Abstract

A survev of 58 departments in the agricultural colleges of

the Land-Grant Universities determined that during the
past 1wo to three years most admission committees have
not changed the value placed on various admission cri-
teriu. Those departments which increased emphasis on
admission criteria gave greater weight to undergraduate
GPA and basic science and mathematics courses. They
also more strongly considered letters of recommenda-
tions. GRE scores, and work experience.

Over the past three or four years changes in certain
internal and external campus forces have strongly influ-
enced graduate education. The value of admission cri-
teria, including undergraduate grades and letters of re-
commendations, may have been diminished. Average
grades have spiraled upward making it more difficult to
identify academically superior students. Jacobson? stud-
ied the undergraduate grade point averages of students
at a large number of colleges and universities and found
that the grade point average increased steadily from 1965
through 1974. Jacobson described this “grade inflation”
as a phenomenon resulting from relaxed grading prac-
tices and occurring throughout the country. He found a
slight drop in grade point average for 1975, which may
represent either a change in the 10-year trend or simply a
one-year fluctuation, The Family Educational Rights
and Privacy Act of 1974 gave college students the right to
review their own educational records. Unless the student
voluntarily waives the right of access to letters of re-
commendation, he or she may read them. This privilege,
plus the fear of being held liable, may have caused
authors of letters of recommendation to be less candid in
their evaluation of students.

Changes in external forces that have influenced
graduate education include greater reluctance on the
part of the public to provide financial support for grad-
uate education, reduced tinancial support due to econo-
mic inflation, heightened state control of graduate pro-
grams, and shifts and decreases in job opportunities for
holders of graduate degrees.

But the worldwide shortage of food and fiber has
focused new attention on agricultural science and
technology. The continuous increase in population along
with publicity about the decrease in basic agricultural re-
sources may have contributed to an enhanced emphasis
on graduate study in agriculture.

In 1972, Gray'® reported on the utilization of letters
of recommendation, transcript information, standar-
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dized test scores, and personal interviews in the evalua-
tion of students for graduate study in agronomy. The
present study attempted to update those findings. Objec-
tives were to determine whether there have been recent
changes in the emphasis on graduate admission criteria
in agriculture, to assess the relative quality and quantity
of students seeking admission to graduate programs in
agriculture, and to ascertain the future outlook for grad-
uate study in agriculture.

Procedure

During the winter of 1976-77 a questionnaire was
developed and sent to department heads in the agricul-
tural colleges of the Land-Grant Universities of the 48
contiguous states. Since only agronomy and related de-
partments (plant science, crops, and soils) were included
in the previous study’, such departments were included
in the present study more frequently (31 questionnaires)
than were other departments. Other departments and
numbers of questionnaires were as follows: animal scien-
ce (9), dairy science (2), agricultural economics (8), agri-
cultural engineering (3), entomology (5), plant pathology
(2), food science (2), and agricultural education (4).
Although no systematic sampling procedure was used,
results appeared random. Of the 66 questionnaires mail-
ed to departments, 58 were completed and returned.
Below is a copy of the questionnaire.

Questionnalire
During the past 2-3 years, has your emphasis on the various admission

criteria, as well other gencral criteria, reflected change? Please check
the appropriate column.
Remained

ADMISSION CRITERIA Increased Decreased Same
Undergraduate grade point average
Graduate Record Examination scores
Letters of recommendation
English & communication courses
Basic science & mathematics courses
Major area coursework
Work expericnce
OTHER CRITERIA
Number of students admitted
Quality of students admitted
Personal optimism toward graduate

education in your program
Graduate assistantship support
COMMENTS:

Results and Discussion

Respondents’ replies to the questionnaire section
titled Admission Criteria are presented in TABLE 1.
Undergraduate Grade Point Average

Approximately one half of the respondents indi-
cated that emphasis on undergraduate grade point
average has remained the same. Of those departments
reporting change in emphasis, approximately five times
as many reported increased emphasis on grade point
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Table1 Emphasis on Various Admission Criteria for Graduate
Study in Agriculture

How has the emphasis changed during
the past two or three years?

