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Guiding tool 2 –
Subject-related Knowledge & Skills

4

1. Introduction
This paragraph describes the trend that more and more Master’s programmes receive applications from
students with a diverse background in terms of their subject-related knowledge and skills. This does not
only apply to students coming from another domestic university or from abroad, but also to students
having different academic backgrounds. The candidate might be a Biologist applying for a Master’s in
Neurosciences, a Psychology undergraduate applying for a Master’s in Criminology or an undergraduate
in Economy applying for a Master’s in International Relations. And it will be easy to think of other
examples.
The key consequence of this development is: when not all applicants have the same academic
background, a new approach is needed to find out if they do have the knowledge needed to successfully
participate in the Master’s they apply for.

Key question:
•
how can students demonstrate
•
that they are good enough
•
in the things they need to be good at?
Therefore, this document aims to assist Master’s coordinators who want to change from admission based
on “diploma recognition” to “competency assessment” in particular with respect to subject-related
knowledge and skills.
Each academic teaching in a Master’s programme has assumptions on what students need to know when
they enter the classroom for the first time. Minor deficiencies or missed topics may be addressed by
paying extra attention to these during the course. We present a method to make these assumptions
explicit, basically consisting of a set of questions to be answered by Master’s coordinators and senior
academics teaching in the specific Master’s.
Thus, we provide a guiding tool for a process at Master’s programme level that will allow the academic
staff to aggregate and edit a set of entry requirements, specifying the – minimal – academic knowledge
and skill, accepting that graduate students are able to gather missing knowledge on their own or with
some minor guidance by their lecturers.
These – minimal – entry requirements can then be made transparent not only for prospective Bachelor
students of your own department, but also for students from other disciplines, other universities and other
countries.
Articulating the hard core of prerequisite subject-related knowledge and skills will support all prospective
students in their challenge to apply for a Master’s programme that builds on their – assumed – acquired
knowledge and skills. These entry requirements can also be used by Bachelor students who might want to
optimize their Bachelor’s study programme, for example in terms of selecting a minor or other electives.
And it may help them to determine how they can qualify after completing their Bachelor’s. And in that way
it can maximize their chance of being selected for the Master’s programme of their choice.
On the other hand, one should avoid to articulate entry requirements in too much detail. Selection for a
Master’s programme should always incorporate room for (inter)subjective assessments of individual
applicants by an admission board or faculty members.
The Guiding Tool builds on the Coherent Admission Framework; it uses the
general model of the full/half cycle and the matrix to help the specific
Master’s to articulate what the students have to be good at and create a
logical connection with the mechanisms to ascertain that they are indeed
good enough at it.
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And it uses the tables of the Coherent Admission Framework to go step by step through the process,
which for subject-related knowledge and skills will almost always be the full
cycle: from existing requirements to underlying criteria and norms, to
improved articulation of their interconnection, to improved transparency (to
students) and monitoring potential.
In this Guiding Tool we will first focus on the process of identifying minimal
subject-related knowledge and skills standards with Master’s programmes
that already exist. It is a more complicated process to start from scratch with
a newly designed Master’s programme, starting with its overall objectives
and “claims to existence” and working backwards through the curriculum
design towards the entry requirements on subject-related knowledge and skills. For this more complicated
process, the simpler version of the already existing Master’s may serve as a model to build upon and an
experience to learn from. But basically, the same kind of questions apply to both processes.
2. Step-by-step implementation
This paragraph describes the necessary steps in the process to decide upon implementing knowledge and
skills criteria as part of the admission process for a specific Master’s programme.
Let us start with a “quick & dirty” approach:
Quick & Dirty:
Sit down with senior academics of your programme and discuss which academic knowledge and skills are
really required to be able to start with the programme on day one.
Set a limit to the body of knowledge and related skills. Feedback from academics from various subject
areas and European countries indicate that content which can be covered in one full semester (30 ECTS)
seems a reasonable yardstick. Even in monodisciplinary programmes, 30 ECTS could do the trick if you
identify content at advanced Bachelor’s level.
Describe that body of knowledge. Sometimes it works when one identifies the key handbook chapters etc.
that reflect the content that you require.
Consider which proofs of adequate Subject-Related Knowledge & Skills you can accept:
Courses at universities you know to be good enough (current method);
A test developed and administered by you;
An existing test (e.g. GRE subject test) with an adequate score;
Completion of a bridging course or MOOC developed and implemented by you;
Proven completion of an existing bridging course or MOOC elsewhere.
Give clear information on this to prospective students.
There may be other and better ways, but this is a good start.
A more elaborate approach starts with the matrix, zooming in on subject-related knowledge and skills.
Assuming that a Master’s programme has reached an agreement on the – minimal – subject-related
knowledge and skills required, then the following table can be used to identify the successive steps in
defining the admission process.
How do you test/
demonstrate
and by what
testing
mechanism

and with
what
passing
score

if students are good
enough

in the things they need
to be good at
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Field of knowledge
Field of Knowledge
Working from right to left you fill in:
the most important fields of knowledge (the column to the right);
specify the required level of knowledge: basic (first Bachelor year), advanced (second Bachelor year) or
specialized (third/fourth Bachelor year);
whether students need to have high(er) than average grades for a certain field;
and then answer the question how you can assess whether an applicant fulfils your requirements.
a) What do students have to be good at?
To answer this question you need to define the core curriculum of the programme, not so much in terms of
courses but in competence. Please note: competence with respect to subject-related knowledge and skills.
For which part of the programme is there a common denominator in subject-related knowledge and skills
which need to be previously acquired by applicants? In other words: what can be said to be the
quintessence of the Master’s, and what knowledge and skills are needed to successfully develop the
required learning outcomes?
A further question then may be whether this knowledge and these skills need to (be proved to) be acquired
before the actual start of the programme (conditional admission) or that one expects and allows students
to resolve deficiencies during the programme.
The challenging question remains: What knowledge is really essential for a prospective student in order to:
be able to participate in the learning processes in and outside the class room from the start and
to be able to complete the programme successfully and within the allowed time?
Most academic programmes consists of an array of compulsory courses, electives and a final paper based
on research (thesis). Often, faculty are well aware which courses most students find difficult. Often, these
courses have a high impact on success and completion rates. If these high impact courses are indeed part
of the core curriculum of the programme, it makes sense to focus on these courses when defining the
subject-related prerequisites.
In continental Europe, entry requirements traditionally are defined in terms of academic content. But an
increasing weight is also attached to a number of more generic academic competencies and skills. The
capacity to acquire and understand new knowledge by independent learning may compensate for less
content knowledge. Certain professional fields like Medicine, Law, Psychology require a broad and
sometimes very detailed set of academic topics. Other programmes emphasize demonstrable academic
level and research competences, expecting students to be able to gain the necessary subject-related
knowledge on the spot. These topics are treated in one of the other Mastermind Europe Guiding Tools: GT
3 General Academic competencies.
b) How good do they have to be? What are the required levels?
Typical phrasings of the level of general entry requirements could be:
The level of knowledge in specific subjects, e.g. 1st, 2nd, 3rd year Bachelor level (100,200, 300). We also
found examples describing titles and author names of internationally accepted and easily accessible
general textbooks1.
Estimated study load in a Bachelor’s programme (in EC: European Credits or ECTS). The number of
credits of a course is, or at least is considered to be, an indication of the study load.
1

Often the state of the art basic knowledge is described in standard textbooks.
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Examination results (scores) in terms of passed, medium level, top level. Basically a “passed” score
should be sufficient, but based on experience one could say that “you have to be really good” in certain
fields, to be proven by high marks for specific topics or in general (GPA)2.

c) Variety and flexibility
We now touch upon another set of questions, relating to the rigidity or flexibility with which subject-related
knowledge and skills requirements are applied in the admission process.
We formulate 3 typical positions, but in reality, Master’s programmes may define themselves as being in
between two of these:
Applicants are required to demonstrate the required (levels of) subject-related knowledge and skills as a
part of the application process (admission based on past performance).
This type of admission relates to students that have finished a Bachelor programme and can demonstrate
their knowledge and skills based on the attained level in their courses.
Applicants may be (conditionally) accepted on the proviso that they demonstrate the required subjectrelated knowledge and skills before the start of the Master’s program. A variation of this position is that the
university offers bridging courses or pre-Master’s courses to help these conditionally admitted students to
meet the requirements (admission under conditions).
This type of admission relates to students whose Bachelor programme lacks certain requirements.
Applicants do not demonstrate the required subject-related knowledge and skills, but other qualities (see
coherent admission framework) compensate for these gaps (admission based on future perspectives).
d) By what testing mechanism?
Testing mechanisms may have a dual purpose. A prospective student can estimate whether an application
to a certain programme has a reasonable chance of success. The assessors can use the outcomes of a
test in their decision whether or not to accept a student in their programme. In all cases, mechanisms
should be in place to check whether the information provided by the applicant is reliable.
This paragraph describes tools that can be used to assess an applicant’s entry level with respect to
subject-related knowledge and skills separate from (any) specific preparatory Bachelor programme. It
focuses on tools that can be developed, and/or tools that have been developed by others and might
(perhaps altered) be used as an assessment instrument. Handbooks, bridging courses, Massive Open
Online Courses (MOOCs), and tests – either developed by the specific Master’s programme or already
available.
Handbooks
Determining which specific standard text books can be considered to cover the needed knowledge base is
possibly for academic staff the most widely accepted way to set entry requirements on subject-related
knowledge. Students can then demonstrate their knowledge by comparing the courses followed with these
international standards.
Student may be asked to limit their course description to the courses that rely on the specific academic
knowledge and skills required for a Master’s programme.
Assessors then judge whether the course descriptions fit the requirements.
Bridging courses
Offering bridging courses may be used for students that have shown their potential but still lack some of
the required subject-related knowledge and skills. Students are told beforehand that finishing the bridging
course successfully and within the given timeframe will give them access to the desired Master’s
2

