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ETS on New Challenges in Graduate  
and Professional Education
Education around the world faces significant challenges, and graduate and professional 
education have a role in solving them. Achievement gaps among racial and ethnic groups 
persist, starting in preschool, lasting through secondary and postsecondary education, 
and ultimately leading to inequity in global workplace opportunities. Schools around the 
world struggle to attract, place and keep highly qualified educators, including teachers and 
professors who are similar in demographics to the increasingly diverse student populations 
they serve. In an ever more competitive global society, employers point to growing 
shortages of technically skilled people and to gaps in the communication and social-
emotional skills of applicants; such deficits are evidence of a huge loss of human potential. 

There is an urgent need to identify and select candidates who are technologically skilled, communicatively proficient, 
culturally aware and agile, and in possession of a range of other competencies.  

As a mission-based, nonprofit research organization with a distinguished history of advancing the science of educational 
measurement, ETS is dedicated to providing products, services, research and thought leadership that help solve these 
challenges by improving teaching and learning, expanding opportunities for individual learners, improving educational 
policy and advancing the science of assessment. Our research focuses on the challenges in education that are most 
pressing for all stakeholders — learners, parents, educators, administrators, employers and policymakers — and that ETS 
has the resources and capabilities to address. 

We share the concerns about the vital challenges facing the higher education community, and that is what drives our 
focus on delivering insights and capabilities that can be integrated into solutions. These solutions can help increase the 
diversity — in terms of both demographics and ideas — and the quality of admissions, as well as improve the quality of 
learning outcomes so that all learners worldwide have an opportunity to demonstrate what they know and can do.

We also recognize that what we do at ETS is one small part of the vast education ecosystem, which is why we value 
collaboration with our partners in the graduate and professional school communities, as we aim to provide assessments 
that are meaningful and useful within that system and in a way that advances more holistic approaches for admissions 
and eliminates unintended consequences of misuse. ETS was founded on the belief that when properly designed and 
understood, assessments can have a positive impact on education and society. Our daily work is steeped in this belief as 
we take very seriously our role as the gateway between students and institutions and their joint ambitions to succeed. 

On behalf of ETS Research, we join our GRE® colleagues at ETS in supporting the collaboration with Inside Higher Ed to 
bring you this collection of articles about new challenges in graduate and professional education. We welcome you to 
contact us with your comments at gretests@ets.org. 

Joanna Gorin 
Vice President, Research 
Educational Testing Service

• For more information about ETS Research initiatives, visit ets.org/research.

• Follow higher education topics on ETS Open Notes at news.ets.org. 

• For more information about the GRE Program, visit ets.org/gre.
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Introduction

Graduate and professional education are crucial to American society and 
American higher education. Future professionals in business, law and the 
health professions are trained. And institutions are grappling with how to 
embrace new technologies while preserving key standards and providing 
affordable, relevant programs.

And providing master’s and doctoral education not only is a key mission 
of many universities, but will help produce the future teachers, professors 
and administrators of schools and colleges – not to mention the experts 
in many fields who will spur innovation. In these fields, graduate educators 
face enrollment pressures, curricular reform and the need to make sure their 
graduates are well suited for and can find jobs.

The articles in this compilation explore some of the trends and responses 
to those trends. Inside Higher Ed will continue to cover these issues. We 
welcome your thoughts on this compilation and your ideas for future 
coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com

mailto:editor@insidehighered.com
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News
A selection of articles by Inside Higher Ed reporters

Enrollment and Market Forces

Enrollment at graduate schools is still increasing, but at a slower pace
than before. Researchers point to a market correction and declining
growth in international students.

By Nick Roll // September 28, 2017

Enrollment in graduate school is 
up, continuing a trend in first-time 
graduate students researchers have 
seen for five years. But growth rates 
are starting to dip, according to num-
bers from a new report the Council 
of Graduate Schools co-published 
with the Graduate Record Examina-
tions Board.

The report shows the “strength of 
graduate education and the attrac-
tiveness of U.S. graduate programs 
to both domestic students and [stu-
dents from] abroad,” said Suzanne 
Ortega, the council’s president. 
“There were almost 2.25 million ap-
plications to graduate school.”

Indeed, the number of applica-
tions received last year set a record, 
with a growth of 1.2 percent in the 
number of applications compared 

(India, China and Saudi Arabia are 
not covered by the Trump adminis-
tration’s travel ban, although some 
colleges said political factors in the 
U.S. beyond the ban are affecting 
enrollment.) At the same time, other 
colleges reported no decline in inter-
national students.

According to the data from the 
Council of Graduate Schools, en-
rollment among first-time inter-
national graduate students de-
creased 0.9 percent between 
fall 2016 and the previous year, 
the first decrease since 2003. 
The five-year average annual in-
crease of those students’ enroll-

to the previous year. However, be-
tween 2006 and 2016 -- the years 
the study captured -- the number 
of graduate applications grew at an 
average annual rate of 5.7 percent.

“This is our fifth consecutive year 
of growth in graduate enrollment, 
but the growth rate has flattened, 
really, two years in a row,” Ortega 
said. “This year the primary driver in 
the slowing rate of growth really is 
decreases in the rate of growth for 
international students.”

Colleges across the country have 
seen drops in international student 
enrollment, especially in graduate 
programs and among students from 
China, India and Saudi Arabia. Some 
colleges cited the Trump adminis-
tration’s policies, although others 
credited market forces as a cause. 

http://cgsnet.org/ckfinder/userfiles/files/CGS_GED16_Report_Final.pdf
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/09/05/some-universities-are-reporting-declines-international-enrollments-ranging-modest
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/09/05/some-universities-are-reporting-declines-international-enrollments-ranging-modest
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ment still remains high, however, at 
7.8 percent.

The slowdown also could be ex-
plained at least partially by how the 
data break down by degree, Ortega 
said. Fields such as business and 
the biological and agricultural sci-
ences have seen significant growth 
in enrollment, but engineering and 
computer science programs have 
experienced declines.

“Those are fields where interna-
tional students have been really 
a significant portion of the enroll-
ment,” Ortega said of engineering 
and computer science.

On the other hand, graduate pro-
grams have seen an increase in 
enrollment among students from 
minority groups, including Afri-
can-American, Latino, Native Amer-
ican and Alaska Native students. 
Students from underrepresented 
minority groups, according to the 
data, now make up 23.4 percent of 
first-year graduate students who 
are U.S. citizens or permanent res-
idents.

“There’s this counterbalancing,” 
Ortega said, adding that she’d like 
to see that number keep climbing. 
“Given the large percentage of grad-
uate students who are in master’s 

programs and this sort of variation 
by field, our best interpretation is 
that graduate enrollment reflects 
market forces and trends.”

Another trend the study found, 
and that Ortega said likely was due 
to changes in market demands, was 
the growing number of certificates 
earned by graduate students in ad-
dition to a degree.

The number of graduate cer-
tificates awarded increased 11.8 
percent between the 2014-15 and 
2015-16 academic years, accord-
ing to the survey. That’s about a 
two-percentage-point jump from 
the five-year average.

“This is, we suspect, a definite 
way in which the graduate educa-
tion enterprise is contributing to the 
demands of the work force,” said Hi-
ronao Okahana, assistant vice pres-
ident for research and policy analy-
sis at the council.

Ortega said the rising number of 
certificates awarded was consistent 
with what they had heard about the 
rising importance of microcreden-
tials. She said it was unclear why 
there has been a rise in certificates.

“The only honest answer we can 
give right now is we don’t know,” 
said Ortega. “But educated guesses 

[are] this whole notion of transcipt-
able credentials that demonstrate 
competencies that can be immedi-
ately deployed in the work force, or 
are necessary for people to keep up 
with rapid changes in their current 
field, seem to be the most logical 
explanations.”

While individual fields of study 
have had bigger changes in enroll-
ment year to year, over all the num-
ber of students seeking graduate 
degrees is moving at a stable pace, 
even if overall growth is slowing.

“The patterns, to some extent, are 
self-correcting,” Ortega said. “For 
both statistical reasons, and for 
resource constraints, the really siz-
able increases in enrollment we’ve 
seen, let’s say, over the past four or 
five years, aren’t sustainable.”            ■ 

Suzanne Ortega, president of the 
Council of Graduate Schools

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/09/28/graduate-school-enrollment-grows-again-slower-rate



Every worthy change begins with a single effort.

A law school’s search for a way to admit the “best and 
most diverse class it can” has sparked a movement 
among other institutions committed to doing  
the same. 

When University of Arizona’s law school reached out to 
ETS two years ago, the school wanted help in finding  
a way to expand access to law school for qualified 
applicants from a wider range of backgrounds. At  
the time, there was only one test that Arizona and 
other law schools in the United States accepted for  
admissions purposes: the LSAT® exam. But upon  
conclusion of a study that showed that the GRE®  
General Test is a valid and reliable predictor of students’  
first-term law school grades, Arizona announced it 
would accept GRE scores with parity. It was an  
announcement that drew national attention, since 
Dean Marc Miller indicated that the change in Arizona’s  
admissions policy was “an effort to fundamentally 
change legal education and the legal profession.” 
Since then, five other law schools have made similar 
announcements, and 21 law schools are working with 
ETS on a national validity study that should be ready 
for public sharing later this fall.  

How has a testing program that has been around for 
many years sparked new interest? The GRE General 
Test is appealing to law schools because more people 
take it than any other graduate or professional school 
admissions test — more than half of a million test 
takers annually. That’s a larger pool from which law 
schools can glean applicants. And that pool contains 
people who might be interested in pursuing a law 
degree, people who want to apply to both graduate 
school and law school but don’t want to pay for two 
tests, or people who may already possess GRE scores 
that they used for admissions to a graduate or business  
program before deciding to pursue a law degree. 
And as Harvard Law School’s dean observed when it 
announced it would accept GRE scores as well, law 
schools’ use of the GRE test can open a pipeline for 

applicants with broader interests and backgrounds, 
including those interested in burgeoning STEM fields.

Increasing access to law schools, in part, means  
increasing relevant test options for students. Of course, 
the decision to accept an additional measurement 
tool is a serious matter. Law schools need to identify 
clearly what they want to measure before they select 
a measurement tool, and they should collect evidence 
that they have chosen the right admissions test before 
they make a decision that could have a dramatic 
impact on their admissions process. Such was the case 
in 2014, when business schools reviewed evidence that 
the GRE test is valid and reliable for use in business 
school admissions. Now, about 1,300 business schools 
around the world accept GRE scores. 

To meet the needs of the 205 law schools accredited 
by the American Bar Association, we look forward 
to completing the national study with a diverse and 
representative group of law schools so that we can 
show that the GRE test is valid and reliable to use in 
law schools of various sizes, locations and levels  
of selectivity.  

As a nonprofit measurement research organization, 
ETS seeks to help advance quality and equity in  
education by providing fair, reliable and valid  
assessments, research and related services. Our  
efforts to validate the GRE test for use in law school 
admissions helps us fulfill our organization’s core  
mission and, together with law schools, we hope  
that the end result is greater access to law school for 
qualified people from a wider range of backgrounds. 

And that, indeed, would be a worthy change.

Klieger is a Research Scientist in the Academic to  
Career Research Center at ETS. Pollard is Senior  
Director of Business Development in ETS’s Higher 
Education Division.

Copyright © 2017 by Educational Testing Service. All rights reserved.  
ETS and GRE are registered trademarks of Educational Testing Service (ETS).  
All other trademarks are property of their respective owners. 38494

GRE® Test Enables Law Schools Greater 
Access to a Wider Range of Applicants
By David Klieger and Simone Pollard

This Content Provided by ETS

https://blog.accepted.com/university-arizona-college-law-will-accept-gre-instead-lsat/
https://blog.accepted.com/university-arizona-college-law-will-accept-gre-instead-lsat/
https://law.arizona.edu/arizona-law-gre-admissions-policy-makes-headlines
https://law.arizona.edu/arizona-law-gre-admissions-policy-makes-headlines
https://today.law.harvard.edu/gre/
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of Ph.D.s who aspire to a faculty 
career, thereby exaggerating imbal-
ances in academic labor markets.”

