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Standardized Test Soup for
the Graduate School Soul

By Nikkee Porcaro

GMAT, GRE, NCLEX,
LSAT, MCAT, TEAS, DAT...
Graduate-level tests can
seem like a nebulous al-

: phabet soup of confu-
sion. What do I take? When? How?

The great news is most of the strat-
egies used on undergraduate-level tests
can also be used on graduate-level tests.
In fact, many graduate-level tests are
quite similar to undergraduate tests in
terms of quantitative math levels, and
even, to a point, reading passage diffi-
culty levels. The biggest difference is a
larger emphasis on logical reasoning
and critical thinking skills; essential-
ly, these tests are asking older students
to take a chain of reasoning a few links
further, to understand the difference be-
tween causation and correlation, and,
in some cases, to engage with more ad-
vanced statistical analysis of data sets.
Most tests will also require higher-lev-
el writing samples that evaluate a stu-
dent’s ability to play devil’s advocate, get
to the unstated or implied complexities
of an issue or argument, and, of course,
demonstrate professionallevel gram-
mar and syntax.

What can these tests do for you?
Well, for many students, they can over-
come a subpar (i.e. below 3.0) undergrad-
uate grade point average (GPA). For oth-
ers, they can open doors to top schools
that require 95th percentile and higher
test scores just to be considered. They
can also sometimes lead to scholarships
or consideration for certain teaching po-
sitions once accepted. Don't think of
them as a barrier, but rather an opportu-
nity to distinguish yourself from the oth-
ers applying to graduate school.

A quick overview of the two most
common graduate level tests:

The GMAT is often used for busi-
ness school admission and is scored on
a scale of 200 to 800 (much like individu-
al SAT sections) and has quantitative, ver-
bal, integrated reasoning, and analytical
writing sections. According to the offi-
cial GMAT website, two-thirds of test tak-
ers score between 400 and 600, so to re-
ally stand out, you'll need greater than a
650. The GRE, which is accepted by some
business schools but more commonly
used for liberal arts, humanities, and ed-
ucation advanced degrees, is scored on a
130 to 170 scale, and the average score is
approximately a 151.

Other tests of note include the LSAT
for law school (though some schools,
such as Georgetown University, are mov-
ing toward or have moved to accepting
the GRE), the TEAS for nursing and other
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allied health programs, and the MCAT for
medical school.

Unlike undergraduate admissions,
where schools are usually fairly candid
about the range of scores they want,
graduate schools are often cagey about
their score requirements. Quick calls to
some of the nation’s most popular uni-
versities, including University of Mary-
land, Harvard, and NYU, yielded answers
from “we look at applications holistical-
ly” to “we’re looking for 50th percentile
and above” to “students will need 90th
percentile scores and above to be consid-
ered for highly competitive programs.”
(These are a sampling of answers from
many schools and do not correspond di-
rectly to the aforementioned list.)
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The best course of action is to first
figure out which degree youre pursu-
ing, and then call the schools you're in-
terested in to ask the admissions office
their policies and requirements on test
scores. Armed with that information,
you can plan the amount of effort and
prep time you'll need.

To prepare for these tests, take ad-
vantage of practice tests and questions
available on their websites. Read ana-
lytical writing samples and feedback,
both on the website and in prep books
(each respective test maker will have at
least one, and Kaplan and Barron’s tend
to be strong as well) The most impor-
tant thing isn't how many questions you
do, but if you truly understand your mis-
takes and the concepts around them in
order to fix them for test day.

Logical thinking games and puzzles
are another a great way to train your
brain to think in this new way. It’s like
exercising a new muscle; it will be sore at
first, but once you get the hang of it, you
can nail these exams.

Most of all, remember: There are
numerous options for graduate school,
and what you do once you're there is of-
ten more important than a number or
a name.

Nikkee Porcaro is the founder and president of No
Anxiety Prep International, a Greater Washington
area-based educational consulting firm that assists
students with their educational goals. You can con-
tact her at nikkee@noanxietyprep.com.

K@LHz