Scores and grades may be used specifically to assess subject-related knowledge and skills; often it is also used as a general
indication of general academic competence, which is treated in Guiding Tool 3. Cultural differences in grading may have to be
taken into account.
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automatically. By doing so the selection process shifts from giving access to the Master’s programme to
giving access to the bridging course.
MOOCs
More and more MOOCs become available for students from all over the world. MOOCs can be used in two
ways. They offer potential students a nice opportunity to acquire the necessary subject-related knowledge
and skills. And, if standardized examination procedures have become available as well, then the outcomes
of these examinations can be used to demonstrate the acquired (level of) knowledge and skills. When
assessors are familiar with such a MOOC, they can use the provided information in their assessment
process.
Tests
Of course tests can be and have been developed in order to determine an applicant’s level in terms of
subject-related knowledge and skills. An example of this is the GRE Subject Test by ETS. These are
achievement tests that measure knowledge of a particular field of study. GRE Subject Tests are available
in the following disciplines:
 Biochemistry, Cell and Molecular Biology
 Biology
 Chemistry
 Literature in English
 Mathematics
 Physics
 Psychology
These tests can be offered in combination with preparatory courses as well.
Students can use these tests in two ways: to acquire the necessary knowledge ánd to demonstrate the
acquired knowledge. The assessors are challenged to set the (minimum) standards and to inform the
prospective students how the test results will be used in the assessment process. For example: “Below a
certain level you don’t need to apply” or “Priority will be given to the highest scores”.
e) Towards entry requirements
The results of the exercise described above must then be translated in a language that students from
different backgrounds could easily understand. Therefore, the entrance requirements must be described in
such a way that they can be understood by prospective students, also from outside the university or even
the country, and by students from different academic backgrounds. Searches on the internet for entry
requirements of other universities in the same field may be a source of inspiration for this.
f) Information base
A word of caution:
Getting admitted to a European Masters’ programme is highly coveted. Students will do their utmost to
prove their “excellence”. Assessors are expected to assess large number of student portfolios within a
limited amount of time, looking for students that fit in their programme optimally. Assessors are expected
to be objective or at least to be intersubjective and to be transparent in their deliberations. The number of
appeals against rejected applications is rising every year. Imperfect procedures and unclear entrance
requirements are among the most frequent causes of appeal cases that are won by the appealing student.
Students must demonstrate that they fulfil the entry requirements. But often existing guidelines for
application are rather unspecific, leaving ample room (and uncertainties) for prospective students. On the
other hand, assessors have to gather the information they really need out of a large file with unspecific
content, like a CV, extended course descriptions, unspecified motivation letters and letters of
recommendation, etc.
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Specifying entry requirements may also lead to specifying the information one really needs for assessing
applicants. For example: an interdisciplinary Master’s programme of Human Movement Sciences requires
among other things a (unspecified) Bachelor of Science degree that includes basic knowledge of Anatomy,
Physiology and Psychology on the level of Introductory Textbooks, as well as sufficient research skills and
knowledge of Mathematics and Physics. So, regarding content, students should send in detailed course
descriptions of the mentioned academic fields only, preferably using a prescribed format. By doing so,
both students and assessors can concentrate their efforts on the information that really matters.
Such an approach does not exclude the possibility that a selection committee concludes in advance that
certain Bachelor programmes cover all content requirements and therefore graduates qualify
automatically. This may still be the case where for the traditional link between a Bachelor’s and a Master’s
programme still exists.
g) Real case example
To make this more tangible, we have taken an example of one Master’s programme (it really exists, but it
doesn’t matter which one it is). We have looked at what their website actually says about subject-related
knowledge and skills and how that information fits into the model of criteria, norms, tests and testing
scores.
The subject-related
requirement stated:

What can you say about it?

A Bachelor’s degree in a
subject closely related
to the MSc with good
grades in key courses
What criterion is
involved

It is a statement about subject matter, but of a fairly general
nature.

What norm is applied
How satisfactory is this
practice
Possible conclusions in
terms of articulation of
criteria/norms

Possible conclusions in
terms of choice of
testing mechanisms
Possible conclusions in
terms of transparency
Possible conclusions in
terms of monitoring

It is unclear what “key courses” are and how broad or narrow
“closely related” is interpreted. There is no reference to a
specific body of knowledge, e.g. in terms of chapters of
handbooks.
It is unclear what is meant by “good grades”.
Possible answers:
We are satisfied, no change.
We want to change in some ways; see next rows.
We need to define or give examples of key courses. We need to
explain “good grades”. We need to identify the core body of
knowledge, and which Handbook chapters (or MOOCs) cover it.
or
We feel unable to articulate precisely what we are looking for; it
has to stay (inter)subjective.
We add a MOOC or a pre-entry Summer Course to “having had
the course in the Bachelor’s”.
We’ll put the info on Handbook chapters (or MOOCs) on our
website.
We decide to keep track of which is the better predictor:
Bachelor’s courses, MOOC, or pre-entry Summer Course.
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Guiding tool 3 General Academic Competence
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1. Introduction
The paradigm shift from diploma recognition towards the assessment of competency level requires a
different framework to judge an applicant’s qualification, but not (necessarily) a different competency level.
And the same goes for the necessity to measure an applicant’s potential with respect to the learning
outcomes of the Master’s programme.
This implies the necessity to measure an applicant’s competence on a level that is comparable to what
can be expected after completing a Bachelor’s level. In the terminology of the Dublin Descriptors this
means assessing the applicant’s competence at the level of completion of the first cycle (Bachelor’s level),
but also predicting the potential to develop competences in line with completion of the second cycle (the
intended learning outcomes of the Master’s level). And to support the demand for an increased diversity in
the Master’s classroom, to be able to measure competences in a way that ensures the exclusion of biases
that may lead to an undesired limitation of the Master’s programme’s attractiveness to an international
population of students.
This Guiding Tool focuses on general academic competences as one of the essential fields to determine
whether a potential Master student should be admitted to a specific Master’s programme. Together with
subject-specific knowledge and skills, and with personal competencies and traits, general academic
competence is considered to be a decisive aspect of a student’s chance of successful completion of a
Master’s programme. Most commonly used are the categories of analytical skills, verbal reasoning and
quantitative reasoning: “those that would be desired of any student regardless of subject matter or
discipline, and are teachable and learnable. They are distinguished from the knowledge or skills of
particular performances or domains. Such general abilities are the flexible, fluid capacities developed by
and used in learning new things.”3 And obviously, these categories can be further split into underlying
skills and competences.
This guiding tool is based on the coherent admission framework and uses the full/half cycle model. The
full/half cycle approach describes the steps that help to improve the Master’s admission. One can start at
the top left (the full cycle) starting with the current admission requirements (diploma, transcript, motivation
statement, GPA etc). If admission is still wholly dependent on diploma-recognition you start with a half
cycle approach at the top right.

The Internally Coherent Admission Framework allows Master’s programmes to analyse the current
elements in their admission process in terms of the criteria and norms that are (often implicitly) lying
underneath.
3

http://www.oecd.org/edu/skills-beyond-school/AHELOFSReportVolume1.pdf, p.115
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How do you test/demonstrate,
3: by what
4: and
testing
with
mechanisms what
passing
score

1: if
students
are
good
enough

2: in
the
things
they
need
to be
good
at

What you are looking
at

What you are
looking for

General
Academic
Competence
(Generic
cognitive
skills)

This Guiding Tool provides a step-by-step approach to support Master’s coordinators in deciding whether
they want to (and if so, how) incorporate general academic competences into their own (University’s)
admission process.

Key question:
•
how can students demonstrate
•
that they are good enough
•
in the things they need to be good at?