It’s good news, according to the 
study, since the significant share 
of students who remain interested 
in academe “alleviates concerns 
about a potential ‘drying up’” of the 
faculty pipeline, and means “better 
alignment between students’ career 
preferences and the careers they ul-

Rejecting Academe

As science and engineering Ph.D. students progress through their programs,
many lose interest in academic careers, report finds. Study’s authors say findings 
suggest changes are needed in Ph.D. training.

By Colleen Flaherty // September 29, 2017

Most Ph.D.s in the natural scienc-
es and engineering leave academe 
because of the difficult job market, 
not because they want to, right? 
Wrong, according to a new study in 
PLOS ONE. 

Authors Michael Roach, the J. 
Thomas and Nancy W. Clark Assis-
tant Professor of Entrepreneurship 
at Cornell University, and Henry Sau-
ermann, an associate professor of 
strategic management at Georgia 
Institute of Technology, found that 
labor market conditions do prevent 
some doctoral graduates interested 
in an academic career from pursu-
ing one -- but a large share lose in-
terest for other reasons.

That matters, the authors say, 
because “efforts to understand stu-
dents’ career paths should consider 
the diversity in career goals” and the 
broad range of factors than shape 
them. In particular, “comparisons 
of the number of graduates with 
the number of available faculty po-
sitions likely overstate the number 

timately enter.”
But the findings also indicate 

that more information, training and 
flexibility are needed within Ph.D. 
programs (and maybe even before 
students enroll in them), according 
to the study. That way, students 
can best prepare for the jobs they’ll 
choose.

Roach said Thursday that non-
academic careers “have long been 

iStock

http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0184130
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the more common pathway and not 
the alternative.” And most faculty 
members “have spent their entire 
careers in academia and are not 
familiar enough with other career 
pathways to help guide their stu-
dents.” Moreover, there isn’t “enough 
appreciation for the important ways 
that science and engineering Ph.D.s 
contribute to society outside of aca-
demia, through innovation and eco-
nomic growth.”

Economists and policy makers 
have long recognized the “essen-
tial role of universities in training 
industrial scientists,” he said, “and 
applying scientific knowledge and 
research skills to the development 
of new medical devices or autono-
mous vehicles or alternative energy 
should not be seen as a failure.”

The study, “The Declining Interest 
in an Academic Career,” is based on 
a longitudinal survey of a cohort of 
graduate students from 39 U.S. re-
search universities over the course 
of their training. The central idea 
was to document changes in those 
students’ career preferences and 
what might be fueling them.

The first major finding is that al-
though the vast majority of students 
start their Ph.D. training interested 
in an academic career, that share 
falls to 55 percent of students over 
time -- and 25 percent of students 
lose all interest in academe.

Fifteen percent, meanwhile, were 
never interested in an academic ca-
reer. Just 5 percent became more 
interested in a faculty career during 
their training.

Roach and Sauermann say that 
the declining interest isn’t, therefore, 
a general phenomenon but rath-
er “reflects a divergence between 

those students who remain highly 
interested in an academic career 
and other students who are no lon-
ger interested in one.”

And does the job market drive 
the drop in interest? No. Rather, it’s 
misalignment between students’ 
evolving preferences for specific 
job attributes, according to the pa-
per, and students’ changing percep-
tions of their own research abilities. 
Perhaps surprisingly, the pressure 
to produce publications -- and the 
challenges for those who can’t -- 
don’t seem to play a role.

Digging Deeper
Roach and Sauermann followed 

854 students over their training in 
the life sciences (36 percent of the 
sample), chemistry (12 percent), 
physics (18 percent), engineering 
(24 percent) and computer science 
(10 percent). The 39 universities in 

the sample were considered tier 
one and accounted for 40 percent 
of all graduating Ph.D.s in the natu-
ral sciences and engineering. First- 
and second-year Ph.D. students 
were invited via email to participate 
in a survey about their Ph.D. pro-
gram experiences and career goals, 
with the first responses reported in 
2010 at a response rate of 30 per-
cent. The researchers followed up 
with respondents three years later, 
in 2013, and got a response rate of 
about 40 percent.

To measure career interests, re-
spondents were asked both times, 
“Putting job availability aside, how 
attractive or unattractive do you 
personally find each of the following 
careers?” The survey asked about a 
range of research and nonresearch 
careers inside and outside aca-
deme, but the new study focuses on 
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And does the job market drive the drop
in interest? No. Rather, it’s misalignment
between students’ evolving preferences 

for specific job attributes.

“ “

students’ interest in university facul-
ty jobs with a focus on research.

By 2013, nearly one-third of doc-
toral students surveyed who started 
their programs as faculty hopefuls 
lost that spark, and the job also be-
came increasingly less attractive 
to them on a five-
point scale. Men 
were more likely 
to start out enthu-
siastic about an 
academic career 
than were women 
(83 percent vs. 75 
percent), and this 
difference persist-
ed over time, with 
59 percent of men 
remaining interested in an academ-
ic career compared to 50 percent 
of women after three years. Similar 
shares of men and women reported 
a decline in their interest in an aca-
demic career over time.

In another significant demograph-
ic finding, some 27 percent of U.S. 
citizens lost interest in an academic 
career compared to only 16 percent 
of foreign Ph.D. students. Some 51 
percent of U.S. citizens remained 
interested in an academic career 
three years on, compared to 68 per-
cent of foreign students.

Both the 2010 and 2013 surveys 
asked students, “What do you think 

is the probability that a Ph.D. in your 
field can find the following positions 
after graduation (and any potential 
postdocs),” with positions including 
“university faculty with an emphasis 
on research or development” and 
“established firm job with an em-

phasis on research or development.”
Early in their programs, students 

expected that about half of grad-
uates in their fields would obtain 
a faculty position at some point in 
their careers. Over time that expec-
tation decreased significantly for all 
students, but irrespective of their 
interest in an academic career. And 
while students in the 2013 survey ex-
pected that one might spend more 
time as a postdoctoral fellow than 
they had in 2010, those responses 
were also not significantly linked to 
career aspirations or preferences. 
So, too, with students’ responses to 
the question “To what extent do you 

think research funding is available 
to faculty members at a research 
university?”

Instead, non-job-market factors 
correlated with students’ interest in 
tenure-track jobs. 

Both waves of the survey asked 
students, “When 
thinking about the 
future, how inter-
esting would you 
find the following 
kinds of work?” on 
a five-point scale, 
for example. Work 
activities includ-
ed basic research 
(“research that 
contributes funda-

mental insights or theories”), ap-
plied research (“research that cre-
ates knowledge to solve practical 
problems”) and commercialization 
(“commercializing research results 
into products or services”).

To measure preferences for job 
attributes, students were asked 
“When thinking about an ideal job, 
how important is each of the fol-
lowing factors to you?” Listed fac-
tors included “financial income (e.g., 
salary, bonus, etc.)” and “freedom to 
choose research projects.” 

Early in the Ph.D. program, the vast 
majority of students have a strong 
preference for basic and applied re-
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search and choosing research proj-
ects. Students who remained inter-
ested in an academic career later on 
changed little over time with respect 
to these preferences.

But among students who lost in-
terest, the share with strong pref-
erences for basic research, applied 
research and freedom decreased 
significantly, while the share with a 
strong preference for commercial-
ization increased. Income was not a 
significant factor.

The authors note that they can’t 
rule out reverse causality, in that 
changes in career interests could 
lead to changes in preferences for 
work activities and job attributes. 
But they say their observations are 
consistent with the idea that prefer-
ences in job attributes “shape stu-
dents’ career interests and suggest 
that the decreased interest in a fac-
ulty career partly reflects changes in 
students’ preferences.” 

As for ability, the surveys asked 
students to rate their research abili-
ty relative to their peers in their area 
of specialization on a sliding scale. 
They also asked respondents how 
many published or accepted arti-

Program, which promotes pro-
grams that broaden Ph.D. training. 
And advisers still tend to strongly 
encourage the traditional academic 
career path.

The authors also note their find-
ings suggest that students would 
benefit from more information 
about diverse careers in the sci-
ences before starting their Ph.D. 
programs, to avoid a mismatch 
between what they want to do and 
what kinds of training they need.

“This may allow individuals to 
take advantage of a growing range 
of alternative educational options, 
such as professional science mas-
ter’s programs, and ultimately result 
in faster career progress and more 
satisfying long-term career out-
comes.”

Over all, Roach said, the study 
clashes with the “common assump-
tion” that most Ph.D. students want 
a faculty career. When students 
start working toward their doctor-
ates, he said, “many see academia 
as the typical career path, but as 
they learn more about what the fac-
ulty career is really like and learn 
more about their own interests, they 

cles in peer-reviewed journals list-
ed them as authors (that measure 
increased from a mean of 0.87 in 
2010 to 2.5 in 2013). Students who 
remained interested in a faculty 
career started with higher levels of 
self-reported ability and publica-
tions than those who lost interest. 
Subjective ability increased signifi-
cantly among those who remained 
interested in academe but remained 
unchanged among those who lost 
interest. Publication counts in-
creased for both groups, but not 
significantly more for the sustained 
interest group.

In sum, 40 percent of advanced 
students aren’t interested in pursu-
ing an academic career, according 
to the study. Many of those stu-
dents reported a lack of informa-
tion about nonacademic career 
options, suggesting that more in-
formation about career diversity is 
needed earlier in Ph.D. programs. 
Experiential approaches, such as 
internships, may be more effective 
than just workshops and informa-
tion sessions, the authors say. They 
also praise programs such as the 
National Institutes of Health’s BEST 

http://www.nihbest.org/
http://www.nihbest.org/
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They realize that being an academic
is not just about being able to do the 

research that you love to do every day.

“ “

realize that academia 
is not for them.”

And among the Ph.D. 
students in the study 
who remain attracted 
to an academic career, 
he said, more than half 
also express an inter-
est in industry careers. 
“So the notion that academia is the 
only preferred career path and that 
careers in entrepreneurship and in-
dustrial [research and development] 
are undesirable is a false dichoto-
my.”

Nathan L. Vanderford, a professor 
of toxicology and cancer biology 
at the University of Kentucky, who 
has studied the gap between Ph.D. 
training and job outcomes, said that 

“They realize that be-
ing an academic is not 
just about being able 
to do the research that 
you love to do every 
day,” he said of train-
ees.

Vanderford whole-
heartedly supported 

the paper’s multiple calls for more 
information for potential Ph.D. stu-
dents and training for Ph.D. candi-
dates about the job market, both 
inside and outside academe. He 
said he’s been teaching a class on 
exactly that topic for the past four 
years, so that trainees “can make 
more informed decisions as they’re 
making progress preparing for their 
careers.”                                               ■

the study captured what he and col-
leagues observe every day, anecdot-
ally: that the job market doesn’t in-
form students’ career decisions as 
much as a growing understanding 
of what an academic career entails.

Increasingly, he said, given the 
highly competitive funding envi-
ronment, being a professor means 
chasing grants and otherwise deal-
ing with the academic bureaucracy.

