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ABSTRACT 
 
ProspecƟve graduate students’ noncogniƟve aƩributes are 
commonly evaluated as a part of a holisƟc review of their 
admission applicaƟons. Yet it is difficult to determine which 
noncogniƟve aƩributes are considered by those who 
evaluate graduate admissions applicaƟons and what 
approaches they take to measure applicants’ noncogniƟve 
aƩributes. It is even less clear to what degree prospecƟve 
graduate students understand how they are evaluated for 
graduate admissions and how the evaluaƟon of their 
noncogniƟve aƩributes factor into admissions decisions. 
Drawing on surveys of graduate enrollment management 
(GEM) professionals and prospecƟve graduate students in 
the United States, our study invesƟgated the noncogniƟve 
aƩributes prospecƟve graduate students and GEM 
professionals deem important to success in graduate school 
and the applicaƟon components each group believes 
demonstrate those aƩributes. Results suggest that some 
alignment exists between the perspecƟves of prospecƟve 
graduate students and GEM professionals on the 
noncogniƟve aƩributes most important for compleƟng a 
graduate program of study. We share recommendaƟons for 
improving the agreement between prospecƟve graduate 
students and GEM professionals including the need for 
more explicit and transparent communicaƟon about how 
graduate admissions applicaƟons are evaluated, which is of 
parƟcular importance as admissions processes forgo the 
consideraƟon of applicants’ race. 
 
Keywords: noncogniƟve, graduate enrollment management, 
higher educaƟon, graduate admissions, equity  
 
 
 
 

G raduate programs have long 
used measures of applicants’ 
academic preparedness such as 
undergraduate grade point 

average (GPA) and standardized admissions 
tests (e.g., GRE) to gauge the likelihood that 
applicants will succeed in graduate school 
(Michel et al., 2019). Yet, the field of graduate 
admissions is undergoing significant change, 
particularly following the U.S. Supreme Court 
rulings ending race-conscious admissions 
(Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard 
College, 2017; Students for Fair Admissions v. 
University of North Carolina, 2022). These 
rulings necessitate reimagining how graduate 
admission applicants are evaluated, including 
the ways in which application components 
are used and the implications of their use for 
equity and fairness in the graduate 
admissions process. 
 
Undergraduate GPA and admissions test 
scores have been shown to predict graduate 
student success including first year graduate 
GPA (Darolia et al., 2014; Klieger et al., 2014; 
Kuncel et al., 2001; Kuncel et al., 2010; Liu et 
al., 2016; Schwager et al., 2015), scores on 
comprehensive exams (Dunlap et al., 1998; 
Hatchett et al., 2017; LeCrom et al., 2016), and 
faculty ratings of graduate student 
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performance (Kuncel et al., 2001). Yet, 
particularly in recent years, noncognitive 
factors have also gained importance as part of 
holistic review. Kent and McCarthy (2016) 
refer to holistic review as “a growing strategy 
for widening the evidence base that graduate 
programs consider when evaluating a 
candidate for admissions” (p. iii). Today, most 
admissions officers report that holistic review 
is practiced at their institution (Bastedo et al., 
2018; Haviland et al., 2023). Some applicant 
qualities that graduate programs consider 
through the holistic review process include 
academic preparedness, demonstrated 
interest in a program or field of study, 
research experience, and noncognitive skills 
such as perseverance (Michel et al., 2019; 
Paris, Birnbaum, et al., 2024). 
 
There are several arguments that support the 
consideration of graduate admissions 
applicants’ noncognitive attributes. Social and 
emotional skills, for example, are perceived as 
important for graduate school success (Kent & 
McCarthy, 2016; Kyllonen et al., 2005; Pacheco 
et al., 2015; Sowbel & Miller, 2015; Ward, 
2007) and contribute to the statistical 
prediction of graduate school success (e.g., 
degree completion) when combined with 
graduate admissions test scores (Kuncel et al., 
2001). Including noncognitive factors such as 
motivation, creativity, and attitude as part of 
a holistic review may both promote fairness 
and contribute incremental predictive power 
for academic outcomes in graduate school 
(Kuncel et al., 2001; Kyllonen et al., 2005; 
Niessen et al., 2017; Paris, Birnbaum, et al., 

2024) beyond the consideration of 
undergraduate GPA and admissions test 
scores alone. 
 