Appendix A to this guiding tool offers a set of questions for Master coordinators in order to determine
whether it could be worthwhile to include a measurement of general academic competences in the
application process. Appendix B to this guiding tool offers you examples of Master’s programmes that are
currently using standardized tests in their admission process to include general academic competence in
their criteria for admission. Appendix C to this guiding tool provides you with an overview of resources,
should you want to dive deeper into (aspects of) the world of general academic competences. Appendix D
provides more detailed information on the most commonly used standardized tests on general academic
competences. These appendices are available as separate documents.
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2. Step-by-step implementation
This paragraph describes the necessary steps in the process to decide upon implementing criteria on
general academic competence as part of the admission process for a specific Master’s programme. First
and foremost, we address the question whether there is a (shared) need to incorporate a focus on these
competences in the admission procedure.
Quick & Dirty:
1. Sit down with senior academics of your programme and identify the General
Academic Competences (GAC) that – in your experience – have been recurrent
reasons why students (and alumni) have succeeded or failed.
2. Decide which of these GAC need to be considered as part of your admission
process.
3. Decide upon the level of GAC a prospective student would need at the start of
your programme in order to successfully participate. Set a clear limit to the
required starting level, and make sure there is a link between this level and both
the required level for graduation as well as the curriculum your programme
offers.
4. Relate those levels to the framework provided in the Guiding Tool.
5. Decide in which way you wish to measure/rate the GAC.
6. Decide what the meaning of the ratings is in your admission process.
7. Communicate this in a clear, transparent way to prospective students.
8. Decide upon possibilities for prospective students to use alternative ways of
proving their GAC.
9. Decide upon possibilities for prospective students to acquire the necessary GAC
before your programme has started. And also decide upon possibilities to acquire
them after your programme has started, either as part of your programme or
extra-curricular.
10. Decide whether a lower score might be compensated by a high score on any or
all of the other categories.

a) Required General Academic Competence level to enrol
In order to establish whether a focus on general academic competences is needed in the admission
procedure, the starting point is the intended learning outcomes of the programme. Please note that in this
Guiding Tool we assume the Master’s programme already exists – for a Master’s programme that is newly
developed, the first step will be deciding upon the learning outcomes, but that process exceeds the scope
of this guiding tool. We also assume that the learning outcomes have been determined taking the
demands of the labour market for graduates into account.
To determine the required level of general academic competences, input is needed from key academics
within the Master’s programme. They are after all the experts when it comes to accounting for the level
needed.
Rather than engaging in a theoretical discussion on what students ought to be capable of, the discussion
might be more fruitful when using previous experiences as a starting point. The following set of questions
can be used:
Previous experiences on general academic competence
Can you remember a student or students in past classes who struggled
or even failed, and where you feel this had to do with general academic
competencies: critical thinking, analytical writing, verbal reasoning,
quantitative reasoning, and/or understanding of concepts and ideas
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(diagrammatic reasoning, visual presentation)?
What was particularly relevant in the case of the student you have in
mind, what made you think it played a role, particular occasions when
you noticed it?
Which of the categories verbal, numerical, and logical would you say
were most challenging for the student you have in mind?
When distinguishing the levels remembering – understanding –
applying – analysing – evaluating – creating, at which level did the
student you have in mind experience challenges?
Could you describe for the student you have in mind whether s/he
experienced one (or more) of the following:
 Tendency to reproduction
 Weakness of argumentation
 Weakness in accepting criticism, to depart from fixed positions
 Weakness of analysis
 Inability to think out-of-the box
 Inability to think in analogies or metaphors
 Inability to be interested in other views
Moving from admitted students to applicants, can you remember
applicants whom you either refused to admit, or did admit but with
serious hesitations; again, not because of their subject knowledge or
personal competencies and traits, but because of general academic
competencies.
For these students, could you answer these follow up questions:
 What elements were the cause of your concern,
 Through what part of the student’s file or (in an interview)
behaviour was your concern triggered?
 If you did admit them in the end, was there any follow-up?
b) Required General Academic Competence to graduate
The next step would be to identify the academic competences that are most important for successful
completion of the Master’s programme and/or entrance into the job market.
There might be a difference between the level needed to enrol in the programme and the level needed
upon graduation.
An important question in this respect is whether the Master’s programme already caters for a further
development of the competence level, by offering study materials and methods of working that will allow a
student to develop what is needed.
If not, then of course an important question is whether the programme itself can cater for that, or offers the
flexibility to create room in the curriculum for the student in order to improve his/her competence level, or
whether it has to be left up to the student to arrange for that.

Higher competence level needed upon graduation:
a. does the programme already cater for that?
yes/no
If not:
b. does the programme offer support for students to develop a higher level
of competence?
c. does the programme offer room to get support elsewhere?
d. is it left up to the student to arrange for this?

c)Finding terminology to define competence level
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After having looked at previous experiences and having tried to make a difference between what is
needed at the start of the programme compared to what is needed at the end, the next step is to decide
upon the levels needed. In order to structure the discussion on that, it will be useful to agree upon the
framework for general academic competence: which categories are you discussing, and what levels could
be distinguished.

d)Examination current admission procedure
In the next step of this process you take your current admission procedures into account. You can use the
following set of questions to do so:
Current admission process
Does your admission process require proof of an
applicant's writing/mathematical/analytical skills?
If so, what kind of proof do you require?
Have you formulated criteria against which to
determine whether the
writing/mathematical/analytical skills are sufficient
for enrolment in your Master's programme?
Could you briefly describe these criteria?
Are these criteria communicated to the
applicants?
Did you ever encounter any difficulties in
assessing an applicant's
writing/mathematical/analytical skills?
If so, could you briefly describe these difficulties?

e) Decide upon what you want to measure
At this stage you have developed a (shared) view on what is needed and to what extent that is already
reflected in your current admission procedure. For the ‘loose ends’ that came out of that discussion, the
next step is to define which you want to measure, and consequently adjust the descriptions of the
academic competences into understandable requirements for applicants.
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f)Decide upon how you want to measure
Several alternatives are available or can be developed to measure the general academic competences not
yet reflected in your current admission procedure. You can develop tests on these yourself, but you can
also decide to use already existing standardized tests. The most commonly used are Graduate Record
Examinations (GRE), developed and offered by Educational Testing Service (ETS), and the Graduate
Management Admission Test (GMAT), developed and offered by the Graduate Management Admission
Council (GMAC). But there are alternatives available. More detailed information on these tests is provided
in Appendix D to this guiding tool.

Textual data
& information

Numerical
data &
information

Abstract & logical information

GRE

√

√

-

GMAT

√

√

-

IE

√

√

√

ESonline

√

√

“problem solving”

MAT

√

-

-

g) Decide upon the meaning of test scores in your admission process
When you decide upon developing a test yourself, obviously the reliability and validity of the test requires
thorough consideration.
And in all cases – whether you have developed a test yourself or decided to use an already existing test –
the next step will be to decide which test scores will be considered to accept an application and which
implications this acceptance has: will you only consider the highest scores, or is there a minimum score
required (or both)? Does a low(er) score automatically lead to rejection, or could it also lead to a
conditional admission? And would this condition then be the student’s responsibility (the student having to
ensure to be good enough before the admission turns into an unconditional one), or would it be a signal to
the programme (with the programme being responsible to provide extra care to the student in this field)?
Also: could it be that a low score on general academic competence might be compensated by a high score
on subject-related knowledge and skills and/or personal competencies and traits? Or that a low score on
the verbal part of the test might be compensated by a high score on the numerical part? Obviously, there
is no “one size fits all” in answering these questions; the answers will vary depending on the demands
(and possibilities) of the specific Master’s.
h) institutional research
No matter how carefully designed an adapted admission process is, monitoring how accepted students
perform in the course of the programme – as well as after their graduation! – will be the only way to
determine whether the right choices have been made in selecting admission criteria and norms. The cycle
mentioned in the introductory paragraph is of course a repetitive exercise.
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i) Example
Below an example is provided to explain how you can use the approach described above at individual
programme level. The example is shown here only to explain how the tool works: If Master’s programme A
of university X has identified the GPA as something they want to improve, then the following table shows
how they could take the successive steps through the ‘full/half cycle’.
Constructed example for one general academic competency
The GPA
What can you say about it?
We look for a GPA > 3.5 This is a mixture of a testing mechanism (GPA) and a norm >
3.5
What criterion is
General Academic Competence.
involved
No differentiation within the GAC Framework (see GT GAC).
What norm is applied
A norm within the GPA: >3.5, but not related to GAC framework.
How satisfactory is this
Possible answers:
practice
We are satisfied, no change.
We want to change in some ways; see next rows.
Possible conclusions in We need to be more precise about what we want in terms of the
terms of articulation of
GAC framework.
criteria/norms
Possible conclusions in We need to have better/more triangulation: more different
terms of choice of
mechanisms to test GAC.
testing mechanisms
Possible conclusions in We need to explain better to students what we are looking for.
terms of transparency
Possible conclusions in We need to include GPA in our student success monitoring: see
terms of monitoring
if the GPA predicts success better than other indicators for
GAC.
1 Example for analysis of the use of GPA for general academic competency.
j) information for prospective students
After discussing criteria, norms and testing mechanisms, and adapting your admission process
accordingly, it is important to be transparent about what you expect from the applicants. A clear
description of your requirements and explanation of them might work as an additional motivation for
qualified students to apply, and might discourage unqualified students.
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Guiding tool 4 –
Personal Competencies & Traits
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1. Introduction
As described in the Report “Paradigm shift”, descriptions of degrees and graduate programmes focus increasingly
on non-cognitive skills and attitudes besides the academic content and subject specific knowledge. If you move
forward from focusing merely on the recognition of diplomas to also taking into account the right combination of
competences that a student should have at the start of their programme, personal traits will be a part of this.
On the labour market you see the importance of personal traits or competences within the job application
process. Among employers it is more common to use assessments to analyse a candidate’s personal strengths
and ambitions than it is within higher education. But the study and work phase are intertwined as educational
institutions seek a competitive advantage by increasing the employability rates of their graduates. If institutes
want their graduates to be employable, the evaluation of personal traits should not be ignored.
So we see that on one hand it seems unavoidable to use personal traits within the admission process. On the
other hand though we also see that the use of these traits in the admission process is a “can of worms”. A “can of
worms” because the validity and reliability of the instruments that are available and used in this area are highly
debatable. There are legal issues (programmes can be sued if they apply them without diligence); having
‘personal things’ in the admission requirements creates the risk of bias against certain groups and also the risk of
a fundamental conflict with the core vision and mission of the programme and the university. We do think it is
relevant and useful though to address the subject.
This guiding tool is based on the coherent admission framework and uses the full/half cycle model. The full/half
cycle approach describes the steps that helps to improve the Masters admission. One can start at the top left (the
full cycle) starting with the current admission requirements (diploma, transcript, motivation statement, GPA, etc.).
If admission is still wholly dependent on Diploma-recognition you start with a half cycle approach at the top right.

