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The Exchange
Check out NAGAP’s The Exchange: a social networking resource 
library to communicate with colleagues, share ideas, and get the most 
up-to-date NAGAP and GEM-related news. Learn more about this 
members-only platform and its various functions by visiting nagap.org,  
and join a discussion today!

Abstract

Holistic review, or the consideration 
of a wide range of applicant qualities 
including “non-cognitive” or personal 
attributes, is a growing strategy for 
expanding the predictive potential 
derived from the variables most 
commonly evaluated in graduate 
admissions: cumulative undergraduate 
GPA and standardized test scores 
such as the GRE (Kent & McCarthy, 
2016; Okahana et al., 2018). This 
article describes a NAGAP-sponsored 
research study that responds to the 
need identified by Kent and McCarthy 
(2016) for a “clearer understanding 
of what constitutes a truly ‘holistic’ 
graduate admissions process for master’s 
and doctoral programs” (p. iv). The 
project also aims to generate guidelines 
for the practice of holistic review in      
graduate admissions.

Introduction

The growing prominence of graduate 

education as an economic and 
societal imperative requires colleges 
and universities to utilize evaluative 
criteria and selection methodologies 
with concern for the fair and equitable 
distribution of educational opportunities. 
Research suggests that graduate 
admissions models that place undue 
emphasis on quantitative measures of 
student academic achievement and 
ability may not reliably and accurately 
predict success in graduate school and 
may disadvantage underrepresented 
student populations (Bleske-Rechek & 
Browne, 2014; Kent, & McCarthy, 
2016; Miller & Stassun, 2014).

Given the decline of traditional aged 
undergraduate students and the role 
of graduate admissions as a gateway 
to graduate education, there is 
applied interest in the processes and 
methodologies by which institutions 
evaluate and select applicants. Holistic 
review, or the consideration of a wide 
range of applicant qualities including 
“non-cognitive” or personal attributes, is 
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a growing strategy for expanding the 
predictive potential derived from the 
variables most commonly considered 
in graduate admissions: undergraduate 
GPA and standardized test scores such 
as the Graduate Record Examination 
(GRE) and Graduate Management 
Admission Test (GMAT) (Kent & 
McCarthy, 2016). In its truest form, a 
holistic approach to the evaluation of 
graduate admissions applicants does not 
consider a single criterion in isolation 
(ETS, 2020).

In response to the broad and variable 
definition of holistic review, researchers 
and practitioners have called for 
a “clearer understanding of what 
constitutes a truly ‘holistic’ graduate 
admissions process for master’s and 

doctoral programs” (Kent & McCarthy, 
2016, p. iv). Additionally, there has 
been an increased emphasis on the 
intentionality of holistic admissions 
processes and whether these processes 
are being executed in a way that 
identifies the most promising admission 
candidates while ensuring equity, 
equality, and inclusivity (ETS, 2020).

Okahana et al. (2018) examined three 
factors that combine to improve master’s 
degree program success: “defining the 
potential for student success, identifying 
the admission attributes considered most 
important for achieving success, and 
systematically identifying the materials 
used to evaluate those attributes” (p. 
3). A key distinction from Okahana et 
al. (2018) is that the study summarized 

in this article examines these factors 
in the context of both master’s and 
doctoral admissions. Further, the current 
study emphasizes how holistic review 
processes in graduate admissions may 
differ across institutional contexts (e.g., 
Graduate Enrollment Management 
[GEM] structure, institutional 
characteristics) and graduate degree 
levels (e.g., master’s, doctoral).

Purpose of the Study

This article describes the research 
project, “Evaluating Potential: An 
Investigation of Holistic Graduate 
Admissions Practices,” a study sponsored 
by NAGAP as part of its Graduate 
Education Research Grant program. 
The current study explores the use of 
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cognitive and non-cognitive criteria 
for evaluating and selecting graduate 
admission applicants and predicting their 
potential to achieve success and make 
meaningful contributions to their learning 
environment. The study investigates 
the development and use of various 
tools and methodologies for reliably 
collecting, reviewing, and evaluating 
graduate admissions applicants’ non-
cognitive attributes. These non-cognitive 
characteristics include, but are not 
limited to, persistence, grit, stress 
management, coping, interpersonal 
effectiveness, and commitment to the 
discipline or careers associated with 
applicants’ intended graduate program1.

Additionally, the current study examines 
the relationships between holistic review 
practices and institutional characteristics 
(e.g., geographic setting, institutional 
control, enrollment size, graduate degree 
types and levels, academic disciplines); 
GEM organizational structures/models 
(Integrated Interdependence Model, 
Integrated Interdependence Nexus 
Model2); and the institutional mission, 
values, and strategic priorities (e.g., 
enrollment and tuition revenue growth, 
enhancing student diversity [institution-
wide and/or within specific academic 
programs], increasing student quality 
[as measured by undergraduate GPA, 
standardized test scores, or other 
measures]). These relationships are 
underexplored despite the fact that 
the study conducted by Okahana et 
al. (2018) remains one of the most 
comprehensive investigations of holistic 
graduate admissions practices to date. 
The findings of the study will be used to 
generate guidelines for the practice of 
holistic review in the context of GEM.