Remained
Criteria Increased Decreased Same

per cent of respondents

Undergraduate grade point average 4.8 8.6 46.6
Type of undergraduate courses
English and communication 17.2 3.4 79.3
Basic science and mathematics 41.4 0.0 58.6
Major area 17.2 8.6 74.1
GRE Aptitude Test score 328 1.7 65.5
Letters of recommendation 29.3 10.3 60.3
Work Experience 27.6 5.2 67.2

average as reported decreased emphasis. Some respond-
ents commented that grade inflation is indeed a problem
and that grade point requirements for admission have
been increased to compensate for inflation. In some pro-
grams the grade inflation problem has been surmounted
by requiring that students be in a specified upper portion
of the graduating class to qualify for admission to a grad-
uate program or for the awarding of an assistantship. In
the 1972 study, Gray' found that undergraduate grade
point average was rated as the second most important
criterion for predicting academic success at the master’s
level.

Undergraduate Courses

Information on the importance of English and com-
munication courses, basic science and mathematics cour-
ses, and major area courses was compiled. Most of the
departments have not changed the emphasis on English
and communications courses during the past two or three
years. Of those departments reporting change, the per-
centage that increased emphasis was approximately five
times greater than the percentage that decreased empha-
sis. Approximately 58 percent of the departments have
not changed their emphasis on undergraduate prepara-
tion in basic science and mathematics. All remaining
departments have increased the emphasis on basic sci-
ence and mathematics as preparation for graduate study in
agriculture. The importance given to major area course-
work at the undergraduate level has remained the same
for approximately three-fourths of the departments. For
those departments in which the value placed on major
coursework has changed, a majority of the departments
increased the weight.

Gray' found that undergraduate courses which a
student had taken were considered the single most valu-
able criterion for predicting success at the graduate level.
Lannholm?, in a special report, stated that the under-
graduate transcript was the most important admission
criterion. This information plus the findings of the pre-
sent study indicate that prudent advising by the faculty
and willingness of the student to follow the prescribed
program could greatly enhance the student’s likelihood
of being admitted to a graduate program in agriculture.
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Graduate Record Examination Scores

There has been a pronounced shift toward greater
reliance on the Graduate Record Examination (GRE)
score. About one-third of the respondents reported that
the GRE was being used more as an admission criterion
now than in the past. In his 1972 study, Gray® found that
admission committee in departments of agronomy plac-
ed less emphasis on the GRE than on any of the other ad-
mission criteria. In the present study, some respondents
indicated that the added emphasis placed on the GRE
was to compensate for the inflationary effect of under-
graduate grades and the greater difficulty of getting can-
did letters of recommendation.
Letters of Recommendation

About 40 percent of the respondents indicated that
their admission committees have changed the emphasis
on letters of recommendation as an evaluative criterion.
Only in approximately 10 percent of the departments has
the emphasis on letters of recommendation decreased.
Respondents suggested that the open records law has re-
sulted in less candid and. thereby, less useful letters. But
about 29 percent of the respondents reported they were
placing greater value on letters of recommendation.
Form letters, in which the student has the prerogative of
waiving the right to see the contents, are being used in
some departments. Other respondents reported that
final selections were based upon information obtained
via telephone conversations.
Work Experience

Although about two-thirds of the respondents
reported no change in the consideration being given to
work experience, about one-fourth indicated that more
attention is being given to work experience as an admis-
sion criterion. This new emphasis may be a reaction to
changes in applicants — more foreign students, more
women, and more graduates of science programs other
than agriculture. Previous work experience may prove
valuable when the graduate degree holder seeks employ-
ment.

Other Criteria

Number and Quality of Students Admitted

When respondents were asked to compare the num-
ber of students that have been admitted during the most
recent two- or three-year period with a previously com-
parable period, the responses for the recent period were
63.8 percent more, 13.8 percent fewer, and 22.4 percent
about the same. Several respondents indicated that their
program is receiving more applications now than at any
time in the past. The additional applications are coming
from foreign students and women students, as well as
from the more traditional United States male student.
Those departments reporting a decrease in enrollment
cited decreased financial support for graduate assistant-
ships as a reason.