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/09/29/study-challenges-common-belief-most-science-and-engineering-phds-leave-academe

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/09/11/study-offers-window-what-search-committee-members-value-assessing-faculty-candidates
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/09/11/study-offers-window-what-search-committee-members-value-assessing-faculty-candidates


Graduate admissions is an inexact science. Faculty 
committees, sitting around conference tables for hours 
on end, have plenty of data to decide about applicants, 
including their transcripts, personal statements, letters 
of recommendation and GRE® scores. Problem is, it’s 
not always clear just what the data mean. That makes it 
easy for biases to slip in undetected. And now there are 
growing concerns that the admissions process, including 
the role standardized testing plays in it, is standing in 
the way of greater gender, racial and socioeconomic 
equity in Ph.D. programs and the professoriate.

Concerns about diversity in graduate programs are 
well-founded. But standardized tests like the GRE test 
are not what’s holding the academy back from  
attaining greater diversity. The problem arises instead  
in those long meetings in conference rooms. Faculty 
have limited time to make important decisions, all 
while navigating departmental politics and seeking 
to raise their program’s prestige. So as Julie Posselt, 
an education professor at the University of Southern 
California shows in her recent book Inside Graduate  
Admissions, faculty often end up trying to simplify a 
tricky process by choosing applicants who remind 
them of themselves. In short, the problem is rooted  
in human psychology and faculty culture; it demands  
a human-centered solution.

The American Astronomical Society (AAS) in 2016  
recommended that graduate programs in astronomy 
stop requiring GRE scores for applicants. The AAS  
argues, in part, that when admissions committees 
establish cutoff GRE scores for applicants, they end up 
reducing the demographic diversity of their candidates  
for admission. Because of well-known disparities in 
scores between test takers of different races and 
genders, the AAS and some others believe that setting 
an arbitrary minimum score will disproportionately 
eliminate female, African American and Hispanic 
candidates from the pool.

The AAS is right to push for greater diversity in the field. 
And it’s true that an astronomer — or sociologist or 
historian — is more than his or her GRE score. But  
ignoring the test will not solve the academy’s inequities.  
That’s because the GRE test is not the problem. In fact, 
when GRE scores are viewed in their proper context —  
including the known gender and racial score  
differences — they enable direct comparisons  
between candidates that no other criterion does.  
Evidence from undergraduate admissions suggests  
that making standardized tests optional does not  
produce more diverse student populations.

To understand the culture of graduate admissions,  
Posselt interviewed faculty and sat in on admissions 
committee meetings at 10 top-ranked graduate  
programs across the arts and sciences. What she found 
was faculty using a wide, inconsistent range of standards  
to arrive at their decisions. She saw some faculty  
misuse the GRE test by establishing high cutoff scores 
in the first stage of review in an effort to trim a large 
stack of applications down to a manageable size.  
She also found that faculty apply arbitrary criteria  
inconsistently across the applicant pool. In one 
extreme case, a professor of classics speculated that 
growing up in a “pastoral” region of the United States 
might be conducive to one applicant’s ability to master 
ancient languages.

Faculty in elite departments struggle to distinguish 
among all the high-GRE score, high-GPA applications 
they see, Posselt found. Emotion, therefore, ends up 
heavily influencing decisions. In the conference room, 
one professor’s enthusiasm for an applicant can sway 
everyone else’s judgment. This commonly happens 
when an applicant comes from a faculty member’s 
alma mater, according to Posselt’s findings. Faculty 
also have a strong incentive to keep the peace in their 
departments, which can mean deferring to each other 
to avoid conflict.

The Problem in Graduate Admissions 
Is Culture, Not Testing
By Jonathan Malesic
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The shifting definition of merit that results, and that Posselt  
observed, is not inherently bad. That is precisely how  
unconventional applicants she saw committees consider —  
like a student with low test scores who grew up on a remote  
Himalayan mountainside — get admitted and eventually thrive. 
Still, faculty need to be careful that their subjective judgments  
don’t reproduce longstanding inequities in their fields.

Posselt argues that in the final stages of the admissions  
process, many faculty lean on the shaky criterion of “fit.” Other 
gatekeepers to elite professions do the same. Recruiters for top 
finance, legal and consulting firms look for a certain kind of “fit” 
among prospective entry-level employees. Lauren Rivera, a  
professor of management and organizations at Northwestern  
University’s Kellogg School of Management, shows in her 
book Pedigree: How Elite Students Get Elite Jobs that “fit” means 
being someone the recruiter wouldn’t mind being crammed  
into a rental car or stuck in an airport with.

In practice, this translates into recruiters looking for people like 
themselves: graduates of elite universities who are “well-rounded” 
in exactly the same way, right down to their hobbies. Diversity in 
hiring, therefore, often remain elusive.

Graduate admissions can produce similar results. That’s not 
surprising, because, like private-sector recruitment, it is a human 
process. Humans are rational, emotional and social all at once. 
They’re also often overworked, and so they can use help in 
making decisions that align with the higher-order goals of their 
institutions, such as expanding diversity.

Faculty understandably want autonomy in graduate admissions 
since they are choosing their apprentices and, in many programs, 
their employees. But human biases inevitably influence faculty 
members’ choices in admissions. Universities therefore need to 
acknowledge those biases and work around them in order to  
diversify academia. This will mean changing faculty culture in 
order to align the admissions process with the university’s  
diversity goals.

There are plenty of ways deans and provosts can help faculty 
accomplish this. They can offer incentives, like increased faculty 
research budgets, to programs that graduate a higher number  
of female, Black or Hispanic Ph.Ds. They can also encourage  
more active student recruitment, reaching out to promising  
undergraduate students from underrepresented groups.  
Institutions that want to increase the population of Black and 
Hispanic Ph.D. students might build cooperative programs  
like the Fisk-Vanderbilt Bridge, which prepares students at  
a historically Black university for graduate programs at a  
neighboring research institution. Columbia University has a 
bridge program open to students from underrepresented 

groups who want to pursue a Ph.D. in natural sciences. The 
American Physical Society sponsors a bridge program, too.

Admissions committees might also benefit from changing the 
sequence and information context of their admissions decisions. 
(Management scholars call this choice architecture.) Some tech 
firms have attempted to diversify their workforces by masking 
applicants’ biographical information in the first round of review. 
Universities might consider something analogous. To keep  
faculty from immediately eliminating all candidates below a 
certain GRE score threshold, a department might withhold 
GRE scores from admissions committees until faculty have first 
reviewed other elements of the applications and identified the 
strongest minority candidates.

Because admissions committees typically look at GRE scores early 
in the process and consider diversity late, as Posselt found, such 
a change would completely reverse a familiar sequence. It would 
take some getting used to. But it would also address one of the 
American Astronomical Society’s (and ETS’s) chief concerns: the 
overreliance on GRE scores, without their full context, to vet 
applicants right away.

Decisions are hard. But information — including everything that 
goes into a graduate school application — is not the reason 
they’re hard. They’re hard because information, on its own, 
doesn’t tell you how to use it. Culture does. By focusing on the 
culture of graduate admissions, universities can help faculty 
make decisions that improve the academy’s diversity.

Jonathan Malesic is a former full-time faculty member at King’s 
College and freelance writer who contributes occasionally to The 
Chronicle of Higher Education and Inside Higher Ed. He is currently 
writing a book on the spiritual costs of the American work ethic.

Copyright © 2017 by Educational Testing Service. All rights reserved. ETS and GRE are 
registered trademarks of Educational Testing Service (ETS). 38472

This Content Provided by ETS

http://press.princeton.edu/titles/10457.html
http://fisk-vanderbilt-bridge.org/
http://facultydiversity.columbia.edu/bridge-phd-program-natural-sciences
http://www.apsbridgeprogram.org/about/
https://hbr.org/2015/05/leaders-as-decision-architects
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/28/magazine/is-blind-hiring-the-best-hiring.html
https://www.ets.org/s/gre/pdf/gre_guide.pdf
https://jonmalesic.com/


Inside Higher Ed

Challenges in Graduate and Professional Education 

14

Getty Images

50 Shades of Gray

Study suggests scientific work force is aging -- and will get even older, as younger 
scientists stay on the sidelines in hopes of jobs and face longer odds of landing grants.

By Colleen Flaherty // March 28, 2017

-- even newer ones, such 
as computer and informa-
tion science. The study in-
cludes those with natural 
and social science, health 
and engineering degrees.

The trend will only contin-
ue, with the average scien-
tist’s age increasing by an 
additional 2.3 years within 

the near future, without intervention, 
according to a model included in the 
study.

Blau and Weinberg looked at data 
from the National Science Founda-
tion’s Survey of Doctorate Recipi-
ents, tracking about 73,000 scien-
tists aged 76 or younger. Roughly 40 
percent were academic scientists, 
from tenured professors to staff re-

Blame the boomers -- sort of. 
While the scientific work force is 
indeed getting older as baby boom-
ers continue to work past traditional 
retirement age, the work force will 
continue to age even after boomers 
are gone, according to a new study 
in the Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences.

The study, by David Blau and 
Bruce Weinberg, both professors of 
economics at Ohio State University, 
found that the average age of em-
ployed scientists increased from 45 
in 1993 to nearly 49 in 2010. Scien-
tists aged faster than the U.S. work 
force in general, and across fields 

http://www.pnas.org/content/early/2017/03/21/1611748114.abstract
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searchers. The study also relied on 
some U.S. Census data.

The authors attribute much of 
what they observed about the gray-
ing work force to the baby-boom 
generation, but also to the revoca-
tion of the mandatory retirement 
age for university professors in 
1994. “In 1993, the shape of the re-
tirement hazard was similar to, but 
lower than the typical age pattern 
of retirement, with a substantial in-
crease in the exit rate between ages 
60 and 62, a jump at age 65, and a 
very large spike at age 70,” the study 
says. “The most recent data show a 
much slower and more gradual in-
crease in the exit hazard rate, and 
no major spikes. In particular, the 
large spike at age 70 in 1993 com-
pletely disappeared by 2008.”

In 1993, 18 percent of scientists 
were 55 or older. By 2010, that sta-
tistic had jumped to 33 percent. By 
comparison, the U.S. general work 
force also aged, but less dramatical-
ly, from about 15 percent 55 or older 

to 23 percent over the same period.
Gender and other demographic 

shifts had no real impact on the age 
question, the authors say.

Weinberg said in an interview that 
he’s interested in the intersection of 
age and productivity, with the gen-
eral perception being that one’s sci-
entific contributions decline past a 
certain age. “That’s at best an over-
simplification and maybe wrong, 
though,” he said -- so an aging popu-
lation doesn’t necessarily mean less 
innovative science.

The argument recalls that made in 
a 2016 paper in Science: that a sci-
entist’s impact is randomly distrib-
uted within their papers and is not 
linked to age.

Still, Weinberg and Blau’s paper 
raises questions about what the ag-
ing work force means for junior sci-
entists -- many of whom are already 
waiting out faculty or other position 
as postdocs. He said his study can’t 
speak to that question directly. But a 
basic analysis suggests that scien-

tists working longer means not only 
a more difficult entry-level academ-
ic job market, but also a more com-
petitive funding environment for 
those trying to keep faculty jobs or 
be promoted, he added. And that’s 
even before proposed cuts to the 
federal science budget.

“This operates on two levels,” 
Weinberg said.

The funding question is of concern 
to a number of academic groups, 
including the National Academics 
of Sciences, Engineering and Med-
icine, which recently launched the 
Next Generation Researchers Initia-
tive. The slide on the following page, 
presented at a January committee 
meeting by Michael Lauer, deputy 
director for extramural research for 
the National Institutes of Health, 
shows that rates for successful 
grants are going up for those over 
60, but down for both early- and 
midcareer scientists.