In the interest of aiding faculty members 
and higher education administrators such 
as graduate deans, program directors, 

and graduate enrollment managers to 
better understand the opportunities, 
benefits, and challenges of holistic 
review, the current study responds to   
the following research questions:

	 1.	Does the practice of holistic 
		  review differ across institution types 
		  and characteristics?

	 2.	Does the practice of holistic review
		  differ across GEM structures (e.g.,
		  Integrated Interdependence Model,
		  Integrated Interdependence 
		  Nexus Model)?

	 3.	Does the practice of holistic review
		  differ across academic disciplines?

	 4.	How do GEM professionals
		  describe their perceptions and
		  understandings of holistic review in
		  the context of graduate admissions?

The study also responds to the following 
secondary research questions:

	 1.	In what ways (if any) does the
		  evaluation of non-cognitive attributes
		  reflect institutional mission, values,
		  and strategic priorities of the
		  specific academic program for
		  which a graduate admissions
		  applicant is evaluated?

	 2.	How do institutions collect,
		  review, and evaluate applicants’
		  non-cognitive attributes (e.g.,
		  personal qualities and experiences;
		  personality traits, temperament,
		  and self-appraisal; motivation 
		  and perseverance)?

Methodology

In order to answer the research 
questions above, the researcher will 
employ a mixed-method approach      
to data collection and analysis.

Participants
Participants in the study include GEM 
professionals who are members of 
NAGAP, The Association for Graduate 
Enrollment Management. The target 
recruitment for this study is 306 
respondents to a survey instrument 
disseminated to NAGAP members 
(P = ~1,500). According to Krejcie 
and Morgan (1970), a sample of 
this size allows the researcher to 
conduct statistical analyses with a 
95% confidence interval (d = .05). The 
target recruitment for this study also 
includes 10 interview participants. 
Respondents of the survey will be asked 
whether they are willing to participate 
in a 30-minute follow-up interview via 
Zoom. Those who indicate a willingness 
to participate in an interview will be 
selected randomly for participation 
in the follow-up interview. In order to 
participate in this study, participants 
must be currently employed in GEM or 
a related field at a graduate degree-
granting institution and 18 years of   
age or older.

Data Collection
Participation includes the completion 
of a survey instrument and a follow-up 
interview (if randomly selected based on 
indication of willingness to participate 
in follow-up interview). The survey takes 
approximately 15 minutes to complete. 
The interviews are expected to last 30 
minutes. This study has been approved 
by the Institutional Review Board of 
Temple University. Survey data were 
collected between June 24 and October 
15, 2020. Interviews were conducted 
between July 8 and October 29, 2020.

The survey instrument used in the current 
study was adapted from two surveys 
developed by Okahana et al. (2018) 
to collect data on what admissions 
processes are used in master’s 

1 These skills were identified by Okahana et al. (2018) as essential for improving admission success thereby leading to overall graduate program success.
2 According to Connor, LaFave, and Balayan (2017), GEM organizational structures have multiple models that range from decentralized 
to centralized, including a number of hybrid models, such as a centralized GEM office that works collaboratively with other decentralized 

  departments. A decentralized GEM office is typically situated within an academic school or college.
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education. The interview protocol used 
in the current study was adapted from 
questions developed by Okahana et 
al. (2018) as part of regional focus 
groups that informed the design of 
the aforementioned survey instrument. 
The interview protocol included semi-
structured interview questions designed 
to elicit participants’ perceptions and 
understandings of holistic review in the 
context of graduate admissions.

Limitations

There are limitations to this study of 
which readers should be aware. 
Several non-cognitive attributes will 
not be examined such as collegiality, 
collaboration, cooperation; social 
orientation; time management; and 
ability to work under stress. These 
attributes were studied by Okahana 
et al. (2018), but are not the focus of 
the current study. These non-cognitive 
attributes were not included as items 
on the survey to limit the length of 
the survey and thereby enhance     
response rate.

At the current time, the researcher 
does not intend to expand survey 
dissemination to include the members 

of other enrollment management-
related professional organizations. The 
administration of the survey to members 
of a single professional association 
may potentially limit the size and 
representativeness of the sample.

Conclusion

The study summarized in this article 
was designed prior to the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. However, amid 
the crisis, this study presented a unique 
opportunity to explore how COVID-
19 is shaping GEM and the practices 
institutions use to evaluate graduate 
admissions applicants. The study will be 
completed in March 2021. The results 
will be published in a forthcoming issue 
of NAGAP Perspectives and presented 
at the 2021 Graduate Enrollment 
Management Summit. n
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NAGAP is a member-driven association,           
and there are many ways to get involved!

The annual Call for 
Volunteers occurs 
each spring after the      
GEM Summit.

For more information, or to 
talk to someone about ways 
to become more involved with 
NAGAP, you can email 
a member of the Leadership 
Cultivation &  
Elections Committee.

We hope you will take the 
time to consider the 
opportunities for volunteer 
participation, and that you will 
discover a way to become 
more involved in NAGAP.
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