The consideration of noncognitive attributes 
may become increasingly important as 
admissions practices at both the graduate and 
undergraduate levels are reshaped upon the 
U.S. Supreme Court’s rulings ending race-
conscious admissions in Students for Fair 
Admissions v. Harvard College (2017) and 
Students for Fair Admissions v. University of 
North Carolina (2022). In U.S. states where 
affirmative action has previously been 
eliminated from college admissions, the most 
common admissions strategies that have been 
adopted use holistic review or a “top percent” 
policy under which a percentage of applicants 
at the top of their graduating high school 
classes are guaranteed admission to 
undergraduate institutions (Bleemer, 2023). 
The use of a top percent plan for graduate 
admission is unlikely due to the specialized 
nature of graduate programs, but should 
graduate programs increasingly rely on 
holistic review as a tool to build diverse 
classes of students, the importance of 
applicants’ noncognitive factors will only 
increase. In the coming years, institutions will 
likely look to states such as California and 
Texas, which previously moved away from 
race-conscious admissions, to find novel 
solutions as well to improve upon those 
states’ outcomes. For example, California 
observed a decline in underrepresented 
minority (URM) student undergraduate and 
graduate degree attainment following the end 
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of race-based affirmative action in 
admissions, leading to exacerbated 
socioeconomic inequality (Bleemer, 2022). 
Measuring applicants’ noncognitive attributes 
is one avenue for exploration as institutions 
grapple with mandated changes and develop 
solutions (Knox, 2023; Paris et al., 2023). 
There is a degree of consensus regarding the 
importance of noncognitive factors for 
predicting applicants’ success in graduate 
school. Yet, questions persist regarding how 
noncognitive factors should be measured and 
considered in the graduate admissions 
process in practice. Tools that are commonly 
used to assess noncognitive factors, such as 
personal statements and letters of 
recommendation, for example, may 
contribute to bias toward applicants from 
higher income backgrounds (Chetty et al., 
2023) and therefore may be unreliable 
predictors of academic success (Kuncel et al., 
2014; Miller, Crede & Sotala, 2021; Rosinger et 
al., 2021; Woo et al., 2022). At many 
institutions, graduate admissions is a 
decentralized function (i.e., applications are 
evaluated by individual graduate programs 
rather than by an institution-wide graduate 
school or graduate admissions office), and 
there is no standardized process for 
evaluating applicants’ noncognitive 
attributes, or even which noncognitive factors 
to consider among an “almost limitless” pool 
of options (Zwick, 2019, p. 131). Furthermore, 
noncognitive factors encompass a range of 
personal skills and qualities that may have 
varying impact on graduate student success 
(e.g., degree completion) and how programs 

understand and value these skills may vary 
(Walpole et al., 2002). For example, it is 
unclear how admissions officers evaluate 
noncognitive factors within application 
components such as personal statements and 
letters of recommendations, personal 
interviews, or situational judgement tests 
(Patterson et al., 2016).  
 
In short, noncognitive factors have become 
increasingly important to the graduate 
admissions process and are likely to grow in 
importance. Yet it is difficult to know how the 
factors themselves are defined, which factors 
are more or less important to graduate 
programs, how those factors are evaluated, 
and whether evaluative criteria and 
methodologies are valid and reliable. Given 
the high-stakes nature of graduate admissions 
and the need for a clear and consistent 
understanding of holistic review practices, it 
is important to explore how applicants are 
impacted by the evolving landscape of 
graduate admissions. For example, do 
prospective graduate students understand 
what criteria and methodologies programs 
use to evaluate their applications? The opacity 
of the graduate admissions process can create 
confusion among some students (Paris, 
Haviland, et al., 2024). Additionally, there is a 
lack of research that investigates applicants’ 
understanding of the graduate admissions 
system (Chari & Potvin, 2019), including their 
knowledge of how noncognitive factors are 
assessed. 
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Our study addressed this gap in 
understanding by exploring whether 
applicants understand the criteria by which 
they are evaluated for graduate admission. 
Using a survey of graduate enrollment 
management (GEM) professionals (e.g., 
admissions officers, directors of admissions), 
we examined which personal skills and 
qualities they believe are associated with 
applicants’ potential for success in graduate 
school, and how those skills and qualities are 
demonstrated through the materials 
applicants submit. We also asked 
undergraduate senior-year students the same 
questions and compared the answers of the 
two groups to illuminate commonalities and 
points of divergence. We conclude by 
discussing implications for equity and 
fairness in graduate admissions practices. 
 