The Internally Coherent Admission Framework allows master’s programmes to analyse the current elements in
their admission process in terms of the criteria and norms that are (often implicitly) lying underneath.

21

How do you test/ demonstrate,
3: by what
testing
mechanisms

4: and
with what
passing
score

What you are looking at

1: if
students
are
good
enough

2: in
the
things
they
need to
be good
at

What you are
looking for

Personal
Competencies
& Traits
(Socioemotional
skills)

This guiding tool supports master coordinators in deciding whether these non-cognitive skills are important to the
programme, it helps to be more precise in the what, the why and the how of personal things. If you want to
include them in the admission processes and if you are able to do so by the testing mechanisms available? It
provides a step by step description of this decision- making process.
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2. Step by Step Implementation
This paragraph describes the necessary steps that master programmes should take in the process of
deciding if personal traits and competences should be part of the admission criteria for their programme.
We will use the coherent admission framework that helps to give more insight on the questions: what
they need to be good at? And how good to have to be at it?
Quick & Dirty
1. Sit down with senior academics of your programme and identify the
PCT that – in your experience – have been recurrent reasons why students (and alumni) have succeeded
or failed.
2. Decide which of these PCT need to be considered as part of your admission process.
3. Decide upon the level of PCT a prospective student would need at the start of your programme in
order to successfully participate. Set a clear limit to the required starting level, and make sure there is a
link
between this level and both the required level for graduation as well as
the curriculum your programme offers.
4. Relate those levels to the framework provided in the Guiding Tool.
5. Decide in which way you wish to measure/rate the PCT.
6. Decide what the meaning of the ratings is in your admission process.
7. Communicate this in a clear, transparent way to prospective students.
8. Decide upon possibilities for prospective students to use alternative ways of proving their PCT.
9. Decide upon possibilities for prospective students to acquire the necessary PCT before your
programme has started. And also decide upon possibilities to acquire them after your programme has
started, either as part of your programme or extra-curricular.
10.Decide whether a lower score might be compensated by a high score
on any or all of the other categories.

Within Selective Master’s programmes that prepare students for a certain profession it appears to be
standard practice that motivation and references letters, which go beyond academic performance
already, are taken into account. Within medical schools there is a wide tradition of interviewing
candidates as part of the admission process, since there is a conviction that practitioners must possess
additional qualities beyond intellect (Eva, K.W. e.a., 2004). Within most admission processes, standard
documents like a motivation statement are still required although it is often not clear for students what the
programme is exactly looking for when writing the statement. What personal attributes should I possess
and how good do I need to be at them?
The below questions and framework can be used as a starting point to openly debate what personal
qualities you are looking for in your students beyond the academic performance.
Personal traits
Which personal traits are important for the
programme (you can place these attributes
in text box “things they need to be good at”.
In the coherent admission framework)
Describe which of the elements that you already
use within the admission process (reference
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letter/ motivation statement etc.) are fit to verify
these attributes and place them in the text box :
”how do you test/demonstrate” within the
admission framework.
How do you evaluate the elements? How good do
they need to be and are we able to evaluate
them?
Do you wish to use the criteria as an admission
criteria or as a monitoring element during
studies. (Competences tend to develop over time
while personal characteristics seems to be less
dynamic)
a) Which traits are important for the programme?
To describe the non-cognitive skills we can distinguish personal traits/attributes and competences. In
most cases traits and competences
are used as if they are interchangeable; they are sometimes referred to as
personal qualities, without making the distinction between a personal trait and the possession of a
competence. We should first start with a student s profile when it comes to personal traits. If the traits
play a role in someone’s study success, it raises the question which methods can be used to clarify
if the candidate matches the profile. Do we ask for a motivation letter or do we wish to interview the
candidate? Once the method has been selected, a new debate starts: how do we measure the
outcomes? Do we use sub-scores or can traits compensate each other? The below Admission
framework helps to analyse the elements within the different personal attributes/competence models.
Competences
Whereas a personal trait is often deeply ingrained, competences tend to develop over time. NOA
(Development Research Training assessment) describes a competence as a unique combination of
knowledge, skills and attitude which find their expression in outward behaviour and are key to a person’s
success in their job and career (competence instrument for the Dutch Universities, VSNU-NOA). NOA
developed a competence model framed for the professional and personal development of individual
university employees.
Competences

How do you test/
demonstrate
and by
what
testing
mechanis
m

and with
what
passing
core

if students
are good
enough

in the things
they need to
be good at
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Analysing and
Devising
vision, conceptual
capacity, analytical
capacity,
inventiveness, capacity to
learn, environment
orientation
Communicating and
Influencing
empathy, persuasiveness,
cooperating,
networking skills,
organisational sensitivity,
written fluency, verbal
communication,
presenting, negotiating
Realising and
Evaluating
planning and organization,
monitoring, result
orientation, costconsciousness,
commitment to the client,
accuracy, initiative,
entrepreneurship
Personal Effectiveness
flexibility, integrity, stress
resistance, self-reflection
Managing and Supervising
managing for results,
coaching, binding
leadership, delegating,
decisiveness
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Personal Traits
Besides competences there are also classifications within personal traits. A broadly accepted
classification in the literature about the basic personality dimensions is the big 5 (Kyllone e.a, 2014, 4).
The 5 domains are extraversion (the preference for human contacts), agreeableness (the willingness to
help other people), emotional stability (for example nervous versus relaxed and the degree of
insecurity), conscientiousness (the preference for following rules, schedules, working hard) and
openness (Individual propensity to decide, degree of initiative and control). Different facets further
describe the domains. When people are asked to describe themselves or others the resulted data (using
factor analyses) reveal the basic personal dimensions. The five factors are often added with a sixth
domain: Honesty/Humility.
Personal Traits
How do you test/
demonstrate
and by what testing
mechanism

and with what
passing score

if students are
good enough

in the things
they need to be
good at

Honesty/Humility
sincere, honest,
faithful, loyal,
modest/unassuming
versus sly,
deceitful, greedy,
pretentious,
hypocritical,
boastful, pompous
Emotional Stability
emotional,
oversensitive,
sentimental, fearful,
anxious, vulnerable
versus brave,
tough, independent,
self- assured, stable
Extraversion
outgoing, lively,
extraverted,
sociable, talkative,
cheerful, active
versus shy,
passive, withdrawn,
introverted, quiet,
reserved
Agreeableness
patient, tolerant,
peaceful, mild,
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agreeable, lenient,
gentle versus illtempered,
quarrelsome,
stubborn, choleric
Conscientiousness
organized,
disciplined, diligent,
careful, thorough,
precise versus
sloppy, negligent,
reckless, lazy,
irresponsible,
absent-minded
Opennes
intellectual,
creative,
unconventional,
innovative, ironic
versus shallow,
unimaginative,
conventional