Gary McDowell, a biophysical 
scientist and resident at Manylabs 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/11/04/paper-creativity-doesnt-have-decrease-age-scientists-have-unique-kind-iq-predicts
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/03/20/science-advocates-dismayed-size-cuts-proposed-nih-and-other-agencies
http://sites.nationalacademies.org/cs/groups/pgasite/documents/webpage/pga_176559.pdf
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open science workspace, advocates 
for junior scientists as executive di-
rector of the nonprofit Future of Re-
search (he’s also on the committee 
for the new initiative). He said he 
left academe at 31 after a series of 
research positions, in part because 
the notion that “things wouldn’t 
be safe for the next 30 years” was 
“pretty intimidating.”

Over all, McDowell said Wein-
berg’s data add “to an overwhelm-
ing message right now that aca-
demia is incredibly tough to persist 
in.” The question going forward, he 
added, is “whether the scientific es-
tablishment will respond to these 
data in implementing recommenda-
tions that have been suggested over 
decades of reports, or continue as 
it has been, with an unsustainable, 
ever-increasing trainee population 
being pushed towards stable ac-
ademic jobs that are neither being 
created nor vacated.”

Still, McDowell said he wouldn’t 
want to bring back mandatory re-
tirement for professors. Weinberg 

also said it wouldn’t be a panacea to 
the employment and funding prob-
lems, or necessarily good for sci-
ence, since many professors, again, 
are innovative into older age. And 
while unproductive professors with 
tenure may not be fired, he said, ac-
ademic science can be highly inhos-

pitable to those who hang on past 
their prime; labs, for example, can 
be taken away.

“I’m not 100 percent sure what the 
problem is, but, in terms of a solu-
tion, even if we could go back to 
mandatory retirement, that seems 
off.”                                                              ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/03/28/study-suggests-scientific-work-force-aging-younger-scientists-struggle-find-good

Fiscal Years
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Graduate student enrollment is 
declining at for-profit institutions, 
but the sector continues to resonate 
with one particular demographic -- 
black women.

“Of black bachelor’s degree recipi-
ents, women will more significantly 
go on to get master’s degrees,” said 
Sandy Baum, a senior fellow in the 
education policy program at the 
Urban Institute. “African-American 
women are more likely to go to the 
for-profit sector.”

Over all, African-American men 
and women are overrepresented 
at for-profit master’s degree pro-
grams. While accounting for 9 per-
cent of the nation’s mix of college 
students, in 2007 they made up 
roughly a quarter of the for-profit 
sector’s graduate enrollment, ac-
cording to Baum, who cited a report 
she co-authored.

And the numbers of black wom-
en who choose for-profit graduate 
education have increased slightly. 
In 2007, 24 percent of black wom-
en graduate students chose to 
pursue their degrees at for-profit 

institutions, Baum said, according 
to federal data. In 2014, 31 percent 
of black women graduate students 
were enrolled in for-profit colleges 
compared to 13 percent of all fe-
male graduate students and 9 per-
cent of white women graduate stu-
dents, according to an analysis of 
federal data by Elizabeth Baylor, the 
former director of postsecondary 
education policy at the Center for 
American Progress.

Total graduate student enrollment 
at for-profits decreased by more 
than 7 percent from 2015 to 2016, 
to 263,498 students, according to 
the National Student Clearinghouse 
Research Center.

For critics of the sector, the high-
er proportion of African-American 
women enrolling in for-profit mas-
ter’s programs is an issue.

“This trend is concerning because 
for-profit graduate education is a rel-
atively new sector and its results are 
unknown,” Baylor said in an email. 
“Generally people pursue advanced 
degrees because they are associat-
ed with higher lifetime earnings and 

For-Profit Graduate Schools Popular With Black Women

Consumer advocates are concerned by the relatively large proportion
of black women graduate students who attend for-profits.

By Ashley A. Smith // July 25, 2017

better job security. However, policy 
makers and the public don’t know if 
that is, in fact, true for people who 
attend for-profit colleges.”

Graduate institutions don’t have to 
report completion rates to the fed-
eral government, she said, or break 
out student loan repayment rates by 
level of education or loan program.

“While it may be true that attend-
ing for-profit colleges might not be 
good because of student debt and 
poor outcomes, the outcomes de-
pend on what majors are being pur-
sued,” said Anthony Carnevale, a re-
search professor and director of the 
Georgetown University Center on 
Education and the Workforce.

According to an analysis by Car-

http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/86981/who_goes_to_graduate_school_and_who_succeeds_0.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/education/news/2016/12/01/291656/the-unlikely-area-in-which-for-profit-colleges-are-doing-just-fine/
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nevale, the most popular major 
among black women who enroll in 
for-profit graduate degree programs 
was business administration and 
management, at 27 percent.

Meanwhile, the 
median earnings for 
black women with 
graduate degrees 
from any institution 
are $60,000 for busi-
ness majors and 
$50,000 for educa-
tion majors, accord-
ing to the analysis.

Baum said the de-
cision to pursue a 
for-profit graduate 
degree could be driven by conve-
nience, since these are degree pro-
grams that also exist at public insti-
tutions.

“The reality is that master’s de-
gree programs by their nature en-
roll higher proportions of women, 
blacks, students from lower-income 
backgrounds and people who earn 
bachelor’s degrees at older ages,” 
said Steve Gunderson, president 
and chief executive officer of Career 
Education Colleges and Universi-

ties, the primary trade group for the 
for-profit sector.

“The reality is that many of the 
master’s degree programs do not 
pay as well as those professional 

degree programs do as you get into 
those careers.”

Gunderson used graduate de-
grees in education as an example, 
noting that K-12 teachers typically 
earn a master’s degree, which im-
proves their skills but doesn’t put 
them in a higher salary range.

“One thing our sector is proud 
of is that we meet students where 
they are in daily life,” Gunderson 
said. “We’re much better at sched-
uling academic programming in 

ways that work with their schedule 
that often includes full-time jobs or 
children, and that has a big impact 
on whether they attend a traditional 
graduate program.”

Some traditional 
graduate programs 
instead pride them-
selves on exclusivity 
rather than access, 
he said.

The flexibility also 
benefits employers 
who want their em-
ployees to continue 
working, said Baylor, 
but may offer a raise 
or promotion if the 

employee pursues a master’s de-
gree.

“Sure, you can say they chose 
this and they have bachelor’s de-
grees, so they’re in a good position 
to make this decision,” Baum said. 
“But given the history of for-profit 
institutions -- the prices, debt levels 
associated with them and history of 
credibility in the labor market -- you 
have to at least question why this is 
a good decision for this group and 
not others.”                                             ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/07/25/black-women-graduate-students-enroll-higher-numbers-profits
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Some 500 graduate students and 
postdocs, along with faculty mem-
bers, alumni and leaders from non-
profits, government and business 
will gather at the University of Chi-
cago’s International House today 
for its annual GradUCon. Like Com-
ic-Con and other fan conventions, 
Chicago’s event is meant for those 
who love academics -- but not nec-
essarily those who want to be aca-
demics.

Why? Like every offering from the 
campus’s UChicagoGRAD career 
support office, GradUCon purposely 
eschews the typical inside/outside 
academe binary: it will feature talks 
on everything from big data in the 
tech industry and careers in think 
tanks and museums to working at a 
liberal arts college and being a first-
year faculty member.

In the past, said Brooke Noonan, 
executive director of UChicago-
GRAD, “many Ph.D.s tended to seek 
out the academic career path as a 
no-brainer, but of course in the last 
eight to 10 years, we’ve really seen 
a shift in the job market. We want 
to make sure that the pursuit of get-

GradUCon and Beyond

Institutions want to help their graduate students find meaningful work.
Here’s how the University of Chicago is doing it.

By Colleen Flaherty // April 7, 2017

ting a Ph.D. remains worthwhile, and 
to make sure that there’s a fulfilling 
professional life at the other end of 
this path.”

UChicagoGRAD debuted two 
years ago with that goal in mind 
and just a few staff members. The 
idea was to have a single office 
apart from the university’s 11 in-
dependent graduate divisions and 
professional schools, to focus on 
the “flexible” career-readiness skills 
that students wouldn’t necessarily 
be getting from their discipline-spe-
cific advisers. Those include writ-

ten communication for a variety of 
contexts, video and in-person inter-
viewing, grant writing, talking con-
cisely but passionately about one’s 
research, and other forms of public 
speaking. Adaptability is also key.

In addition to GradUCon, UChi-
cagoGRAD offers a major job fair 
every year, a sort of matchmaking 
service between graduate students 
and paid internships, outreach to 
employers, workshops, advising, 
and other events.

“It turns out the skills needed to 
prepare for a successful careers in 

Past GradUCon at the University of Chicago

https://grad.uchicago.edu/career-development


Inside Higher Ed

Challenges in Graduate and Professional Education 

20

the academy are not so different 
from the those pertaining to ca-
reers in other sectors,” namely in-
dustry, nonprofits and government, 
Noonan said.

‘A Swiss Army
Knife of Skills’
Much of the work is about helping 

students realize they already have 
what they need for a variety of ca-
reer paths, she added. “One of my 
favorite phrases, from a student we 
work with, is, ‘I’m like a Swiss army 
knife of skills -- I just need to know 
which of the tools to bring out at 
the right time.’” In another example, 
an employer from a national lab in-
volved with UChicagoGRAD said 
a Ph.D. he’d recently interviewed 
claimed she didn’t have any man-
agement experience -- but she’d 
been running a lab.

Stephen Gray, who received his 
Ph.D. in psychology from Chicago 
last year, said interacting with career 
counselors and mock interviewers 
through UChicagoGRAD helped him 
land his current job as a consumer 
insights analyst at Facebook. Staff 
members helped him learn about 
the positions available to him as 
a cognitive experimental psychol-
ogist, create a résumé that high-
lighted skills that didn’t immediately 
strike him as marketable -- such as 
computer programming, statistics 
and experimental design -- and ne-
gotiate an eventual offer.

“I found their assistance invalu-
able in learning how to speak about 
my strengths and put them into the 
context of solving a particular com-
pany’s problems, and I definitely 

would not have my current position 
without their guidance,” Gray said 
via email.

Regarding internships, the office 
started small, thinking it would be 
able to offer about a dozen paid po-
sitions to students with the help of 
some seed money. UChicagoGRAD 
had suggestions and connections 
-- including federal jobs through 
David Axelrod, a former adviser to 
President Obama and now director 
of the campus Institute of Politics 
-- but students were encouraged to 
seek out their own opportunities, as 
well. The only requirement, in part 
to appease faculty members con-
cerned about students losing valu-
able summer research time, was 
that the internship had to somehow 
advance an applicant’s research.

Some 70 applications streamed 
in, and, to the office’s delight, place-
ments were arranged for near-
ly all students, from the Musée 
d’Art Moderne in Paris to the 
Black Youth Project in Chicago. 
This summer approximately 100 
students will be interning to ad-
vance their studies and profession-
al prospects. Some organizations 
pay interns, while other students 
are funded through the universi-
ty, grants or donations. Of course, 
having 100 summer internships is 
hardly surprising for an undergrad-
uate institution or a STEM master’s 
program. But for Ph.D. students, the 
number is notable.

UChicagoGRAD maintains a ro-
bust directory of fellowships, and 
students are encouraged to first 
visit the office for help seeking out 

and writing an application for one 
-- what Noonan called a “gateway 
drug” to other services.

Making It Work
Centralization was an immedi-

ate boon in that many students felt 
comfortable self-referring to seek 
out career advice that wasn’t strictly 
academic. But staff members knew 
it might be a challenge in terms of 
recruiting additional students from 
so many separate divisions and pro-
fessional schools.

So Noonan said the office worked 
hard to engage academic deans, 
in the hope that they would then 
promote its “credibility” to faculty 
members -- who would then refer 
students. In exchange, the deans 
demanded data as to the office’s ef-
forts and effectiveness, as even at a 
well-off institution such as Chicago, 
redundant programs aren’t accept-
able in today’s budget climate. But 
the hard work has paid off.