In comparisons of quality of students presently being
admitted with that of students admitted earlier, the re-
sponses for present students were 62.1 percent increased,
12.1 percent decreased, and 25.9 percent about the same.
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The increase in quality of the students admitted was cre-
dited to increased attention given to the selection of ap-
plicants. The number of applicants had increased pro-
portionally more than had the number admitted. Some
of the respondents who reported a decrease in quality of
graduate students mentioned their committment to
education of foreign students and their failure to be com-
petitive with financial support of students.
Graduate Assistantship Support

Approximately one-third (32.8 percent) of the re-
spondents reported increases in financial support of
graduate assistantships. Most of the increases were used
for raising stipends to counteract the effect of inflation
rather than for awarding additional assistantships. Some
respondents indicated that their stipend increases had
failed to keep pace with inflation. About one-fifth (22.4
percent) of the respondents reported a decrease in the
level of financial support of assistantships. In those de-
partments in which assistantship funds have remained
the same (44.8 percent), the funds are either being used
for fewer assistantships to permit an increase in stipends,
or the number and level of stipends have remained the
same. In the latter case, the value of the assistantship to
the student has decreased because of inflation. Several
respondents reported a need for additional financial sup-
port and asserted that financial support of students and
programs was the greatest deterrent to growth of enroll-
ment in graduate agricultural programs. The effect of
limited financial support of graduate students appears to
be more critical at the doctoral than at the master’s level.
One respondent stated that their doctoral program was
dropped because of an anticipated lack of funding.
Optimism for Graduate Education in Agriculture

Respondents were optimistic about the future of
graduate education in agriculture. In view of the recent
changes in the milieu of agriculture and education, 67.2
percent of the respondents expressed increased optimism
for graduate study in agriculture. This outlook was sup-
ported by references to more and better applicants and to
improved job opportunities. One applicant reported that
the job opportunities for holders of bachelors degrees in
agriculture were so good that recruitment of graduate
students was difficult. Only 1.7 percent of the respond-
ents reported a decrease in enthusiasm for graduate
study in agriculture. The other respondents (21.0 per-
cent) apparently found the recent influences on graduate
study in agriculture to be counterbalancing and to cause
them to maintain about the same level of optimism.

Summary

This study of 58 departments in Land-Grant Agri-
cultural Colleges determined that during the past two to
three years most admission committees have not changed
the value placed on the various admission criteria. For
those departments in which the value has changed, the
trend has been to increase rather than to decrease the
emphasis on the admission criteria. Those criteria that
have been given pronounced increases in weight include
the undergraduate grade point average and basic science
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and mathematics courses. Also, letters of recommenda-
tion, GRE scores, and work experience have been given
stronger consideration.

The increase in number of applicants has been great
enough to permit admission committees to be more selec-
tive for quality while increasing the number of students
admitted.

Approximately two-thirds of the respondents report-
ed an increased level of optimism for graduate study in
agriculture.
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An “Examination” Model
Of Instructional Development

Richard L. Holloway

Abstract

Teaching and instructional development are systematic
processes which should be examined at critical points.
The examination model described outlines the critical
points as (1) a preliminary evaluation to assess where you
are, (2) examination of alternative design approaches, (3)
examination of implementation strategies, and (4) eva-
luation/revision.

Instructional development is a process which many
of us undertake with the clear intention of being as pre-
cise and systematic as possible. However, the models
which we use to develop a unit of instruction are often too
theoretical to offer operational guidelines. Procedural
models are needed to facilitate this process. The follow-
ing model of instructional development suggests that
there are critical points of examination during the de-
velopment of a course: A preliminary evaluative
examination to assess where you are and where you want
to go, an examination of alternative design approaches,
an examination of implementation strategies, and an
evaluation/revision. The term ‘“‘examination’" is used be-
cause we constantly examine portions of our learning
units as we develop them. Hopefully, this examination
approach will call closer attention to the process and con-
tent of instructional development.
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