Methods 
 
To understand the perspectives of GEM 
professionals and students on the importance 
of applicants’ noncognitive attributes for 
success in graduate school, we conducted two 
national surveys. We administered the first 
survey to prospective graduate applicants 
from 46 U.S. states (hereinafter the “student 
survey”). Survey respondents (hereinafter 
“students”) were recruited through an online 
crowd-sourcing platform. We piloted the 
study with 50 students, then administered it 
to an additional 250 students, receiving a total 
of 300 responses from undergraduate senior-
year students interested in pursuing graduate 
education (see Table 1 on next page for 
descriptive statistics). Eighty-one percent  

(n = 243) of students had interest in pursuing 
a master’s degree, and 19% (n = 57) had 
interest in pursuing a doctoral degree, 
roughly reflecting the proportion of master’s 
(82%) and doctoral degree holders (18%) 
among the U.S. population of graduate degree 
holders (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). 
 
We administered a second survey to GEM 
professionals (hereinafter the “GEM survey”) 
through email invitations to the membership 
of NAGAP, the Association for Graduate 
Enrollment Management. The survey was 
administered as part of a longitudinal study 
conducted by disseminating pulse surveys to 
NAGAP members (e.g., see Haviland et al. 
(2022)). We received a total of 167 responses 
among the 1,387 members contacted, for a 
response rate of 12%. This response rate is 
greater than prior studies using NAGAP 
members as the population (e.g., Haviland et 
al., 2022; Paris, 2021; Paris & Winfield, 2024). 
Most respondents worked at large (10,000+ 
students enrolled) or medium (3,000-9,999 
students enrolled) institutions. Of our sample, 
45 participants did not provide the specific 
name of the institution at which they worked. 
The remaining 122 participants provided the 
name of 113 distinct institutions. We limited 
our sample to a maximum of three 
participants from a given institution. In the 
case that more than three respondents from 
one institution responded to the survey, three 
responses were chosen at random to avoid 
oversampling that institution. Our study, 
including the survey instruments, was 
approved by an institutional review board 
(IRB). 
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Students and GEM professionals were asked 
parallel questions that forced them to rank the 
top three personal skills or qualities from a 
list of nine that they believed were important 
for students’ ability to complete a graduate 
program of study. The nine personal skills 
and qualities included perseverance/
resiliency, leadership, creativity, 
collaboration, responsibility/self-discipline, 
curiosity, even-temperedness, sociability, and 
organization. The personal skills and qualities 
were drawn from a subset of the attributes 
defined in the ETS Personal Skills and 
Qualities (PSQ) tool, a measure of Big Five 
Personality factors (Kyllonen, 2008; Kyllonen 
et al., 2005; Kyllonen & Tan, 2023a). To reduce 
survey length and increase usability, we 
merged conceptually similar skills and 
qualities (perseverance and resiliency, 
responsibility and self-discipline) to reduce 
the total number of items to nine that the 
respondents considered. Responsibility and 
self-discipline are part of the same dimension 
(Self–Regulations) in PSQ validation studies 

and are significantly correlated (r = .83). 
Perseverance and responsibility are not part 
of the same dimension in the PSQ but are 
significantly correlated in PSQ validation 
studies (r = .36) and various other literatures 
(Salisu, 2020). Respondents were not provided 
with operational definitions of these nine 
constructs but rather responded to the survey 
based on their own understanding of the 
terms. The constructs were presented in this 
manner to reduce respondent burden and 
confusion in considering a lengthy list of 
skills, qualities, and definitions. However, 
interested readers can find descriptions of the 
constructs in the Appendix. We associated 
graduate student success with degree 
completion as Okahana et al. (2018) found 
that participants across fields and areas of 
program focus consistently noted degree 
completion (i.e., the percentage of students 
completing a degree within a specific time 
frame) as a definition of graduate student 
success. Given the exploratory nature of our 
study, we analyzed the survey data using 

Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics of Participants (N = 300) 

  n Percentage 
Race     

Asian 48 16.0 
Black 26 8.7 
White 183 61.0 
Mixed 29 9.7 
Other 14 4.7 

Female 192 64.0 
Male 107 35.6 
Other (Non-binary, self-describe, prefer not to respond) 1 0.3 

Gender     
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descriptive and summary statistics. We 
present the proportion of our two samples 
that selected each of the nine personal skills 
for success in graduate school as most 
important. Participants could select up to 
three skills or qualities and therefore 
proportions exceed 100%. 
 
 
 

Results 
 
Table 2 presents the top personal skills or 
qualities that prospective graduate students 
selected when asked to select the top three 
that were most important for students’ ability 
to complete a graduate program of study.  
 
Our full sample of 300 participants from the 
student survey answered the question, 
selecting 900 skills and qualities in total. The 
two qualities that most students thought were 

of greatest importance were responsibility/
self-discipline and perseverance/resiliency, 
with 79% and 72% of participants choosing 
these qualities, respectively. Organization and 
curiosity were the third and fourth most 
frequently selected qualities, with 37% and 
32% of participants choosing those qualities, 
respectively. The three qualities least selected 
were leadership (19%), sociability (11%), and 
even-temperedness (4%). 

 
Table 3 (next page) presents the top three 
personal skills or qualities that GEM 
professionals thought were important to 
complete a graduate program of study. Our 
total sample of 167 participants answered the  
question, selecting a total of 501 skills or 
qualities. The two qualities that GEM  
professionals thought were most important 
were responsibility/self-discipline and 
perseverance/resiliency with 81% and 80% of 
participants choosing these qualities, 
respectively. Collaboration and curiosity were 
the third and fourth most selected qualities 
with 39% and 36% of participants choosing 
those qualities, respectively. Less commonly 

Table 2 
Frequency of Noncognitive Factors Selected by Prospective Graduate Students 

Quality n Percentage 
Responsibility/Self-discipline 236 78.7 
Perseverance/Resiliency 216 72.0 
OrganizaƟon 110 36.7 
Curiosity 95 31.7 
CollaboraƟon 75 25.0 
CreaƟveness 64 21.3 
Leadership 58 19.3 
Sociability 33 11.0 
Even-temperedness 13 4.3 

Note. CumulaƟve percentage exceeds 100% as parƟcipants 
were able to select mulƟple responses. 
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Table 3 
Frequency of Non-cognitive Factors Selected by GEM Professionals 

Quality n Percentage 
Responsibility/Self-discipline 136 81.4 
Perseverance/Resiliency 135 80.8 
CollaboraƟon 65 38.9 
Curiosity 60 35.9 
OrganizaƟon 42 25.1 

      Leadership 35 21.0 
      CreaƟvity 17 10.2 

Sociability 8 4.8 
Even-temperedness 3 1.8 

Note. CumulaƟve percentage exceeds 100%, as parƟcipants were able to select mulƟple responses. 

Figure 1 
Important Personal Skills and Qualities for Success in Graduate School 

Note. Students (N = 300), GEM professionals (N = 167) 
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selected were organization (25%), leadership 
(21%), creativeness (10%), sociability (5%),  
and even-temperedness (2%). 
 
Figure 1 (previous page) presents a side-by-
side comparison of students’ and GEM 
professionals’ reported importance of 
applicants’ skills and qualities for completing 
a graduate program of study. For both 
groups, responsibility/self-discipline was the 
most important quality and perseverance/
resiliency was the second most important 
quality. 
 
Do Student Views of the Importance of 
Noncognitive Attributes Align with Those 
of GEM Professionals? 
 