The office is responsible for more 
than 9,000 master’s and Ph.D. stu-
dents on campus, plus postdocs, 
and last year it logged 7,400 “touch 
points,” with an average of 2.5 en-
gagements or visits per student or 
postdoc.

The office has seen buy-in from 
faculty members, too -- especially 
newer faculty members who under-
stand firsthand the realities of to-
day’s job market, Noonan said. But 
even longer-serving faculty mem-
bers -- who across academe ste-
reotypically seek to “recreate” them-
selves (and their career paths) in the 
next generation of scholars -- have 
been supportive, and even grateful.
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“What we’ve heard from senior 
faculty is that they just don’t know 
how to go about helping graduate 
students find jobs at a consulting 
firm,” for example, she said. “Some-
times if they disengage [from grad-
uate students seeking non-faculty 
jobs], it’s not for shame or disap-
pointment, it’s a lack of expertise in 
that field.”

UChicagoGRAD falls under the 
purview of Sian Beilock, executive 
vice provost and Stella M. Rowley 
Professor of psychology. She, too, 
said she cared about the success of 
her graduate students who sought 
careers outside academe but could 
previously tell them little more than 
“Good luck.”

The new office “sets up students 
to succeed no matter where they 
go,” Beilock said. “They learn writ-
ten and oral communication and 
other skills, and how to advocate 
for themselves successfully as aca-
demics, or in industry, nonprofits or 
government.”

Gray, the alum, agreed, saying he 
knew within a few years of academ-
ic life that he wanted something 
different. But his academic advisers 
“didn’t know how to help me, having 
spent their whole lives in the ivory 
tower.”

In addition to faculty members 
and students, UChicagoGRAD also 
works to educate employers, “let-
ting them know that we have an 
incredible talent pipeline,” Noonan 
said. “We’re going after sectors that 
may or may not historically have 
looked at Ph.D.s, one organization 
at a time, to demonstrate the power 

most credible agents. “One of the 
best way to talk to students about 
that is to show them examples of 
successful peers who have been 
able to use their research skills in a 
variety of ways.”

Emily Lynn Osborn, an associate 
professor of history at Chicago, 
said she appreciates how the office 
“opens doors” to students who don’t 
plan on pursuing tenure-track jobs, 
or don’t find one, or who simply 
want to challenge themselves “and 
explore how their skills and exper-
tise as a historian might translate 
into different contexts and different 
kinds of work.”

Whatever students plan on doing, 
Osborn said, the office helps her 
help them in that it offers workshops 
on topics such as the “nitty-gritty” of 
writing curricula vitae, and one-on-
one professional counseling. Stu-
dents who take advantage of those 
services come back to the depart-
ment with a “firm foundation,” she 
said, and “we can then really focus 
on matters that are content specif-
ic, that pertain specifically to field 
and discipline.”

UChicagoGRAD has grown quickly 
but intentionally, to a team including 
career advisers, fellowship advisers, 
two executive directors, a director 
of diversity and development, part-
time staff members who help with 
writing and editing requests, and 
more. It employs some graduate 
students, as peer consulting is a 
popular option.

“We’ve grown organically,” said 
Noonan. “Our nimbleness -- or agil-
ity -- has been our secret weapon.” ■

of research in problem solving and 
asking the right questions.”

Beilock said she’s been interested 
in hearing what employers have to 
say at some of the office’s events, 
including that interviews in indus-
try often start the way they do in 
academe: talk about your research. 
“Can you explain in an exciting and 
fluent manner what you’re doing?” 
she recalled.

Staying Creative
and ‘Nimble’
One of Beilock’s favorite office 

programs to date is something 
called “Expose Yourself!” Through 
“lab crawls” and pop-up lectures 
about how one’s research relates to 
a given work at the Art Institute of 
Chicago, students are encouraged 
to talk about their research to those 
outside their fields -- including the 
general public.

Always open to new ideas, es-
pecially those from students, 
UChicagoGRAD is offering similar 
opportunities this spring at local 
cultural centers, retirement facili-
ties and community colleges, said 
Kaitlyn Tucker, a Ph.D. candidate in 
Slavic languages and literatures and 
a student liaison to the project. “The 
hope is that giving students the op-
portunity to present their research 
to a variety of audiences will help 
them prepare for job talks, as well 
as improve their communication 
skills more broadly.”

Asked if the office has had to work 
hard to convince some students to 
consider jobs outside academe, 
Beilock said alumni -- who are a big 
part of UChicagoGRAD -- are the 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/04/07/how-university-chicago-helping-graduate-students-find-meaningful-careers
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In 2013, the Olin Business School 
at Washington University in St. Louis 
stretched its executive M.B.A. pro-
gram to the West for the second time 
in three years.

The business school at the pri-
vate nonprofit university announced 
it would start offering its executive 
M.B.A. program, or E.M.B.A., in Den-
ver in September of that year. The 
20-month program would meet 
monthly in chunks of several days and 
be split into two halves -- the first in 
Denver and the second on the campus 
of Washington University in St. Louis. 
It would also have an international 
residency in Shanghai. That mirrored 
what the business school was doing 
in Kansas City, Mo., where it had been 
offering an E.M.B.A. since 2010. It 
was a time when several top business 
schools were bringing in significant 
revenue through E.M.B.A. programs 
and some were opening new loca-
tions in cities away from their home 
campuses.

Fast-forward to today, and the 
business school is in the process of 
winding down both of its off-campus 

E.M.B.A. sites in the 
United States. In a 
letter sent to stu-
dents earlier this 
year, Dean Mark 
Taylor wrote that 
administrators were 
“refocusing Olin’s re-
sources” and would 
no longer be offering 
the first year of its 
E.M.B.A. curriculum 
in Kansas City and 
Denver.

“This was a difficult 
decision but one necessary as we look 
towards strengthening the business 
school in an ever-challenging higher 
education market,” wrote Taylor, who 
started as the business school’s dean 
in December.

Taylor sees the change as a way to 
refocus Olin’s offerings on St. Louis 
and on international components in 
Shanghai and Mumbai, India. But it’s 
also reflective of shifts in the market 
for E.M.B.A.s, degrees geared for pro-
fessionals with several years of busi-
ness experience who want to study in 

intensive chunks while keeping their 
jobs. The Olin Business School is not 
the only one to decide to close a pro-
gram away from campus.

Traditionally, employers have often 
paid much of the cost of an E.M.B.A. 
But companies are becoming more 
reluctant to pay. Satellite campus-
es are also facing more competition 
from online learning, making it harder 
for university leaders to rationalize the 
expense of leasing space in faraway 
cities.

More broadly, some point to broad 
indicators showing a decline in U.S. 

E.M.B.A.s Under Pressure

Executives, with financial support from their companies, once paid top dollar
for special versions of the M.B.A. hosted by business schools at far-flung urban
locations. Support is dwindling, and online competition growing, 
challenging what had been a source of revenue for some schools.

By Rick Seltzer // August 24, 2017

Ralph Nagel, a trustee at Washington University

https://www.bizjournals.com/denver/news/2013/02/15/washington-university-to-offer.html
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sionally from Kansas City and Denver 
on a part-time basis isn’t that big a 
deal,” Taylor said. “Some of the work 
can be done online. And also, we’re go-
ing to want you to do some overseas 
placements anyway. It doesn’t really 
matter where your base is.”

The Olin Business School may 
have faced another challenge in the 
markets: price. When the school was 
opening its Denver program, Poets & 
Quants for Executives, a news web-
site that covers executive M.B.A. pro-
grams, noted that it was more expen-
sive than others already in the market.

“Washington [University] is com-
ing into the Denver market with the 
highest price tag, 28.9 percent above 
the current price leader in the market 
and 44.8 percent more than Colorado 
State’s offering,” Poets & Quants wrote. 
“Washington’s hefty $108,500 price, 
moreover, does not include airfare for 
an international residency in Shanghai, 
China.”

At the time, the University of Colo-
rado’s 18-month program in Denver 
cost $65,000, a price that included 
travel and lodging for a nine-day inter-
national business trip and three-day 
retreat, Poets & Quants continued. Col-
orado State’s 21-month program cost 
$59,940, which included airfare and 
lodging for a 10-day global immersion 
trip. And Daniels College’s E.M.B.A., 
an 18-month program, cost $77,160, 
which included airfare and lodging for 
an international travel seminar and 
weekend retreat in San Diego.

The business school quotes the cost 
for its upcoming E.M.B.A. programs in 
St. Louis at $128,000. That includes 
hotels for four residencies but not air-

dents to travel to St. Louis earlier than 
planned. Officials said “financial ar-
rangements” had been made for those 
students but did not go into detail.

The two locations are much smaller 
than Olin’s other locations. It typically 
has about 70 to 80 E.M.B.A. students 
per year in St. Louis. A Shanghai co-
hort recently started with about 65 
students, and a Mumbai summer co-
hort totals 22 students. They were also 
small in comparison to the business 
school’s other M.B.A. programs -- it re-
ports 260 full-time M.B.A. candidates 
and 306 studying for a professional 
M.B.A.

Kansas City and Denver operations 
weren’t offering the right mix of finan-
cial returns and experience for stu-
dents -- even though they were paying 
for themselves, Taylor indicated.

“They were washing their face,” Tay-
lor said. “There were financial issues 
we had to look at, obviously. But the 
financial implications weren’t para-
mount. The strategic implications 
were the most important.”

Online delivery for E.M.B.A. pro-
grams is also likely to grow, Taylor 
said. He added that students could 
still decide to attend in St. Louis during 
their first year.

The first half of the Olin Business 
School Programs in Denver and Kan-
sas City had been scheduled with 
class days on Thursdays, Fridays and 
Saturdays about once a month in their 
respective cities. But residencies re-
quiring travel were interspersed, and 
students had to travel to St. Louis for 
their second year.

“Once people think about the mode 
of delivery, coming to St. Louis occa-

student interest in M.B.A. degrees of 
all types.

In the case of the Olin Business 
School, it was time to rethink physical 
delivery in the U.S., Taylor said in a re-
cent interview. In addition to its home 
campus in St. Louis, the business 
school also sends E.M.B.A. students 
to Washington for an immersion pro-
gram with the Brookings Institution 
that focuses on policy issues, govern-
ment regulations, appropriation, bud-
geting and legislative action. It also 
has residencies in China, through a 
joint venture with the Fudan University 
School of Management, and Mumbai, 
at the Indian Institute of Technology.

“It’s really about the broader trends, 
I think -- thinking about the strategic 
direction of the school, thinking about 
international reach,” said Taylor, a for-
mer dean of the business school at 
the University of Warwick in the Unit-
ed Kingdom before he joined the Olin 
Business School last year.

“Having three delivery points in the 
Midwest didn’t seem consistent with 
our new sort of international strategic 
policy,” Taylor said.

The Olin Business School still wants 
to be a part of the region, Taylor said. 
It’s retaining a recruitment adviser to 
focus on bringing in students from 
Kansas City and Denver.

The business school currently re-
ports about 10 E.M.B.A. students 
each in Denver and Kansas City. The 
last classes are expected to be held 
in the locations in January 2018. That 
timeline will allow current cohorts to 
complete most of their planned class-
es at the branch sites, but the Denver 
location closure will require some stu-

http://poetsandquantsforexecs.com/2013/02/21/wash-u-launches-emba-in-denver/
https://olin.wustl.edu/EN-US/executive-programs/executive-mba/admissions/Pages/tuition.aspx
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We have something like 15 percent of our
students on full sponsorship through their 

employers. It would have been two, three times 
that figure 10 or 15 years ago.

“ “

fare to Washington, D.C., and China, 
nor does it include lodging for class 
weekends.

