Who Succeeds in Graduate School?

My suggestion (Letters, 15 Nov.)
that postgraduate institutions use facul-
ty letters of recommendation for selec-
tion of students instead of the students’
cumulative grade point average (GPA)
was criticized by many, so I am willing
to withdraw that suggestion for the
moment. The substance of my proposal,
however, was that grades not be trans-
mitted beyond the undergraduate
school. It is the use of the GPA that
I wish to criticize. Several respondents
claim that the college GPA is a good
predictor of “performance in graduate
school,” although no evidence was
cited. Indeed, the two most recent sur-
veys (I, 2) find previous research either
to be defective or tending to prove the
contrary. There are three points:

1) Any attempt to correlate under-
graduate GPA’s with graduate grades
will be unsound because the range of
the dependent variable is restricted;
most graduate grades are A’s or B’s
with an occasional C.

2) The major concern of graduate
schools is attrition, not grades. Students
who drop out of graduate programs
do so largely for nonacademic reasons.
Thus, graduate schools are interested
in selecting students who will complete
the program.

3) We should be concerned with se-
lecting those individuals who will make
significant contributions to their field.
Here the correlations with the GPA
are zero or slightly negative (2).

The need, clearly, is to develop pre-
dictors or postgraduate “success” (de-
fined variously by different graduate
institutions). If standardized tests would
serve these various purposes, what is
the objection to them? (See Angoff’s
letter, 24 Jan.). For my part, I would
be willing to use the number of hairs
on a student’s head divided by his
weight (kilograms) times his height
(meters) if that were an effective pre-
dictor (r = 1.00).

Since I have been compared to a
Midwest legislator who suggested omit-
ting a train’s caboose (not “the last
car’), I take the liberty of recalling
the Western gambler who played the
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crooked roulette wheel because it was
the only game in town. Are we willing
to establish a new and fairer game?
MoRTON L. SCHAGRIN
Department of Philosophy, Denison
University, Granville, Ohio 43023

References

1. D. P. Hoyt, The Relationship between College
Grades and Adult Achievement, ACT Research
Rep. No. 7 (American College Testing Pro-
gram, lowa City, Iowa, 1965).

2. S. Miller, Measure, Number and Weight, report
to the Academic Senate Select Committee on
Education ¢(Univ. of California, Berkeley, 1965).

Boost for IBP

If it would give any consolation to
Frank Blair (“International Biological
Program: U.S. effort stands on shaky
ground,” 22 Mar. 1968, p. 1331), and
stimulate participation in the IBP, I
think I can provide a historical example
of a poorer time when an international
scientific program was carried out with
success. .

Despite a “severe economic depres-
sion” and attempts at postponement,
the Second International Polar Year
began in August 1932. “At that date
promises of participation had been re-
ceived from 44 countries. Special Com-
mittees of the Polar Year had been set
up in 16 countries, and 22 countries
had undertaken to organize special ex-
peditions, or to establish stations out-
side their own frontiers. During the
Polar Year the number of magnetic sta-
tions to the north of 60°N. latitude
was increased from 7 to 30. The care-
fully developed plan for geophysical
investigations on an international basis
had been inaugurated” (7). This last
sentence is of particular importance
when consideration is being given to
the development of the IBP. As your
article rightly states, Peters and Monta-
lenti have “sought to do for biology
what the International Geophysical
Year had done for geophysics.” A point
which was not considered was that
the IGY was preceded by two Inter-
national Polar Years which had, in fact,
been programs of international geo-
physical studies. Moreover, a number

of people, including Sydney Chapman,
president of the International Council
of Scientific Unions’ committee for the
IGY, had played a leading role in
organizing IPY-2, and in the scientific
work of the program. Also, at the
point when prospects seemed dimmest,
the Rockefeller Foundation came for-
ward with a generous grant of $40,000
which made it possible to purchase the
standardized special equipment neces-
sary for the scientific work. Regrettably,
no direct grant of this importance has
been made to IBP, although $44,000
has been allocated from the Ford and
Nuffield Foundation grants to ICSU.
In view of the interest in our deterio-
rating environment, it is surprising that
official support of the IBP has not in-
creased. The recent UNESCO Biosphere
Conference was not lacking in praise of
the IBP and most of the research being
carried out will be of prime importance

“ to future studies of our environment

and the rate of its deterioration. It is
tragic that a program, which is pro-
viding the ecological base lines so es-
sential for any study of man and his
environment, should receive so little
encouragement from a world which
is currently poisoning all life. Are we,
lemming-like, providing our own solu-
tion to the population problem by
pouring our excesses onto the waters?

' F. W. G. BAKER
5 Via G. Barracco, 00161 Rome, Italy
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Abrus precatorius:
Pretty but Poisonous

Since the news releases and warning
based on my recent identification of
Abrus precatorius seeds used in novelty
pins imported from Japan, I have re-
ceived many requests for seed identifi-
cation. Over 90 percent of these seeds
have been A. precatorius. They are used
to decorate many products (I), espe-
cially souvenirs from the Caribbean
area and northern South America. Some
of these objects have been in North
American homes 30 to 50 years.

Seeds of Abrus precatorius are at-
tractive but quite poisonous if chewed
and swallowed. The perennial legumi-
nous vines that produce them are native
to India, but the plants are now found
in nearly all tropical and subtropical
countries, and in the United States
the vines are naturalized in southern
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