b) Decide upon the test
When it comes to evaluating personality traits, there are various instruments that are being used to
reveal personal traits. We can divide these instruments in two categories: self-assessments or observer
reports.
The first category contains the personality tests/assessments or motivation statements. The purpose of
these personality/competence tests or statements is to gain insight in your personal strengths and
weaknesses. In practice they are used in the selection process of candidates to make more informed
choices. T he second category contains the reference letters and interviews that are used already in
many admission processes.
Most commonly used self-assessments:
The self-assessment test that is available for admission processes within universities is the ETS facets
test. Twenty-one behavioural dimensions within the big 5 traits are tested. Applicants are measured on
the tests by filling in forced choice questions. In 2014, Yale University of Management was the pilot
testing school to make use of the ETS facets test.
The HEXACO test is available as self-report and as observer report and is conducted in various
languages. Since 2009, there is also a shortened version available for a less time consuming
assessment.
The Dutch Psychologists company NOA develops and implements tailor made tests on personal
characteristics. NOA developed a test for a Dutch university in which they asses competencies and
personality traits. These tests can be used for students to increase their self-knowledge and understand
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their skills and development possibilities in the context of their study. The test is divided between a
competency and personality part. Assessment of the competencies gives an indication of the actual level
of mastery. The development of competencies is influenced by underlying personality aspects. The report
could also provide information on how the students works in teams and groups.
UKCAT uses a situational judgement test. Since there are numerous applicants each year, the test is
used in the selection process of candidates to make more informed choices. Students are asked
questions on a series of scenarios with possible actions and considerations. In the first part of the test
they will be asked to rate the appropriateness of a number of options in response to the scenario. In the
second part the student has to rate the importance of the options to respond to a certain scenario


Personal Statement

In some admission processes students are asked to write a personal statement in which they explain
why they are an asset to the chosen programme. Personal statements are fake able and coachable. We
see therefore that it is also hard for universities to evaluate personal statements and rank them by
quality.
If you do use for example a personal statement, have look at how this testing mechanism is working
for you by answering the below questions:
The Motivation
Statement

What can you say about it?

One professor reads all
motivation
statements

This is a subjective and qualitative testing mechanism.

What criterion is involved

That may be unclear: to the university, to the students, even to the
professor.

What norm is applied
How satisfactory is this
practice

That may be unclear: to the university, to the students, even to the
professor.
Possible answers:

Possible conclusions in
terms of articulation of
criteria/norms

-

We are satisfied, no change.
We want to change in some ways; see next rows.

We need to explain what PCTs we look for in the
Motivation statement, using the PCT framework (see GT PCT).
We feel unable to articulate precisely what we are
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looking for.
Possible conclusions in
terms of choice of testing
mechanisms

We improve the use of Motivation Statements, e.g. by more
precise articulation (in the PCT framework) and/or assessment by
more than one professor and/or assessment on the basis of an
assessment protocol.
We stop it because we feel unable to articulate precisely
what we are looking for.
We stop it because, although we do know what
PCT we are looking for, we feel that Motivation
Statements aren’t a sound and reliable way to
test if the students have them.

We need to explain better to students what we are looking for.

Possible conclusions in
terms of transparency
Possible conclusions in
terms of monitoring

We need to include Motivation Statements in our student success
monitoring: see if it predicts success
better than other indicators for PCT.

Most commonly used observer reports


Interview techniques

At various universities, interviews are used to get more insight into the applicants’ motivation
and knowledge. These interviews range from loose conversations to moderately or very
structured interviews (panel interviewing) (Goho, J., Blackman, A, 2006). Within panel
interviewing multiple interviewers increase the accuracy of assessing the candidates skills.
Nowadays master programmes (for example in Medicine) also make us of the Multiple Mini
Interview (MMI) originally developed by McMaster University (see
http://mdprogram.mcmaster.ca/md-program-admissions/how-we-select/multiple-miniinterview-(mmi)). The MMI consists of a series of short, structured interview stations to
assess personal traits. For each station students receive a scenario or question and have a
short period of time to prepare. The advantage in this case is that you get a wide variety of
different opinions about each candidate and the candidates can be assessed on a variety of
skills. The interviewers usually have no knowledge of a candidate’s background prior to their
interaction.



Reference Tools

Many universities ask for reference letters as part of the admission process, but the
way these reference letters are evaluated varies. In most cases, universities wish to see
specific examples that illustrate the students’ talents and ambitions. To make sure that
reference letters also provide the information the universities wish to obtain, they
sometimes make use of standardized questions within the recommendation letters. In some
cases they also ask referees to fill in certain grids for students (for example a leadership grid
at Stanford business school). Within the context of the standardization of reference letters
ETS came up with a Web based tool in which evaluators provide feedback about applicants
on 6 attributes. The system is based on a combination of a rating form and a traditional
letter of recommendation.
The reference letter What can you say about it?
The students upload their
reference
letter into our
system and one professor
reads these letters

This process might lead to fake able letters and it is a subjective
testing mechanism

What criterion is involved

What norm is applied
How satisfactory is this
practice

It needs to be from a professor at their current programme. The
content related criteria may be
unclear: to the university, to the students, even to the professor.
That may be unclear: to the university, to the students, even to the
professor.
Possible answers:
-

Possible conclusions in
terms of articulation of
criteria/norms

We are satisfied, no change.
We want to change in some ways; see next rows.

We need to explain what we expect from a reference letter
and on which elements a professor should elaborate when writing
a reference letter for a student.
We feel unable to articulate precisely what we are looking
for.
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Possible conclusions in
terms of choice of testing
mechanisms

Possible conclusions in
terms of transparency

Possible conclusions in
terms of monitoring

We improve the system by letting referees upload their
letters with standardize questions in a web based tool
We stop it because we feel unable to articulate precisely
what we are looking for.
We stop it because, although we do know what
PCT we are looking for, we feel that reference
letters aren’t a sound and reliable way to test if
the students have them.
We need to explain better to students and to referents what we are
looking for.

We need to include reference letters in our student success
monitoring: see if it predicts success better
than other indicators for PCT.

c) Information for prospective students
After the discussion of the criteria, the norms and the testing mechanisms it is important to
be transparent about what you expect from the applicants. For example expectations about
the content of the motivation statement and reference letters are mostly missing. For
reference letters it is described to be delivered by members of academic staff but since the
there are no criteria or norms formulated most reference letters are standard examples of a
notification of a good student. For the motivation statement it helps to guide students in their
statement by identifying elements that students should reflect on within their statement.
The below example (Delft University) gives a clear description of what a “motivation essay”
for this programme should address.
A clear and relevant essay in English (1,000-2,000 words) addressing the following:
 Your motivation for taking the MSc programme of your choice;
 Why you wish to pursue this programme abroad and/or in the Netherlands in
particular;
 Why you are interested in TU Delft and what you expect to find here;
 If there are optional specialisations in the Masters programme of your choice, which
specialisation(s) interest you most, and why;
 Describe your hypothetical thesis project; what kind of a project would you prefer if
you were free to make a choice? Also briefly explain what you would want to explore
in your thesis project. Provide a maximum of three hypothetical thesis topics and
elaborate on your particular interests in them.
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Guiding tool 5 –
Language Requirements
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1. Introduction
The desire (and need) of graduate programmes in Europe to also attract participants from
outside their own university, and from outside their own country, has – in all European
countries other than the UK - called for the development of programmes in another language
than their own native language. With a limited number of exceptions that will be outside of
this guiding tool’s scope, this has led to the development of programmes in English as the
medium for instruction (EMI).
Through this development, “language” became the very first issue that made academics look
at other things than just the bachelor’s diploma to decide upon an applicant’s eligibility. It
helped to open the door towards the thinking about criteria for admission - additional or
alternative to the bachelor’s degree.
This Guiding Tool supports Master coordinators in deciding whether (and if so, how) to
incorporate them into their own (University’s) admissions process.
It provides a step-by-step description of this decision-making process, but of course more
detailed background information for those interested is also provided. A separate document
providing a detailed description of the two most frequently used language tests is available,
as well as information on language tests related to the Common European Framework.

Key question:
• how can students demonstrate
• that they are good enough
• in the things they need to be good at?
For Master coordinators who have already been using specific language tests as part of their
admission process this guiding tool may serve as a means to check whether the original
choice for a specific test and/or specific level still serves its purpose.
The Guiding Tool builds on the Coherent Admission Framework; it uses the general model of
the full/half cycle and the Matrix to help the singular master’s to articulate what the students
have to be good at and create a logical connection with the testing mechanisms to ascertain
that they are indeed good enough in it.

And it uses the tables of the Coherent Admission Framework to go step by step through the
process: from existing language requirements to underlying criteria and norms, to
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improvement articulation of their interconnection, to improved transparency (to students) and
monitoring potential.

2. Step-by-step implementation
This paragraph describes the necessary steps to take in the process to decide upon
implementing language criteria as part of the admission process for a specific Master
programme.
Let us start with a “quick & dirty” approach:
Quick & Dirty:
• Sit down with senior academics to determine what language proficiency is
required to enter the program;
• Consider the possibility of a higher requirement to graduate and how the program
supports that;
• Check with the admissions office which test(s) and which score(s) are accepted for
other programs with similar requirements;
• Decide for your own program and provide clear information to prospective
students.