Taylor named one other trend that 
was important in the Olin Business 
School’s decision to end its E.M.B.A. 
programs in Denver and Kansas City 
-- corporate sponsorship of students 
has declined dramatically in the last 
decade.

“We have something like 15 percent 
of our students on full sponsorship 
through their employers,” he said. “It 
would have been two, three times that 
figure 10 or 15 years ago.”

That phenomenon has also been 
noticed by Jeffrey R. Brown, dean at 
the College of Busi-
ness at the Univer-
sity of Illinois at Ur-
bana-Champaign. 
Brown announced 
earlier this year that 
the college was sus-
pending enrollment 
in an E.M.B.A. pro-
gram it operated in 
Chicago.

Companies will still pay for executive 
education, Brown said. But fewer and 
fewer are willing to do so.

That was not, however, the only rea-
son the College of Business at Illinois 
suspended its program. The E.M.B.A. 
in Chicago was always on the small 
side, Brown said -- it had about 30 to 35 
students per cohort for a total of about 
70 students overall at any one time. 
A competitive market and improve-
ments in online education combined 
to mean the program wasn’t meeting 
financial objectives, Brown said.

On the other hand, Illinois launched 

an online M.B.A. program in January 
2016. It recently started its fourth co-
hort and already has about 800 stu-
dents enrolled.

“Now that there is an online alter-
native, geography is becoming less 
relevant,” Brown said. “Today, I think a 
broader theme in all of this, as we look 
at removing geography as a barrier to 
education, is to what extent do univer-
sities really want to be spending on 
brick-and-mortar stuff anywhere?”

Even leasing space for an executive 
M.B.A. program can be expensive. 
Those programs tend to be set up in 
major metropolitan areas. And insti-
tutions also have to pay for faculty 

members to travel to the off-campus 
locations, or they have to hire locally.

“As more and more schools are try-
ing to use technology and operate at 
scale, you will see fewer players with 
larger programs that are financially 
sustainable,” Brown said. “Smaller re-
gional players are going to find that 
they lose money when they end up 
getting into these markets, and then 
they end up exiting.”

Chicago was a competitive market 
for the University of Illinois program. 
The market already had major es-
tablished players in the M.B.A. space, 
like Northwestern University’s Kellogg 

School of Management and the Uni-
versity of Chicago’s Booth School of 
Business.

Theoretically, closing an off-campus 
business program should be easier 
than closing other types of programs. 
But it might not always work out that 
way, according to Brown.

“Even if people intellectually under-
stand the business decision, there’s 
a huge emotional element to this,” 
Brown said. “The advantage that busi-
ness schools have over some other 
disciplines is if we’re doing our jobs 
well, our students really do understand 
the strategy and finance and so forth 
behind it.”

Not every 
school will have 
to close off-cam-
pus E.M.B.A. sites, 
Brown said. About 
a dozen institu-
tions have a good 
satellite-campus 
E.M.B.A. business 
model in place and 

have managed to operate effectively 
and at scale.

One well-known institution running 
an E.M.B.A. program far away from 
campus is the University of Pennsyl-
vania’s Wharton School. It operates an 
intensive 24-month E.M.B.A. program 
in San Francisco.

The program has been growing, 
according to Bernadette Birt, execu-
tive director. It has relocated for more 
space since she arrived in her role in 
2010, with cohort sizes jumping from 
roughly 90 to 106.

“We’re pleased with the market,” she 
said. “Folks [are] trying to make signif-
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icant moves within organizations and 
into new industries and into entrepre-
neurship ventures. The M.B.A. really 
sets them up to be more successful.”

Of course, San Francisco’s economy 
and talent market is very different from 
the rest of the country. More broad-
ly, Birt acknowledged, the executive 
M.B.A. space is under pressure from 
changes in corporate sponsorships 
and employees who are managing 
their careers more independently, with-
out feeling tied to individual employers.

The trends she, Brown and Taylor 
identified roughly align with those 
reported from the 2016 Application 
Trends Survey by the Graduate Man-
agement Admission Council, the 
owner of the Graduate Management 
Admission Test. Executive M.B.A. 
application volumes have been flat 
for several years, but a majority of 
E.M.B.A. programs reported growing 
volumes in 2016 for the first time since 
2008, the survey found.

However, much of the increase ap-
peared to be fueled by growing de-
mand from applicants to programs in 
Europe and international candidates 
coming to the U.S. Only 43 percent of 
E.M.B.A. programs in the United States 
reported growing application volumes, 
while half said application volumes fell 
and 7 percent reported volumes were 
flat.

Since they are an effort to reach lo-
cal working professionals, E.M.B.A. 
programs aren’t likely to benefit from 
an upsurge in international interest.

U.S. residents are not taking the 
GMAT as frequently as they did sev-

eral years ago. In 2016, 109,376 U.S. 
residents took the test, compared to 
144,650 in 2012.

E.M.B.A. programs don’t often re-
quire a student to take the GMAT. But 
some deans still view GMAT statistics 
as indicative of overall interest in mas-
ter’s-level business education.

Other forms of master’s-level busi-
ness education have been far from 
static of late. On Tuesday the Univer-
sity of Iowa’s Tippie College of Busi-
ness announced plans to phase out 
its full-time M.B.A. so that its final 
cohort will graduate in May 2019. In 
doing so, it joins other major institu-
tions, like Wake Forest University and 
Virginia Tech, which in recent years 
have ended traditional full-time M.B.A. 
programs amid enrollment pressures 
and a desire to be more flexible for stu-
dents.

Iowa said ending its full-time M.B.A. 
will allow it to focus on growing a part-
time M.B.A. program and specialized 
programs. More than 90 percent of 
the business school’s M.B.A. enroll-
ment already comes from profession-
al and executive programs.

Institutions respond to changing 
financial circumstances and market 
demand, said joyce gillie gossom, ex-
ecutive director of the National Asso-
ciation of Branch Campus Adminis-
trators. (She prefers not to use capital 
letters in her name.) Those responses 
include the opening and closing of 
off-campus locations like E.M.B.A. 
sites.

“The demand is there, the demand 
is met by that institution, and the de-

mand is gone,” she said. “And it doesn’t 
make sense for you to maintain the 
presence where there is no demand.”

Other factors can be at play, too. All 
too often, branches expand and con-
tract based on circumstances con-
trolled by administrators on a home 
campus instead of on their value, gos-
som said. A dean could decide they 
dislike having faculty members teach-
ing away from campus. Revenue could 
drop, making the off-site location less 
attractive financially.

Online programs and platforms 
have been another source of pressure 
in recent years, gossom said. But she 
warned that many students who at-
tend branch locations are older and 
less comfortable taking online cours-
es.

“They want someone they can see 
and talk with and interact with and 
stay after class with and ask ques-
tions,” she said. “They want to be able 
to create study groups with their fel-
low students and talk through class 
assignments.”

U.S.-based full- and part-time 
E.M.B.A. enrollment declined over a 
five-year period ending in 2015-16, ac-
cording to statistics from the Associa-
tion to Advance Collegiate Schools of 
Business. E.M.B.A. enrollment totaled 
3,988 in 2011-12 and had slipped to 
3,605 in 2015-16.

But the statistics reflect a small 
sample of 55 institutions that chose 
to report details on E.M.B.A. programs 
over that five-year period. AACSB 
warned against generalizing the find-
ings across the field as a whole.          ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/08/24/deans-see-challenges-campus-emba-programs-united-states

http://www.gmac.com/market-intelligence-and-research/gmac-surveys/application-trends-survey.aspx
http://www.gmac.com/market-intelligence-and-research/gmac-surveys/application-trends-survey.aspx
http://www.gmac.com/market-intelligence-and-research/market-research/gmac-data-to-go.aspx
http://www.gmac.com/market-intelligence-and-research/market-research/gmac-data-to-go.aspx
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2014/10/23/wake-forest-drop-traditional-mba-program
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Whittier Law School’s enrollment 
trends over the last five years reflect 
the pressures squeezing legal educa-
tion across the country.

Total enrollment at the law school 
in Orange County, Calif., fell by more 
than 40 percent since 2011, from 700 
students to fewer than 400 this year. 
Enrollment dropped as students’ inter-
est in studying law plunged across the 
country -- and as heightened scrutiny 
forced many law schools to pay more 
attention to their students’ job-place-
ment and bar-passage rates.

Administrators at Whittier were try-
ing to cut the size of the law school 
in order to find a new balancing point, 
said Sharon Herzberger, the president 
of the law school’s owner, Whittier Col-
lege. They wanted to admit enough 
students to keep the law school finan-
cially sustainable, but also to increase 
selectivity so they were admitting stu-
dents with a greater chance of suc-
ceeding. And they were working to do 
so even as the number of applications 
to law schools shrank.

“The enrollment has declined some-
times because of what’s going on in 

the world and the choices of people to 
come to the school,” Herzberger said. 
“And sometimes because of our desire 
to keep the enrollment down and make 
sure we’re bringing in students that we 
feel have the capability of doing well.”

That attempted balancing act end-
ed last week, when Whittier College’s 
Board of Trustees announced that the 
law school will not enroll any new stu-
dents. Current law students will be able 
to complete their degrees, although 
the exact details of that process are 
not yet set. Whittier Law School will 
close.

The decision vaulted Whittier into 
the national spotlight. The law school 
will be the first with full American Bar 
Association accreditation to close in 
recent memory. Its accreditation dates 
to 1985, and it was founded in 1966, 
so it does not fit the profile of a new, 
unestablished institution that might be 
expected to shutter under normal cir-
cumstances.

Consequently, some experts be-
lieve other schools are likely to follow 
Whittier Law in closing. Critics of legal 
education argue that the country still 
has too many law schools that do not 

What Comes After Whittier Shutdown?

Plans to close law school spark questions about future closures
and worries about impact on student access.

By Rick Seltzer // April 25, 2017

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/04/20/whittier-colleges-law-school-wont-enroll-new-students
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prepare their students for legal careers 
and instead leave them with high lev-
els of debt they will be unable to repay. 
Others retort that the number of law 
schools truly in danger of closing is rel-
atively small, with estimates ranging 
from 10 to 25 across the country.

Others worried that the closure of 
Whittier Law School takes away an im-
portant option from groups of minority 
and women students who are already 
underrepresented in the legal field. 
Those students often go on to prac-
tice law locally, so closing Whittier law 
school deprives nearby communities 
of important services, they said.

Whittier College tried to find ways to 
keep the law school open, according 
to Herzberger. Administrators offered 
faculty members voluntary separation 
agreements last year, the college pres-
ident said. They discussed merging 
the law school with other institutions 
and talked with others that showed in-
terest in operating it.

“Over the last couple of years, the 
board really looked at lots of different 
things,” Herzberger said. “Nothing real-
ly came to fruition, and the board felt 
that we should not continue to invite 
students to enter the law school, that it 
really wasn’t the fair thing to do.”

Decisions were complicated by the 
fact that the law school’s main cam-
pus has been separate from the col-
lege’s main campus in Whittier since 
1997. The two locations lie about 30 
miles apart, making it harder to share 
services between them or govern 
them as a single institution.

Whittier College ultimately struck 
a deal to sell the 14 acres of land on 
which the law school sits for $35 mil-

lion. The land is the largest parcel in the 
Costa Mesa area that was relatively 
undeveloped, Herzberger said. It was 
purchased by a Chinese investment 
group, she added, declining to share 
additional details because of nondis-
closure agreements.

Law school faculty members sought 
to block the announcement of the clo-
sure, filing in court for a temporary re-
straining order, which a judge denied. 
They claimed in court filings that the 
college sold the law school land at a 
profit of $13 million and sought to 
“cut and run” with the money. They 
also argued in the filings that Whittier 
College leaders did not follow proper 
procedures for closing the law school 
because they had not taken faculty 
opinion at the law school and college 
into account.