Students and GEM professionals agreed that 
responsibility/self-discipline and 
perseverance/resiliency were the most 
important skills and qualities for completing a 
graduate program of study. Our finding 
suggests that students and GEM professionals 
appear to believe that perseverance would be 
similarly beneficial for success in graduate 
school. However, it is unclear from these data 
alone whether students are making the same 
assumptions as GEM professionals are about 
how they can demonstrate this important trait 
through their application packet. To 
understand this issue, we asked respondents 
on both surveys to indicate which common 
application packet components could 
demonstrate this trait in a graduate school 
applicant. 
 

Similarities in Application Components that 
Demonstrate Perseverance and Resiliency 
Students and GEM professionals primarily 
agreed about which application components 
they believe demonstrate applicants’ 
perseverance and resiliency (see Figure 2 on 
next page). For example, both groups selected 
the same top two application components 
they believe demonstrate these traits: personal 
statements and letters of recommendation. 
The most chosen component in both samples 
was personal statements, which was selected 
by 72% of students and 92% of GEM 
professionals, while letters of 
recommendation was selected by 60% of 
students and 81% of GEM professionals as 
components that demonstrate applicants’ 
perseverance and resiliency. 
 
Inconsistency Among the Application 
Components that Demonstrate 
Responsibility and Self-Discipline 
Contrary to the pattern that we observed with 
students’ and GEM professionals’ 
perspectives on perseverance and resiliency, 
students and GEM professionals did not share 
the same level of agreement regarding the 
application components that they believed 
best demonstrate applicants’ responsibility 
and self-discipline. Students indicated that 
GPA (75%), letters of recommendation (69%), 
and standardized test scores (61%) were the 
application components that best demonstrate 
applicants’ responsibility/self-discipline 
whereas GEM professionals reported that 
letters of recommendation (81%), personal 
statements (73%), and GPA (71%) were the 
application components that best demonstrate 
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Figure 2 
Application Components That Demonstrate Perseverance and Resiliency 

Note. Students (N = 300), GEM professionals (N = 167) 

Figure 3 
Application Components That Demonstrate Responsibility and Self-discipline 

Note. (N=300), GEM professionals (N=167) 
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these skills and qualities. Figure 3 (previous 
page) presents these results. Although 
responsibility/self-discipline was selected as 
the most important skill or quality for degree 
completion by both groups, our findings 
suggest that students may attempt to 
demonstrate that they possess these attributes 
in a different manner than what may be 
evaluated or expected by GEM professionals. 
 
Inconsistent Alignment Among the Skills 
and Qualities of Less Importance 
Although students and GEM professionals 
agreed that responsibility and self-discipline 
were the most important applicant qualities 
for graduate degree completion, there was 
less consistency in the reported importance of 
other qualities. Yet there is a clear second tier 
of desirable skills and qualities, each of which 
was ranked between third and fifth most 
important by both groups. These qualities 
included collaboration, curiosity, and 
organization. The perspectives of students 
and GEM professionals were misaligned 
within this tier, however, as students 
indicated that organization was more 
important for degree completion than the 
level of importance reported by GEM 
professionals. Conversely, GEM professionals 
reported that collaboration was more 
important for degree completion compared to 
the level of importance reported by students. 
Students reported that leadership was more 
important for graduate degree completion 
compared to the level of importance reported 
by GEM professionals. Conversely, GEM 
professionals indicated that creativity was 

more important for degree completion than 
the level of importance reported by students. 
Students and GEM professionals generally 
agreed on the importance of sociability and 
even-temperedness, both of which were 
reported to be least important for completing 
a graduate program of study.  
 