A more elaborate approach starts with the Matrix, zooming in on Language requirements:
How do you test/
demonstrate
and by what
testing
mechanism

and with
what
passing
core

if students are
good enough

in the things
they need to be
good at

Language requirements
The idea is that you fill in what the most important elements of the Language Requirements
are for your programme and analyse the coherence and completeness of the 4 key
questions.
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a) Required language proficiency to enrol
Starting point in order to establish the level of language skills needed, are the intended
learning outcomes of the programme. Please note that in this Guiding Tool, we assume the
Master programme already exists – for a Master programme that is newly developed, the first
step will be deciding upon the learning outcomes, but that process exceeds the scope of this
guiding tool.
We also assume that the learning outcomes have been determined taking the demands of
the labour market for graduates into account.
To determine the required language skills, the input is needed from key academics within the
Master programme. They are after all the experts when it comes to accounting for the
language level needed.
Rather than engaging in a theoretical discussion on what students ought to be capable of,
the discussion might be more fruitful when using previous experiences as a starting point.
The following set of questions can be used:
Language skills
How would you describe the level of
English of the students currently enrolled
in the Master?
Could you distinguish between the skills
reading, writing, speaking, listening
when answering the previous question?
Can you think of one student in the past
(name is irrelevant) whose lack of
language skills caused him/her to fail?
Is it possible to determine which of the
language skills (reading, writing,
speaking, listening) caused him/her to
fail?
Can you describe how this caused
him/her to fail?
Was there any support available to
improve this student’s language skills?
Depending on the outcomes of the discussion on what is needed for your specific Master’s
programme you can choose between simply implementing a standard test as part of your
admission procedure or distinguishing between the (scores on) the different skills reading,
writing, speaking and listening.
The answer to the questions above sets the ground for deciding what language level is
needed to successfully participate in the Master programme. In order to establish a shared
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terminology for this, the Common European Framework might be the easiest tool to use.
Most European Master programmes require a language level of B2-C1 in this framework:4
C1: Can understand a wide range of demanding, longer texts, and recognize implicit
meaning. Can express him/herself fluently and spontaneously without much obvious
searching for expressions. Can use language flexibly and effectively for social, academic and
professional purposes. Can produce clear, well-structured, detailed text on complex subjects,
showing controlled use of organisational patterns, connectors and cohesive devices.
B2: Can understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and abstract topics,
including technical discussions in his/her field of specialisation. Can interact with a degree of
fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction with native speakers quite possible
without strain for either party. Can produce clear, detailed text on a wide range of subjects
and explain a viewpoint on a topical issue giving the advantages and disadvantages of
various options.
The Common European Framework also has developed concrete examples, the so-called
‘can-do statements’, which may prove helpful when it appears to be too difficult to make a
distinction between the global levels to set the language requirement.
b) Required language proficiency to graduate
There might be a difference between the language level needed to enroll in the programme
and the level needed upon graduation.
An important question in this respect is whether this assumed difference is limited to an
increased vocabulary: a graduate needing the capacity to understand and work with the
terminology commonly used in a specific academic field. This may very well be a further
development of language skills that the Master programme already caters for, by offering
study materials and methods of working that will allow a student to gain the needed
vocabulary.
However, if there is a real need for the student to develop language skills to a higher level
(within the Common European Framework), then of course an important question is whether
the programme itself can cater for that, or offers the flexibility to create room in the curriculum
for the student in order to improve his/her language skills, or whether it has to be left up to
the student to arrange for that.

Higher language level needed upon graduation:
1. limited to vocabulary common to the field?
yes/no
If so:
2. does the programme offer language support as part of the curriculum?
3. does the programme offer room to get language support elsewhere?
4. is it left up to the student to arrange for this?
4

Council for Europe: COMMON EUROPEAN FRAMEWORK OF REFERENCE FOR LANGUAGES: LEARNING,
TEACHING, ASSESSMENT (also describing the other scales)
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c) Language skills staff
At this stage it may be good to realise that in general when a programme is offered in
English, but maybe especially when it is setting specific language requirements for students,
it might be necessary to also consider the language requirements for staff (academic and
non-academic) involved in the programme. Would a general ‘rule of thumb’ in education that
teaching staff should be trained to at least one higher level than the students, apply here
too? And would the programme, for instance for matters of accountability, require proof of the
language level?
The session with key academics might also be used to discuss this aspect, including the
need for language training for staff.
d) Decide upon tests
The admissions office of the university may be able to provide you with an overview of the
language requirements used for other Master programmes at your university. The
international office and/or your national agency may be able to provide you with an overview
of language requirements of comparable Master programmes at other universities. And of
course you can use your own network and that of the key academics, or simply browse the
internet, to find information on which language levels are commonly used as an entry
requirement. The same sources of information can also provide you with an overview of
which language tests are available, and which test scores relate to the required language
level.
Literature on English as medium of instruction and English language proficiency for
international students is available through the website www.mastermindeurope.eu.
The most commonly used tests are TOEFL and IELTS, but there are numerous alternatives
available. To find more information on the relation between scores on these tests and the
Common European Framework, see for instance
https://www.ets.org/toefl/institutions/scores/compare/. An indication of these is that an IELTS
total score of 6-6.5, or a TOEFL total score of 72 relates to level B2; an IELTS total score of
7, or a TOEFL total score of 95 relates to level C1 or above. But in determining the levels
needed to successfully participate in a specific Master programme it may make sense to
distinguish scores for specific language skills.
Common European
Framework
TOEFL
IELTS

B2

C1 and above

6 – 6.5
72

7 or higher
95 or higher

e) Example
Below an example is provided to explain how you can use the approach described above at
individual programme level. The example is shown here only to explain how the tool works: If
master’s programme A of university X has identified their use of the IELTS as something they
want to improve, than the following table shows how they could take the successive steps
through the ‘full/half cycle’.
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IELTS
We require an IELTS score of 72 or
higher
What criterion is involved

What norm is applied
How satisfactory is this practice

Possible conclusions in terms of
articulation of criteria/norms

Possible conclusions in terms of
choice of testing mechanisms
Possible conclusions in terms of
transparency
Possible conclusions in terms of
monitoring

What could you say about it?
This is a mixture of a testing mechanism
(IELTS) and a norm > 72
Language proficiency (does IELTS look at all 4
language proficiencies? Reading writing
speaking listening)
IELTS internal norm, no reference to the CEF?
Possible answers:
We are satisfied, no change.
We want to change in some ways; see next
rows.
We need to be more precise about what we
want in terms of Reading writing speaking
listening. We need to also articulate in CEF
terms
We need consider if there are other tests we
can also except and why/why not.
We need to list all language tests that we
accept. We need to explain why we don’t
accept some other tests.
We need to include Language test scores in
our student success monitoring: see if the test
score predicts success better; see if some
language tests predict success better than
other language tests.

f) Information prospective students
After having decided which language level is required to successfully participate in the
Master programme, and which test(s) students can use to prove their eligibility in this
respect, the next step is of course to make sure prospective students are informed on this.
Please see the next page for an example (VU University).
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Language Requirements
VU University Amsterdam requires you to take an English test and to submit your score as
a part of the application. You can begin your application, however, before you have
completed the test and then submit your passing score once you have been conditionally
admitted. Exceptions to the English Language Proficiency requirement are made if you
have completed your education in Canada, USA, UK, Ireland, New Zealand or Australia.
The minimum English language proficiency requirements for admission to a Master's
programme at VU University Amsterdam are:

[Lege pagina in kleurtje?]

IELTS: 6.5 - please note that candidates must take the Academic test and not the General
one!
TOEFL paper-based test: 580
TOEFL Internet-based test: 92-93
Cambridge Certificate in Advanced English (CAE): A, B, C
Cambridge Certificate of Proficiency in English (CPE): A, B, C
Vu-test English-language proficiency: TOEFL ITP
Some programmes have higher language proficiency requirements. Please see the
webpage of your programme for exact language proficiency requirements.
For TOEFL and IELTS, the test must have been completed no more than two years before
1 September of the year in which your course starts.
For TOEFL and IELTS, the Test Institute can forward the results directly to our office. The
institutional TOEFL code of VU is 7947.
Please note that students who need visa must submit their English test results before June
1. Students who don't need visa must submit their test results before August 30 but
preferably sooner. Be aware of the fact that it can take a long time before you get the
results of the English tests, so plan your test in time!
There is no specific place to upload your English language test in VUnet. After finishing
uploading the other documents in the VUnet you can send a copy of the test score card per
email to one of the following contacts:
• For students with a non-Dutch degree: Your International Student Advisor
• For students with a Dutch degree: Please refer to your programme’s Admissions Website
VU University reserves the right to request an original copy of the test result.
Students living in the Netherlands can register for a TOEFL-ITP exam offered by the VU
Taalloket. You can find more information and register for this test at www.taalloket.nl.
Useful links: www.ielts.org; www.toefl.org; www.cambridgeenglish.org
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Guiding Tool 6 –
Managing Graduate Admission
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1. Introduction
The paradigm shift from diploma recognition towards the assessment of competency level
requires a different framework to judge an applicant’s qualification. When (automatic)
continuation from a Bachelor into a Master’s within the same discipline, the same university,
or the same country is no longer standard practice, this requires an active approach to
marketing and recruitment.
This Guiding Tool may seem to be addressing issues that are rather self-evident. But
experience shows that what is apparently matter-of-course, and especially the consequences
of implementing this paradigm shift into the university’s systems and procedures, requires
careful consideration. In this Guiding Tool we offer food for thought to organize the Master’s
admission process in order to make it as accessible as possible, especially for the preferred
applicants.
The entire process consists of strongly interwoven and overlapping elements; the figure
below shows this chain of contacts between the student and the university from a student’s
perspective, from brand marketing to alumni relations.