Those characterizations are not ac-
curate, Herzberger said. Whittier’s ad-
ministration asked faculty members 

whether the law program could be dis-
continued. Faculty members returned 
with reports that did not agree with the 
idea of closure, Herzberger said. But 
the Board of Trustees still was not con-
vinced the law school should continue 
in the future.

The law school has not operated at a 
deficit in recent years, except for when 
it was buying out faculty contracts, the 
president said. However, projections 
showed it would run deficits after this 
year.

Leaders considered relocating the 
law school but decided against it. The 
law school draws many students from 
near its campus, Herzberger said. 
Whittier’s main campus does not have 
any room, she added.

The college’s decision-making pro-
cess might have played out differently 
if the law school hadn’t been on a sep-
arate campus, Herzberger said.

“It did not help,” Herzberger said. “We 
could not take advantage of each oth-
er.”

The faculty members who attempt-
ed to stop the closure from being an-
nounced are not backing down. They 
are considering further litigation, ac-
cording to the lawyer representing 
them, Hanna Chandoo, an associate 
at the law firm Stris & Maher LLP and 
a 2015 Whittier Law School graduate.

“Now that the announcement hap-
pened and we were able to see the 
way it happened, it was irresponsible,” 
she said. “It was sudden. There was 
no plan. It’s been devastating for many 
stakeholders: admitted students, cur-
rent students, alums, faculty, staff.”

The National Landscape
Observers of legal education said 

Gilbert Holmes

http://strismaher.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Whittier-TRO.pdf
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said. “It’s at one end of the spectrum. 
We’ve seen some mergers, some 
combinations. I think maybe you’ll see 
more collaborations where schools 
don’t close, but there might be sharing 
of facilities or faculty or something like 
that.”

Other moves in the legal education 
sector of late include William Mitchell 
College of Law and Hamline University 
School of Law, in St. Paul, Minn., de-
ciding to merge in 2015. Indiana Tech 
Law School in Fort Wayne this fall an-
nounced plans to close in June 2017. 
Administrators at that law school, 
which opened its doors in 2013 and 
had provisional ABA accreditation, 

said it had incurred an operating loss 
of nearly $20 million in its brief exis-
tence and they could see no way to 
attract enough students to be viable in 
the future.

Speculation also surrounds the fu-
ture of the for-profit Charlotte School 
of Law in North Carolina after it lost ac-
cess to federal financial aid over U.S. 
Department of Education concerns 
about accreditation problems and 
misrepresentations made to students.

Financial issues have played a role 
in strife at public law schools as well. 
The University of Cincinnati placed the 
dean of its College of Law on adminis-

the situation at Whittier Law School 
fits with the trends that have been 
sweeping the field. At a basic level, 
there is sharply less interest today in 
the education law schools are offer-
ing than there was a decade ago, said 
Christopher Chapman, president and 
chief executive officer of AccessLex 
Institute, a former student loan provid-
er that is now a nonprofit organization 
conducting research on legal educa-
tion issues.

Law schools also face new accred-
itation pressure. The American Bar 
Association has taken action against 
four law schools in the last year over 
issues including loose admissions pol-
icies and low bar-ex-
amination passage 
rates.

The pressures 
could push less 
prestigious law 
schools into a 
death spiral. Their 
applicant pools 
are declining, and 
their top students often transfer to 
better-known institutions. As a result, 
they can lose the students they admit 
who are most likely to pass the bar. 
That can make it harder for them to 
increase their bar-passage rates over 
time, which in turn cuts down on their 
applicant pools and drives their best 
students to transfer -- continuing the 
spiral.

Shocks like additional accreditation 
pressure could lead to more changes 
in the law school sector, Chapman 
said. But he stopped short of predict-
ing a wave of closures.

“I think closing is fairly drastic,” he 

trative leave last month after she said 
her efforts to close a deficit had upset 
faculty members. The dean, Jennifer 
Bard, sued the university Friday, with 
her lawyers alleging a breach of con-
tract and violations of her constitution-
al rights.

It should be pointed out that a col-
lege or university could consider clos-
ing its law school for reasons beyond 
finances or accreditation.

Operating a successful law school 
can add to a college or university’s 
standing, giving it access to a new set 
of wealthy donors and helping it build 
a powerful alumni base. But struggling 
law schools can hurt a college or uni-

versity’s prestige.
“It’s a reputation 

thing,” said William 
Henderson, a pro-
fessor of law at In-
diana University’s 
Maurer School of 
Law. “Bad employ-
ment outcomes, 
high debt and low 

bar-passage rates -- that affects the 
university and how it’s perceived in a 
marketplace.”

Yet the national trends are one thing. 
How they play out locally is another.

Whittier students, faculty members 
and alumni have resisted the closure 
of the school. The law school has 
posted notes from unhappy alumni 
on its website. Students protested the 
pending shutdown Friday.

They were devastated to hear Whit-
tier College’s president and board an-
nounce the closure of the law school 
with finals fast approaching, said Rad-
ha Pathak, an associate professor of 

Instead of giving a new administration time to 
improve outcomes, they decided to discontinue us, 
and I think it’s very difficult to avoid the conclusion 
that it was done to be able to use those resources 

for different purposes.

“ “
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ly lagged that of other California law 
schools. Just 22 percent of its stu-
dents taking the California bar exam-
ination for the first time in July 2016 
passed. That was almost 40 percent-
age points below the passage rate 
across all of the state’s ABA-accredit-
ed institutions.

Pathak acknowledged that many of 
Whittier Law School’s students need 
multiple chances to pass the bar. But 
she said that does not detract from 
their accomplishments or legal educa-
tion.

Critics argue such a low passage 
rate means the law school is not, in 
fact, helping most of its students. 

Kyle McEntee is the executive direc-
tor of the nonprofit group Law School 
Transparency. He acknowledged that 
a school like Whittier can offer access 
to students.

“But does the school serve them?” 
McEntee said. “There’s good they do, 
and there’s bad they do, and you hope 
the good outweighs the bad. But I 
don’t see the argument holding weight 
with Whittier, and it seems the Board 
of Trustees agrees.”

McEntee predicts more law schools 
will close. But he said it’s difficult to 
say for sure because local factors can 
have a major effect on college and uni-

versity leaders’ decisions.
Another Southern California institu-

tion stands as a contrast to the deci-
sion to close Whittier Law School. The 
University of La Verne College of Law 
is not producing a surplus. It’s been 
losing money for about five years. But 
university leaders say they are on their 
way to changing that after they over-
hauled tuition practices in 2014.

The La Verne College of Law broke 
with the norm of offering deep tuition 
discounts to attract top students. In-
stead, it decided to charge students 
a flat price and lock in their tuition for 
three years.

Leaders put that model in place be-
cause of swirling 
questions about 
the cost-benefit 
analysis students 
make when de-
ciding to attend 
law school. Many 
thought a lack of 
transparency in law 
school prices and 

outcomes was leading to rising and 
unpredictable student debt levels. The 
new idea at La Verne is that a student 
can count on a set price over three 
years and project their debt upon grad-
uation.

The law school is moving toward 
becoming revenue positive, said La 
Verne’s president, Devorah Lieberman. 
She acknowledged that the closure of 
the Whittier Law School could affect 
La Verne.

“I just think it means that the rest of 
us who have law schools in the region 
need to continue to focus on serving 
those students,” she said.

law and the associate dean of student 
and alumni engagement at Whittier 
Law School.

Pathak does not believe the decision 
to close the law school is being driv-
en by large trends sweeping legal ed-
ucation, she said in an interview. She 
thinks it is a way for the college to redi-
rect its financial resources.

“We are a school that has almost 
always generated a surplus,” she said. 
“Next year, however, we were going to 
be incurring a deficit. And so instead 
of giving a new administration time 
to improve outcomes, they decided to 
discontinue us, and I think it’s very diffi-
cult to avoid the conclusion that it was 
done to be able to 
use those resourc-
es for different pur-
poses.”

Pathak recog-
nizes the national 
skepticism about 
the value of law 
schools. But she 
contends that Whit-
tier Law School is serving students 
who would otherwise not have access 
to a legal education.

Minority students make up almost 
60 percent of Whittier Law School’s 
enrollment. Its student body is also 60 
percent women.

“We are providing a high-quality legal 
education to our students, and some 
of our students wouldn’t have the op-
portunity to attend another ABA-ac-
credited law school,” Pathak said. “And 
those students are doing amazing 
things when they move on.”

Still, it should be noted that Whitti-
er’s bar-passage rate has significant-

“Bad employment outcomes, high debt
and low bar-passage rates -- that affects 

the university and how it’s perceived
in a marketplace.”

“ “
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It’s hard to say exactly how, though. 
Law school closures have been so rare 
that the effects of this one will be un-
predictable, according to the La Verne 
College of Law’s dean, Gilbert Holmes.

“That might enable us to be a little 
more selective in our admissions,” he 
said. “But the primary thing we need 
to think about is the communities 
that may find themselves not served 
as well, because they have potentially 
fewer lawyers to serve them.”

Across the country, the law schools 
that are mostly likely in danger of clos-
ing tend to produce graduates who go 
on to work as solo practitioners or in 
small firms, said Michael Olivas, the 
chair of law at the University of Hous-
ton Law Center, who served as presi-
dent of the Association of American 

Law Schools in 2011.
That means low- and middle-in-

come residents in the area will have 
fewer lawyers available than they oth-
erwise would.

What is up for debate is whether or 
not that’s a good thing. As with many 
of the issues swirling around law 
schools, the answers to the debate 
depend on how you weigh different 
factors.

Closing a law school hurts some 
students, faculty members and area 
residents. It could theoretically help 
some students who would not have 
been served well by the institution. 
Closing a law school can help a col-
lege or university if that law school had 
been a drag on its operations.

“If it means schools that have no 

chance of meeting their obligations 
are dying or being put to death, then I 
would say the system is working,” Ol-
ivas said. “Notwithstanding the pain 
and struggle the faculty and staff and 
students at the institution are encoun-
tering.”

Even many optimistic law school ad-
missions officers appear receptive to 
the idea of closings.

A fall 2016 survey from Kaplan Test 
Prep of officers at 111 of the 205 
ABA-accredited law schools in the 
country found that 92 percent said 
they were feeling more optimistic 
about the state of legal education than 
they had been a year ago.

Even so, 65 percent agreed with the 
statement that “it would be a good idea 
if at least a few law schools closed.”   ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/08/24/deans-see-challenges-campus-emba-programs-united-states
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Harvard Law School announced in 
March that it would start to accept 
the Graduate Record Examination 
for admissions, not just the tradi-
tionally required Law School Admis-
sion Test. At the time, only one other 
law school -- the University of Arizo-
na’s -- had such a policy. Many won-
dered if the move by Harvard, given 
its stature in legal education, would 
prompt others to follow.

That question may have been 
answered Monday, when the law 
schools of both Georgetown and 
Northwestern Universities an-
nounced that they too would now 
accept the GRE, a test from the 
Educational Testing Service. Both 
Georgetown and Northwestern are 
highly regarded law schools and 
have no shortage of applicants.

But even as the announcements 
give momentum to the test-choice 
movement, they come at a time 
when the American Bar Associa-
tion may clamp down on such ex-
perimentation. Currently the ABA 

Shaking Up Law School Admissions

Georgetown and Northwestern announce they will accept GRE, not just LSAT.
But ABA may move in ways that limit the option and that some fear
would impede diversity efforts.

By Scott Jaschik // August 8, 2017

the LSAT -- are angry that the ABA 
(with backing from the Law School 
Admission Council, which runs the 
LSAT) may limit their options going 
forward.

