and that they contextualize GRE scores by
training admissions committee members on score disparities across demographic groups (Posselt
2016; Posselt and Miller 2018).

What is at Stake?

We are committed to policies that are rooted in evidence and the pursuit of equity. In this case,
the evidence does not support admissions officials’ reliance on GRE scores. Such reliance
unnecessarily decreases the diversity of the applicant pool and introduces an avoidable element
of bias into the selection process. Discontinuing use of the GRE in graduate admissions decisions
will ensure a fairer admissions process for all prospective graduate students, broaden access for
underrepresented groups in graduate education, and strengthen the educational enterprise for all.

Endorsements:
American Anthropological Association
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