This Guiding Tool focuses on the crucial elements impacting the university’s system and
procedures before a student can actually be considered ‘yours’: (marketing and) recruitment,
application, selection and finally the enrolment of the students. Currently most universities
struggle to organise all four elements. And especially with their coherence.
Obviously, the notion of transparency – also mentioned in the Guiding Tools on the various
selection aspects of a more competence-based admission process – plays a very important
role here.
The division of labour – mentioned in the Guiding Tool on a coherent admission framework –
is a crucial element. But since the possibilities to influence that will vary in each university,
this topic is only being touched upon briefly.
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Please note: for the sake of clarity this Guiding Tool presents choices to be made in a
somewhat uncomplicated manner. Obviously the authors are aware of the fact that contexts
may differ between universities and Master’s programmes, which also may lead to different
‘ideal’ choices than presented here.
2. Recruitment
It all starts with the content offerings. After having designed and developed a strong and
relevant Master’s programme, it is time to start recruiting students. And preferably the best
students, allowing for a nicely differentiated group composition that will be interesting to work
with, in high enough numbers to support the relevance of the Master’s programme but at the
same time numbers that will not create an unfeasible burden to administer.
The initial focus should be on putting the content into words. Whether the Master’s
programme is on modern history, veterinary science or theoretical physics, it will always have
to distinguish itself from similar programmes elsewhere. The art of communicating this
message clearly entails drawing attention to the quality of the programme, but at the same
time mentioning what makes this specific programme unique. Students will search for their
options in a generic way (googling on academic field), but make their choice based on the
differences.
The academics have been busy designing the programme for months. And they will know
exactly what it is all about, but the next challenge is to convey that to the students. It requires
care and time to formulate an appealing message. And that is definitely not the same as
throwing that task over the fence to the marketing specialists. Their advice is essential, but
input from the content experts, especially when describing the product for sale, is very
important. The experts on the content should try to express what will be obvious to them,
what is expected of the students in terms of their knowledge and abilities, emphasizing
where this programme differs in a positive sense from the mainstream, and finally: they will
also have to indicate what the students can do specifically with this programme.
In practice the descriptions can vary from strongly recruiting texts including praises of the
quality of what is on offer, to a matter-of-fact summary of the courses that are part of the
Master’s programme, including the amount of credits. But especially this summary is missing
in many cases (or very well hidden, which comes down to the same thing). And that is a
shame, because this is the information students look for specifically and that is very helpful to
them when making their choice.
Nowadays most programmes offer to home and international students will present their
messages in the native language and in English. What may seem to be a minor side effect,
but should not be underestimated when aiming for a more diverse (international) classroom,
is communicating the same message in English and in the native language of the university.
It may seem unreal, but even nowadays examples can be found where especially the
graduates’ perspectives for the labour market seemed very different in English than in the
mother tongue.
If an academic expert describes the programme in the native language, and a marketing
expert will then arrange for an English version, it is quite likely that the marketing
communication focus on recruitment will result in a different description of perspectives (an
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important sales proposition). Probably the latter being more attractive, but confusing for
those applicants who speak both languages. And perhaps not entirely correct too.
Often a text describing the programme is the last bit of work to end the entire development
process. But it is important to realise that the programme is being sold not on the content but
on the description of the content.
Digital information is crucial. Over 90% of the students finds the programme digitally. And in
most cases initially on a smart phone.
Until recently information on Master’s programmes was hidden deeply into university’s
websites. Nowadays almost every homepage offers a link to the programmes offered, and
often specifically to Master’s programmes. But again, the level of information provided and
the tone-of-voice differs greatly. It varies from mere formal technical details, that do not
always answer possible questions, to a fluent text clearly communicating what the students
may need to know.
It is important to be very crystal clear on the practical details. Students will go somewhere
else when those are unclear, and will not return later to find out whether the information is
complete.
An experiment to evaluate this can be to take a student’s position and browse through the
information available online. Select a programme that is not your own but related to it. Then
compare your own university’s pages to a few other universities offering a similar programme
in your own country, and browse through some websites of institutions in different regions in
Europe. Chances are that you might not prefer the programme offered by your own
university. And then you will know there is work to be done. For your colleagues, but
probably also for your own programme. Alternatively, or in addition, you can ask
(international) students to do the same and give their feedback
Should the university’s website or Master’s web pages be unsatisfactory for some (valid)
reason it is important to speak up internally – also to colleagues in other Master’s
programmes. Addressing this with suggestions for improvement will probably lead to the
conclusion more Master’s programmes share that experience; finding supporters should not
be too hard. It helps to realise that the perspective of an academic, professor, researcher –
or an administrator – in this respect should be combined with that of an entrepreneur: the
Master’s store should remain in operation.
Obviously it is crucial to attract students to your website specifically. Experts within
universities will know how to work with Google adds and posting messages on Facebook.
But possibly listings on one or more portals will work best; consider for instance
MastersPortal, Findamaster, and/or the portal that might be offered through your National
Agency.
Usually a general listing is for free, but for premium listing, click-through links, banners
etcetera there will be a charge. Again, experts within the university will be able to offer
advice, but it is important to stay involved – both in the initial decision-making as well as in
the updating process.
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Printed media should be considered with a critical approach. Advertisements in newspapers
and magazines might be an ego-booster, but hardly ever lead to substantial return on
investment. The costs will probably be higher than the benefits. But a booklet or brochure or
other printed materials, that can be handed out at all times, also within the university itself, is
important. This will also prove useful when a student has found the programme digitally –
with information that might actually suffice for the student – and wants to offer the parents
something in print.
Finally, offering a short course as part of a Summer or Winter School is increasingly used as
a marketing and recruitment tool. It offers the students an opportunity to get to know the
university, the programme and the city. And at the same time this offers the possibility to
include part of the selection process. Having experienced a potential Master’s candidate as a
participant in such a course provides the opportunity to get to know the student’s capacities
quite well. Much better than by visiting all those Master’s fairs in remote parts of the world.
3. Applications
The golden rule is simple: making it as easy as possible for both the student and the
university or programme. But reality is more tricky.
Often national laws and regulations and internal rules of the university complicate the
procedure. National laws and regulations will probably be impossible to change, but it may
be worth your while to take a good look. A Mastermind Europe survey on this topic has
shown that legal obstacles often seem much bigger and problematic in the perception of
university academics and administrators than in the actual laws and regulations. Often the
law requires a well-founded and well-reasoned procedure and set of criteria, but is not so
restrictive if you have that in order. And of course internal rules should be changed when
they (turn out to) work counterproductive.
Some universities ask for a general application first, to see if an applying student complies
with the legal conditions and is therefore admissible. Only after that step those universities
ask for further information, to be used in the selection phase. This may seem very
sympathetic, after all, only students up for selection will be asked to provide further
information in the second round. Others will not have to do that. And indeed this is kind for
the ones who are being turned down rather quickly. But on those who pass this barrier the
effect can be quite different. Especially when the selection process is not running as quickly
as desired, it is possible to lose a large percentage of suitable candidates. Only when the
university is much higher on the student’s wish-list than others that have already admitted the
student it might still be possible to have the student enrol. The chance is much bigger the
student will prefer to accept the invitation to enrol over the invitation to send in another large
quantity of documents.
So in practice it is much better to ask the applying students to send in all the required
information at once. Should (a certified copy of) the diploma not be available at the time the
application process starts, a student can always send in a copy, or a statement by the
university. Fraud can always be dealt with at a later stage.
With all candidates sending in all information at once, a student runs the risk of not making it
through the first round, but those who do will automatically go through to the second –
selective – round. The first round (based on national laws and regulations) is the same for
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everyone. This deals with preceding education, sometimes language skills, and a university
can add elements here when deemed necessary or appropriate.
The second round, or the second step in the selection process, concerns the content, and
obviously the quantity and type of information needed varies per discipline. A candidate for
International Law will have to send in different information than a candidate in Chemistry or
Musicology. But since it is known right from the start what every programme wants to know, it
can be asked for in the same round.
A two-step application process may seem more customer-oriented, but in the end it is not. A
two-step approach is usually caused by the fact that different offices internally deal with