Discussion and Recommendations 
 
Generally, there was alignment between 
students’ and GEM professionals’ views on 
the relative importance of the personal skills/
qualities represented in this survey. Students 
and GEM professionals agreed that 
responsibility/self-discipline and 
perseverance/resiliency are the two most 
important skills and qualities for completing a 
graduate program of study. Aligned 
perspectives on the importance of these 
qualities presents a mutually beneficial 
scenario; applicants can better ensure the 
materials they submit reflect the skills and 
qualities graduate programs seek, while GEM 
professionals receive more pertinent 
information about their applicants and can 
therefore make more informed admission 
decisions. Our findings extend prior literature 
that associates postsecondary educational 
achievement and success outcomes with the 
Big 5 personality factor of conscientiousness 
(Kuncel et al., 2014; Noftle & Robbins, 2007; 
O’Connor & Paunonen, 2007; Poropat, 2009; 
Trapmann et al., 2007). In particular, the 
“proactive” (e.g., hard-working, persistent) 
aspect of conscientiousness, which aligns with 
perseverance, has been shown to be 
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predictive of undergraduate graduation 
outcomes and GPA (Burks et al., 2015). 
Yet more can be done to ensure that similar 
views are not merely artifacts of chance or of 
similar social and cultural perspectives. 
Despite consistent viewpoints between 
students and GEM professionals, barriers may 
prevent applicants from demonstrating the 
skills and qualities graduate programs value. 
For example, although 72% of students 
reported perseverance/resiliency as an 
important quality, 28% did not. While some 
students may be aware that qualities such as 
perseverance or resiliency are desirable, other 
students may not know which qualities to 
demonstrate or may be unsure how to best 
demonstrate those important qualities in their 
application materials. Since it is uncommon 
for graduate programs to explicitly state the 
noncognitive factors they evaluate, our 
findings are noteworthy given the (1) 
observed alignment between the skills and 
qualities students and GEM professionals 
deem important, and (2) misalignment 
between how each group perceives these 
skills and qualities are demonstrated. Yet, 
even where alignment occurs, students may 
attempt to express their qualities in ways that 
are unnoticed or unappreciated by reviewers. 
Future research should investigate potential 
group differences in these alignments as 
group differences across student 
demographic characteristics have potentially 
concerning implications for equitable access 
to graduate education.  
 
 

If a quality such as perseverance/resiliency is 
important to many graduate programs, 
especially if it is used as a criterion to evaluate 
applicants, making this information publicly 
available to applicants would increase 
fairness. For example, specific information 
pertaining to the criteria, qualifications, and 
applicant qualities a graduate school or 
program expects or finds important for 
success among qualified applicants should be 
explicitly stated on graduate admissions and 
program webpages (Sotelo et al., 2023). Such 
practices can increase transparency, 
benefiting applicants and graduate programs. 
A necessary first step toward enhancing 
transparency is for graduate programs to seek 
internal clarity and agreement about their 
own priorities. For example, program faculty 
members and administrators might engage in 
discussions about the skills and qualities they 
value most among students, especially when 
such skills and qualities are aligned with the 
institutional or programmatic mission. Once 
identified and operationally defined, 
programs can formalize how they plan to 
measure the skills and qualities within the 
materials applicants submit. One such 
approach is to confirm that personal 
statement prompts align with the skills and 
qualities that the program values and intends 
to measure using a given application 
component. For example, if a program 
intends to learn about an applicant’s 
resiliency, the personal statement prompt 
should be structured in a way that allows 
applicants to describe their experiences 
overcoming adversity. Using a rubric, as 
recommended by the Council of Graduate 
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Schools (Kent & McCarthy, 2016), is another 
best practice that can help promote more 
consistent evaluations of admissions 
applications. Aligning priorities and strategy 
in a principled manner could not only 
increase internal consistency in how 
candidates are evaluated but could also 
increase transparency and fairness through 
greater equality of access to information and 
mitigate the deleterious 
effects of hidden 
curriculum (Roland & 
Bukoski, 2024; Margolis & 
Romero, 1998). 
Additionally, the 
emergence of Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) presents 
potential opportunities to 
enhance consistency and 
efficiency in evaluating 
applicants’ personal 
qualities, but “may 
inadvertently penalize 
already disadvantaged 
subgroups when used in 
high-stakes settings” (Lira 
et al., 2023, p. 1). 
 