The Tests
While the LSAT was designed 

for use in law school admissions, 
it may have left itself open to chal-
lenge because its sections -- on 
reading comprehension, analytical 
reasoning, logical reasoning and 
writing -- are not at all specific to 
the law or legal education. Simi-
larly, the GRE is used in a range of 
fields, many of which require exten-
sive communication, reasoning and 

requires law schools to either use 
the LSAT or another test the law 
school has determined to have “va-
lidity” in predicting student success. 
Arizona, Georgetown, Harvard and 
Northwestern all say that they have 
done such studies, and so comply 
with ABA rules.

The ABA is, however, considering 
a rules change that would permit 
law schools to use alternatives to 
the LSAT only if the ABA has deter-
mined the validity of the alternative 
test -- something the ABA has yet to 
do with any test besides the LSAT. 
And many law deans -- including 
some who have not moved beyond 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/03/09/harvard-law-announces-it-will-accept-gre-not-just-lsat
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other skills that are important to law 
schools. (The GRE also tests math-
ematics, which is not covered by the 
LSAT, and which some proponents 
of the GRE argue is important for all 
professionals.)

Some law school admissions 
leaders see the GRE as a way to at-
tract applicants who might be con-
sidering other forms of graduate 
education, and may be intrigued by 
law school, but who don’t want pre-
pare for another test.

Many have seen the GRE histori-
cally as more “friendly” to test takers 
on logistics. The LSAT has recently 
added times that one can take the 
exam, but it remains easier for peo-
ple to find a time and place to take 
the GRE.

Jeff Thomas is executive direc-
tor of pre-law programs at Kaplan, 
which has services both for those 
preparing for the GRE and the LSAT. 
He said that he believes the GRE 
has “forced the hand” of the LSAT, 
making it a bit more flexible. “And 
students benefit from having more 
freedom,” he said.

The announcements from North-
western and Georgetown show that 
the push for more options on test-
ing has momentum. “The ball is roll-
ing down the hill,” he said.

At the same time, he cautioned 
against assuming a massive 
change in test-taking patterns in the 
near term. Some prospective law 
students are looking at a bunch of 
highly ranked law schools. If a few 
more add the GRE option, some 
may pick only those law schools, he 
said.

But many prospective students 
apply with geography in mind, he 
said. They live in Chicago or Wash-
ington, or have decided they want 
to build their careers there, and will 
apply to several law schools in a 
single metro area. These applicants 
are unlikely to stop taking the LSAT 
until there is a critical mass of law 
schools in a region that don’t require 
it, he said.

The popular legal blog Above the 
Law also sees significance in the 
moves announced Monday.

“Is it time for the LSAC, the entity 
that’s held a monopoly on law school 
admissions testing for years, to start 
freaking out yet? The answer, of 
course, is yes,” Joe Patrice wrote in 
a Monday post. “The LSAT monopo-
ly over law school admissions was, 
like most monopolies, fraught with 
inefficiencies. There aren’t enough 
testing centers? Who cares, we’re a 
monopoly! There aren’t enough ad-
ministrations throughout the year? 
Who cares, we’re a monopoly!”

Kellye Y. Testy, the new president 
and CEO of the LSAC and former 
dean of the law school at the Univer-
sity of Washington, said the news 
from Georgetown and Northwest-
ern was “of concern to us.”

“We believe in innovation and ex-
perimentation and certainly any-
thing that would open access and 
improve legal education and the 
profession,” she said. “But we are 
concerned with how quickly schools 
are jumping to the GRE without any 
reliable studies of what it means.” 
She said that the validity studies 
that the law schools have cited are 

“small,” and “we would like them to 
take a little more time to study what 
this means.”

She said the LSAC was open to 
changing the LSAT in response to 
concerns of law school leaders. 
Asked about the GRE mathematics 
section, she said that “if it’s math-
ematics that people feel that they 
need, it’s something we could test.”

Testy also said that the current 
system assures quality control, and 
that applicants find out from the test 
if they can succeed in law school. 
All of the law schools that conduct-
ed validity studies to start offering a 
GRE option said that was specifical-
ly the question they examined, and 
that they found GRE scores are as 
good or better than the LSAT at pre-
dicting student success.

The ABA’s Possible
Rules Changes
The ABA’s various governing bod-

ies may consider the rules change 
this fall. ABA’s governance process 
is not known for its speed, so it 
could be years before anything is in 
place -- enough time for more law 
schools to start admitting students 
with the GRE. The current ABA pro-
posal does not have a grandfather 
clause but could be amended to 
add one.

Many law deans have written to 
the ABA to oppose the rules change. 
Some say that law schools need to 
reconsider their use of standardized 
tests in general, and that reliance on 
tests limits efforts to diversify law 
schools.

“The requirement of a standard-
ized admissions test negatively 
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Is it time for the LSAC, the entity that’s held 
a monopoly on law school admissions testing 

for years, to start freaking out yet?
The answer, of course, is yes.

“ “

impacts efforts to 
diversify the pro-
fession,” says a 
letter submitted by 
the deans of law 
at George Wash-
ington University; 
Northwestern; the 
University of Arizo-
na; the University of California, Ir-
vine; the University of Southern Cal-
ifornia; and the University of Texas.

“The many law schools attentive 
to rankings by U.S. News routinely 
wait-list or deny admission to stu-
dents who the school believes can 
succeed in the educational program 
and pass the bar exam.

In fact, many of these students’ 
admission test scores are -- in pre-
dictive terms -- indistinguishable 
from applicants who are admitted. 
And many of these students are 
diverse along any measurement of 
diversity.

But the heavy weight put on these 
test scores by U.S. News inhibits 

the ability to admit these students 
for fear of harming the law school’s 
rankings.”

The letter also says that the rule 
would limit experimentation on test-
ing started by some law schools. 
“The proposed standard is exceed-
ingly opaque, and rather than en-
couraging innovation, stifles it.”

Other letters submitted by deans 
noted that many admissions pro-
cesses at law schools vary from 
institution to institution and reflect 
different missions. Why, these let-
ters ask, must standardized testing 
be standardized with the LSAT?

One group urging the ABA to make 
the rules change is the LSAC.

Testy, the group’s 
new president, 
denied that the 
council was trying 
to squelch com-
petition. “We’re all 
for choice and for 
using reliable and 
good instruments 

to measure” applicants, she said.
But she said that there was a 

concern that applicants “are under-
standing what they should be doing,” 
and can get a true sense of whether 
they will succeed in law school. “We 
want to make sure we’re fair to ap-
plicants.”

Asked if she was saying that Har-
vard Law School can’t be trusted 
to admit a class of students using 
either the LSAT or the GRE, Testy 
said, “Sure they can. And a student 
who has the kind of background and 
educational opportunity that a Har-
vard law student has will succeed.” 
But she added that “all the schools 
aren’t Harvard.”                                          ■
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Four years after two senior ac-
ademics at Stanford University 
challenged medical schools to stop 
lecturing and start flipping their 
classrooms, major reforms at un-
derway at a handful of colleges to 
change the way they teach medi-
cine.

The University of Vermont last 
week became the most recent insti-
tution to join the trend, announcing 
a pedagogical reform in its College 
of Medicine that observers say is 
the most sweeping yet. The college 
will over the next several years re-
move all lecture courses, replacing 
them with videos students watch 
on their own time. And instead of 
sitting through lectures, students 
will meet in “active learning” class-
rooms, led by faculty members, 
working with their classmates in 
small groups.

“We teach evidence-based med-
icine all the time,” William Jeffries, 
senior associate dean for medical 
education at UVM, said in an inter-

Become a Doctor, No Lectures Required

U of Vermont’s College of Medicine announces it will get rid of lecture 
courses and completely reshape the faculty role -- a first for a traditional 
medical school.

By Carl Straumsheim // September 26, 2016 

tain medicine courses. Other in-
stitutions have taken that model a 
step further. The Touro College of 
Osteopathic Medicine in New York, 
for example, has since the 2012-13 
academic offered an entirely flipped 
curriculum.

UVM’s announcement, however, 
marks the first time a member of 
the Association of American Med-
ical Colleges has declared it will 

view. 
“If you have the evidence to show 
one treatment is better than the 
other, you would naturally use that 
treatment. So if we know that there 
are methods superior to lecturing, 
why are we lecturing at all?”

The approach builds on exper-
iments at Stanford, which has 
worked with Khan Academy to test 
a flipped classroom model in cer-

An instructor at the U. of Vermont Robert Larner, M.D.
College of Medicine teaches in an ‘active classroom.’
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abolish lectures across all its pro-
grams, Lisa Howley, the organiza-
tion’s senior director of educational 
affairs, said in an interview.

“What we know about learning in 
general is different than it was de-
cades ago,” Howley said. “Our med-
ical students are of a generation 
that has grown up differently when 
it comes to technology and the im-
pact that has on their ability to re-
ceive and retain information.”

But moving away from how medi-
cal schools have trained new physi-
cians for centuries is no easy task. 
Major curricular changes could 
jeopardize the schools’ regional and 
professional accreditation statuses, 
repel prospective students, offend 
alumni donors and alienate some 
faculty members, to mention just a 
few.

The most pressing concern, Jef-
fries said, is also the simplest: mon-
ey. “Most schools do not have the 
resources to ‘turn the battleship 
around,’’ he said.

UVM will put a $66 million gift, 
announced Friday, toward building 
renovating classrooms and retrain-
ing faculty members. It has also 
renamed its College of Medicine in 
honor of the donor, alumnus and re-
tired physician Robert Larner.

The college will spend part of 
the gift on expanding its Teaching 
Academy, founded last year. Facul-
ty members in the College of Med-

icine join the academy for three- to 
five-year periods, during which they 
are mentored by more experienced 
instructors, attend conferences 
and workshops, and complete self-
paced courses, among other activ-
ities.

The overarching goal of the acad-
emy, Jeffries said, is to help faculty 
members discover teaching meth-
ods that can be as rewarding -- if not 
more so -- than lecturing.

“That internal oomph or dopamine 
release that you get when you lec-
ture and are the center of attention 
is a barrier to converting faculty 
over,” Jeffries said. “What we need 
to do is ensure they have the time 
and support to develop alternative 
ways of teaching.”

The most powerful tool the med 
school has to win faculty mem-
bers over is that they are “scien-
tists at heart” and “understand the 
evidence” suggesting students in 
flipped classrooms perform better 
than students in lecture courses, 
Jeffries said. At Touro, for example, 
the pass rate on an important licens-
ing exam has climbed to above 95 
percent -- higher than the national 
average -- since the college flipped 
its curriculum.

About 80 faculty members joined 
the Vermont academy when it first 
opened, but the College of Medicine 
has a long way to go before the fac-
ulty is prepared to teach in the new 

classrooms. The med school has 
more than 700 faculty members in 
total.

The transition to an all-flipped 
model at UVM has already begun, 
and the university plans to complete 
it by 2022, Jeffries said. Lecture 
courses now make up a minority 
of the college’s foundational cur-
riculum -- about 40 percent, down 
from 50 percent two years ago. 
The first semester courses have al-
ready been redesigned into a series 
of connected components, and the 
college plans to pour over data col-
lected from them during a curricular 
retreat in February, where admin-
istrators and faculty members will 
produce a strategic five-year plan.

There are some major unan-
swered questions facing UVM, in-
cluding what an education at the 
college will look like in 2022, how 
much time students will spend 
in the classroom and how facul-
ty members will respond to their 
roles changing from lecturing to 
facilitating. Jeffries said he expects 
some of those details will be settled 
during the February retreat, while 
other pieces will fall into place as 
the medical school transitions away 
from lectures.

“A lot of this is a great unknown to 
us,” Jeffries said. “We are starting an 
evolutionary process in making this 
initial commitment ... to formulate a 
new model.”                                           ■
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