different parts, and that is not something to bother a customer with.
In short, whatever the organisation behind the scenes is, it is important to present a coherent
one-step application process. Behind the scenes the procedures can differ from one
programme to the next, as well as the needed documents, but externally it should appear to
be one smooth-running operation. And needless to say, an operation that should also not be
adjusted along the way. When an applicant is being promised to receive a decisive answer
within three weeks, it won’t work to send out a message after six weeks explaining a bit more
time is needed. Neither to explain that the programme’s ‘own’ bachelor students prevail on
second thoughts. Nor will it work out well to aggravate language requirements in the mean
time because the experience in the current year shows problems in that field.
4. Selection process
After students apply it is up to the university and the programme to determine whether they
are admissible and whether they are the students the programme is looking for. Although the
process may differ depending on whether admission is selective (only the best) or nonselective (all those who qualify), the approach to drawing the line between ‘qualified’ and
‘non-qualified’ is the first step in every selection process. And the suggestions provided
below apply to both types of processes.
Two approaches, or perhaps even beliefs, to how to handle this exist. One approach is to
collect and hold on to the applications, to be sure to select the best candidates just before
the summer. The other approach is to admit every qualifying candidate as soon as possible,
in order to prevent candidates to enrol at a competing programme.
In practice it comes down to only the very best programmes that can afford to collect
applications to select the best ones in due time. For 90%, if not 99% of programmes that
approach won’t work. One of the consequences of selection processes is that students
nowadays apply for some four – six Master’s programmes on average, and will make their
choice after the first three responses. The programmes belonging to the slowest half will lose
the student. This makes sense looking at it from a student’s perspective: students make
priority lists when applying, and when a positive response from the second choice will be in
while the first choice does not respond, the student will know where to put his money on,
rather than running the risk of missing out on the second choice while waiting for the possibly
negative response from the first.
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For most programmes it will make therefore every sense to ask for all the required
information at once and deal with the applications on a continuing roll on roll off basis. Many
of the programmes don’t do this, possibly as a result of decisions made on a central
institutional level. Trying to do that differently will definitely be worth it.
As mentioned above there are two approaches to deal with the applications. The one
extreme, collecting all applications and then selecting the best ones at one go, might lead to
the situation in which those ‘best’ students have already chosen another programme. So
waiting may be a very costly exercise.
In practice however also choosing for the roll on roll off approach may lead to students
having to wait very long until they hear the outcome. A number of reasons can cause this.
The following paragraph will mention some of these reasons, and will explain how the use of
a digital system may support improvements in this area.
5. Digital and other systems
Faculties, departments or research groups are in charge of the content of the programmes.
Communication, or – as we often say these days – marketing is the responsibility of the
marketing department of the university, often in consultation with communication staff of the
department concerned. The “sales” will therefore mainly be outsourced to other departments
within the same university. But also the decision on acceptance or rejection is most often in
the hands of more than one person or department. The first check, for instance on the value
of the previous degree, or the status (or ranking) of the university that handed out this
degree, is often done by an International Office, that in turn can often fall back upon a
national agency where the necessary expertise is available. A second check, for instance on
subject-related knowledge and skills, general academic competence, personal
characteristics and traits, or language skills, will formally be done by an organisational body
within the programme. Although in practice central admission offices also play an important
role in the assessment of these competencies. Pilots organised as part of the Mastermind
project have shown that this division of labour can be optimised where the academics
articulate the required competencies or “learning incomes” clearly: then the administrative
staff will know better what the academics want them to look for.
And then usually the final verdict will be given by the Master’s coordinator, the full professor,
or his assistant.
In short, both the process of marketing the programme and the process of recruitment and
selection is potentially a relay race of actions and reactions within the institution. What would
work best is to limit the number of occasions where the baton is handed over. But that
requires decisions on high levels of the institution.
What can be done at least is to streamline the process together with colleagues as much as
possible. A means of support, or perhaps stimulus, is the use of a digital system. Ideally a
choice can be made between three alternatives. First of all to join an existing monitoring
system on student progress, secondly to buy a specialised but existing system that is for sale
on the market, and thirdly develop a system for this specific purpose.
The existing monitoring system of the university will be capable of (almost) everything.
Usually this system will be rather complex and designed for solving all sorts of other
problems than recruitment and selection. Often it will be managed on a higher level, for
instance nationally, and then every alteration or addition will have to be approved by all
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participating institutions. And in the worst case they will have to be paid for by the requesting
party. And although this system usually is heavily promoted within the institution, it might be
smart to look for an alternative to organise the part for which this system was not designed.
Buying an external system may be the solution. Also in doing this it is important to pay close
attention. Most of these systems can do everything, and the developers may be keen to sell
you as many modules as possible, while these systems might also not be built for the
specific purpose of recruitment and selection. But very many universities today use these
systems, especially (but not only) in the USA. Attached to this Guiding Tool is an overview of
– randomly selected – providers. New providers enter the market frequently.
The best solution might be to have a small system built specifically for this purpose. But of
course permission is required to do this together with a number of Master’s programmes.
This system can be built to cover the process from the very first request for information up to
the actual enrolment. And those data should of course automatically feed into the university’s
standard monitoring system.
This solution may seem to be the most complicated one, because it requires building an
entire new system. In practice the most complicated element will be convincing the university
that this is the best solution. Building a simple system that should be capable of including
annual additions and alterations is something that nowadays can be done easily by many.
Once the choices suggested in this Guiding Tool are considered to work well for a
programme’s admission process, the following step-by-step approach of how such a digital
system should work can be taken:
1) The student can use a contact form to ask questions.
2) For those questions a set of FAQ and answers is developed in order to be able to
answer these questions within a day.
3) The student can fill in an application form.
4) Attachments are a) the documents required by the institution, and b) the information
required by the programme. All relevant documents (diplomas, transcripts, motivation
letters, letters of reference, or whatever is required) will be uploaded with the
application.
5) The person who performs the first check gives a ‘go’ or ‘no go’ based on the centrally
required information. A ‘go’ means being put through to the programme, a ‘no go’
means a quick rejection letter to the student. A possible bottleneck might be staffing
(or rather, a wide variety of tasks of which this will be just one), but not the system’s
efficiency.
6) The Master’s coordinator or an assistant will check for the minimum requirements of
the programme.
7) The person taking the final decision will do so based on the first two preliminary
judgements.
And of course all relevant overviews will be standardised, as will be the letters sent out. But
in such a way that changes can be made whenever necessary.
A small, tailor-made system will take away much of the labour needed today, but can also
expose mercilessly where the biggest delay takes place. And this of course can then trigger
improvements specifically at this point.
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6. Summary
The biggest change caused by the paradigm shift is that many Master’s programmes need to
be ‘sold’ to a selected target group, where in the past it was simply a matter of registering the
department’s own Bachelor students.
A ‘sellable product’ needs to be described in an excellent way; recruiting, but especially very
informative.
Recruitment will be done in cooperation with the department of marketing and/or
communication. But this can never be done without strong support by and input from the
programme itself.
Consider applications the moment they are received instead of waiting until more come in.
The Master’s programme will consider applications together with the International Office and
possibly other. But the programme should always be in control.
Promote the purchase or development of a simple digital application system to which
changes and additions can be made annually.
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Appendix
Admissions Software Products
A list of admissions software tools is provided below. Please note that the authors of this
Guiding Tool do not intend to imply one tool is better than the next, nor that this overview is
complete. This list was taken from http://www.capterra.com/admissions-software/; other tools
exits and new ones are being developed almost by the day.
Administrative Solutions 3
by AlaQuest International
Ellucian
by Ellucian Higher Education
Embark Campus
by Embark
Admitek
by SevenM Technologies
matchly
by Nala Digital Solutions
Admittor
by Admittor
Ascend
by Symplicity
CAMS Enterprise
by Unit4
Finalsite Apply
by finalsite
3sysACADEMIC
by West Country Business Systems
Admissions Tracking
by Principle Data Systems
AMP
by ZAP Solutions
DecisionDesk
by DecisionDesk
EduAgent CRM
by Action Starter
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EESAS
by Expert Technology Solutions
EMAS Recruitment Pro
by EMAS Pro
eNROL
by MIT Professional Services
Enrollment Rx
by Enrollment Rx
HEIApply-lite
by HEIApply
Intead
by Intead
ISAS
by BigChoice Group
JICS
by Jenzabar
Lumens
by Augusoft
MatchBox
by TargetX
Naviance
by Hobsons
Online Admissions Software
by Blackbaud
Online Application Software
by Simple Apply
Slate
by Technolutions
Student Enrollment CRM
by ProRetention
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