Increasing transparency is a step toward 
equity, as members of underrepresented 
minority groups often lack access to 
informational resources on graduate school 
admissions, contributing to disparate 
admissions outcomes (Roland & Bukoski, 
2024; Woo et al., 2022).  In the absence of clear 
signals from graduate programs, applicants 
may make assumptions about the relative 

importance of various skills based on their 
own cultural background and values (Chari & 
Potvin, 2019) which could differ from what 
graduate programs value. For example, a 
student may choose to emphasize a skill such 
as organization which may not be deemed as 
highly important by a graduate program as 
the student assumes from their own 

background and experiences. 
 
Our findings highlight the 
importance of efforts to 
enhance the alignment 
between graduate 
admissions criteria and 
evaluative methodologies 
and how applicants 
demonstrate their 
personal skills and 
qualities through the 
components of their 
application. Explicitly 
stating to prospective 
students how GEM 
professionals plan to 
evaluate a key personal 
quality such as 
perseverance/resiliency 

or responsibility/self-discipline is an 
important next step. Through their 
application pages, graduate schools or 
programs could make clear to prospective 
students that a given quality is evaluated 
through letters of recommendation or through 
a personal statement. Explicitly articulating 
the qualities and skills that are important to a 
given graduate program and informing 

 
“Our findings highlight the 

importance of efforts to 
enhance the alignment 

between graduate 
admissions criteria and 

evaluative methodologies 
and how applicants 

demonstrate their personal 
skills and qualities through 

the components of their 
application.”  
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prospective students how their application 
materials demonstrate those qualities would 
allow prospective students to focus on the 
information graduate programs consider 
when preparing their admissions materials 
(Sotelo et al., 2023) and could improve the 
validity of those instruments (see Kuncel et 
al., 2014). Providing guidance about what the 
school or program considers among the non-
academic credentials it seeks could help to 
offset some of the advantage that high-income 
students typically have in demonstrating 
these characteristics (Chetty et al., 2023). 
Articulating the skills and qualities that are 
important to a graduate program would also 
signal to applicants that skills and qualities 
not listed are of lesser importance or may not 
be considered. Doing so would help prevent 
applicants from focusing their efforts on 
demonstrating strengths that may be 
unimportant to or not considered by their 
intended graduate program. For example, 
prospective students may prepare application 
materials that highlight their even-
temperedness or sociability. However, those 
traits may not be highly desired by their 
intended graduate program. Similarly, if it is 
made explicit in the application instructions 
how graduate programs expect applicants to 
demonstrate certain skills or qualities, 
prospective students could avoid the mistake 
of assuming that they have sufficiently 
demonstrated those skills or qualities 
elsewhere in their application. Furthermore, 
providing more information about the 
personal qualities and skills that are valued 
by a graduate program could benefit 

applicants by helping them determine the 
extent to which a given program values their 
strengths (Sotelo et al., 2023). Providing this 
information can benefit graduate programs as 
well as students. For example, institutions 
may attract prospective students who might 
not otherwise have applied, but whose self-
conceptions of their strengths or values align 
with those valued by the program (Sung & 
Yang, 2008). 
 
Graduate programs wishing to reduce 
subjectivity and bias in the admissions 
process could also consider alternatives to 
learning about students’ noncognitive 
attributes through traditional application 
packet components such as personal essays or 
letters of recommendation, which are not 
particularly strong predictors of graduate 
school performance (Kuncel et al., 2014; Miller 
et al., 2021; Rosinger et al., 2021; Woo et al., 
2022). These components may also be biased 
against underserved populations (Chetty et 
al., 2023). Institutions may consider 
alternative measures such as a direct skills 
assessment of desired noncognitive attributes. 
Measures of noncognitive attributes typically 
have smaller score gaps across racial and 
ethnic groups than other measures such as 
cognitive tests, while contributing to the 
prediction of success in educational settings 
(Kalsbeek et al., 2013; Klieger et al., 2022; 
Sackett et al., 2001). Although coaching or 
faking can be a concern in such assessments, a 
direct assessment of noncognitive attributes 
using a forced-choice method may offset such 
concerns across various graduate school 
contexts (e.g., see Kyllonen & Tan, 2022a; 
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Kyllonen & Tan, 2022b; Kyllonen & Tan, 
2022c). With the role of noncognitive 
attributes in graduate admissions only likely 
to increase in the future, it is crucial that 
graduate schools and programs carefully 
consider how to incorporate the consideration 
of those attributes into their admissions 
processes in a principled way. Now, more 
than ever, is a time for graduate programs to 
take care regarding issues of equity in 
admissions. 
 
Limitations 
 
Our study is limited by the nature of our 
samples. Both our surveys may be subject to 
self-selection bias. In the case of the GEM 
professionals survey, an invitation to 
complete the survey was sent to all NAGAP 
members, and those who are particularly 
interested in test-optional or holistic 
admissions may have been more likely to 
respond and who may have a different profile 
from the population of NAGAP members. 
Similarly, to ensure the demographic and 
geographic representativeness of our student 
sample, we recruited student participants 
through a crowd-sourcing platform. Students 
who agreed to participate in research studies 
through the platform also self-selected to 
participate in our study. Therefore, our 
samples may differ from the general 
population in terms of factors such as their 
motivation, limiting the generalizability of 
our results. Future research could use a 
random sampling technique to mitigate the 
potential effects of self-selection bias. 

In our analyses, we did not examine subgroup 
differences, which may obscure our results, 
particularly if operational definitions of 
personal skills and qualities differ across 
demographic characteristics (e.g., gender, 
ethnicity, age, ability, race), type of graduate 
program (e.g., MBA vs. Ph.D.), or student 
intended graduate program. Future research 
can address this limitation by collecting in-
depth demographic data on participants 
supporting subgroup analysis to determine if 
any groups are at a particular disadvantage in 
the current admissions environment. Research 
determining if and how expectations differ by 
field would further help guide prospective 
graduate students as they navigate the 
admissions process. 
 
Finally, in an effort to maintain the readability 
of our survey, we did not provide participants 
with operational definitions of the PSQ 
components, but instead relied on their own 
interpretations of the terms. This is not 
uncommon in survey research, but given the 
nature of these terms, there may be 
imprecisions; these interpretations may have 
varied between participants, which could 
affect our findings. This study aimed to 
explore how different stakeholder groups 
valued these skills and qualities, and where 
they believed these skills and qualities were 
expressed in the graduate application. Future 
research should explore the notions of what 
these skills entail, as well as why and how 
they are believed to contribute to student 
success. It may also consider other skills and 
qualities that may be of interest to graduate 
programs but were excluded from our 
analysis, such as critical thinking. 
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APPENDIX 
Skills and Qualities Drawn from PSQ Tool  

Noncogni ve A ribute Descrip on 

OrganizaƟon OrganizaƟon refers to behaviors associated with punctuality, organizaƟon, and 
systemaƟcity in work style. 

Leadership Leadership refers to behaviors associated with comfort in expressing opinions, 
leading, and being in charge in social contexts. 

CreaƟvity CreaƟvity refers to behaviors associated with coming up with new ideas and 
original soluƟons and enjoying engaging in unconvenƟonal thinking 

Curiosity Curiosity refers to behaviors associated with seeking out opportuniƟes to learn 
and having varying interests. 

CollaboraƟon CollaboraƟon refers to behaviors associated with geƫng along with others and 
being a mediator or facilitator in group seƫngs. 

Even-temperedness Even-Temperedness refers to being calm, level-headed, and good at regulaƟng 
and navigaƟng emoƟons even in stressful situaƟons. 

Sociability Sociability refers to behaviors associated with comfort in approaching others 
and being interested in meeƟng new people. 

Responsibility Responsibility refers to behaviors associated with loyalty, respecƟng obligaƟons, 
and commitments, and being relied upon as a team member. 

Self-discipline Self-Discipline refers to maintaining focus, compleƟng tasks, and considering 
opƟons before deciding. 

Perseverance Perseverance refers to behaviors associated with diligence, ambiƟon, hard 
work, goal striving, and proficiency. 

Resiliency Resiliency refers to internal psychological adjustment, a steady mood, and 
avoidance of worry even aŌer negaƟve feedback 

Adapted from Kyllonen & Tan, 2022c. 
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