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SOFTWARE REVIEW

Cliffs’ GRE StudyWare Package:t
A Criticql Evaluation

STEPHANIE L. BROOKE

This article evaluates Cliffs’ GRE StudyWare package (Bobrow, 1992). In addition to focusing
on software considerations, this evaluation discusses the educational implications of using
Cliffs' approach. The author makes recommendations concerning Cliffs’ method for Graduate
Record Examination (GRE) preparation.

Students preparing for the Graduate Record Examination (GRE) may choose
among a variety of products. Cliffs' GRE StudyWare program (Bobrow, 1992) for
the Macintosh combines computer software, Cliffs' GRE Preparation Guide (Bobrow,
Orton, & Covino, 1992) and StudyWare Test Preparation Sertes User's Manual. The
software contains four practice tests that cover 30 areas. The Test section provides
two complete exams. For the Exam section, the person is required to use the
preparation guide to see the exam questions, graphs, and other necessary informa-
tion. The computer provides an answer sheet and the results on completion. The Drill
section contains practice sets in each of the three exam areas: verbal, mathematical,
and analytical. Feedback is provided for drill sets and tests.

Performance scores or feedback is provided in three ways: Topic Priority Break-
down, Items Missed, and Results Graph. The Topic Priority Breakdown generates
detailed feedback by indicating the percentage correct for each subsection of the
exam. For instance, the Analytical section examines logical, spatial, membership,
temporal, and cause and effect reasoning. This allows the test takers to focus on
areas of weakness by selecting from the Drills menu the areas that require more
practice. The Items Missed section lists the individual questions that were answered
incorrectly. Another form of feedback, the Results Graph, depicts the percentage
correct for each section of the test. Because the program does not provide print
functions, this graph is a simulation of the one presented in the computer program.
The graph option allows visual feedback about progress in the different sections
of the exam. . .

The GRE Preparation Guide includes three full-length practice tests, answers
with complete explanations, and review chapters for each area of the GRE Test.
The StudyWare Test Preparation Series User’'s Manual provides instructions for
installation, start-up, and introduction to the program. The manual discusses the
pull-down menus, the system for using the program, and test options.

OVERALL EVALUATION

Evaluation criteria used for this review were compiled from the suggestions of a
variety of researchers (Alesandrini, 1983; Brownell, 1987; Jolicoeur & Berger,

Stephanie L. Brooke is a private practitioner. Correspondence regarding this article should be
sent to Stephanie L. Brooke, 4955 School St., Leicester, NY 14481.

MEASUREMENT AND EVALUATION IN COUNSELING AND DEVELOPMENT / JULY 1995 / VOL. 28

119

B




1986; Lepper & Gurtner, 1989; Sternberg, 1988; Vargas, 1986). Depending on the
type of product considered, other criteria may be necessary for evaluation. General
considerations for this software package are cost, target group, coverage of GRE
topics, and technical support. The GRE StudyWare package costs from $30-$50
for the program and the study guide. The package lists additional information
about technical support. Although Cliffs does have a technical support depart-
ment, this number can only be reached through information.

The software program and the support guide adequately cover the verbal, math-
ematical, and analytical sections for the GRE Test. The support guide includes
information about the ability being tested, basic skills necessary, method for
understanding directions, and suggested problem-solving strategies. The software
and support guide provide many opportunities for practicing these skills. Also,
concept development is clear and concise. The software program provides a unique
learning experience (immediate feedback) that cannot be achieved using the tradi-
tional approaches for GRE preparation such as study guides. In addition, this
package is appropriate for those individuals required to take the GRE in that it
covers the areas presented on the test. On the other hand, the social-cultural
relevance may be limited to those individuals who share common educational
experiences in the United States culture.

The design of a software package is critical if it is to serve as a learning tool.
Relevant responding, appropriate stimulus control, presentation of information,
and trapping errors are just a few considerations for evaluating software. Vargas
(1986) argued that approaches that stimulate a high rate of student responding
produce high achievement as compared with approaches that allow minimal stu-
dent response. The GRE StudyWare program provides a high rate of user response.
It has often been proposed that interest and motivation are increased by com-
puter-assisted learning because the process involves learning under the control
of the user (Lepper, 1985; Malone, 1981; Papert, 1980). All reading passages and
diagrams are relevant to answering questions, and the user is not presented
with unnecessary, distracting information. Not only are verbal messages used
to gain attention, but the program also provides the option of sound to cue the
user. The program also allows users to stop the program, save work, and
continue at a later time.

For learning to be effective, students must make relevant responses to ap-
propriate stimuli. It would be very easy for a person to type in a correct answer
without knowing why the answer was correct. In the tutor mode, the person is
given an explanation for the answer even if the question was answered correctly.
In addition, the informative feedback is displayed along with the question. Inap-
propriate cuing refers to giving away answers by using terms highlighted in text
and then using these terms in the answers. The GRE package avoids inappropriate
cuing, which helps the student rely more on critical thinking skills to solve
problems. Although the program informs the learner what type of response is
required, help screens are available. '

Another important part of any software package is the manner of presentation.
The software program and study guide are free of grammatical, spelling, and punctua-
tion errors. Presentation on the computer was clear: One question appeared on the
screen at any given time. To read a text or a diagram, the user is required to select
“See Graph/Text" from the menu options. The diagram then appears on the screen.
To see the question, the user presses the space bar. This is where the program is at
a disadvantage compared with traditional approaches in which the diagram and
question appear on the same page. Flipping back and forth may be necessary, but
also distracting.
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user and increase confidence. These affective considerations are often neglected
in some software evaluations. Clement (1981) stressed that “personal attitudes
about using computers in a learning environment can be critical to-the success
of a computer-based project” (p. 28). Although the potential of the package is
evident, research evidence about how the user feels about this method of prepara-
tion is needed.

This package expands on traditional approaches for studying for the GRE by in-
cluding a computer program. Essentially, the user has access to two different
methods for preparation.

For those individuals who are required to take the GRE test, this package will be
helpful in providing a variety of feedback and opportunities for assessment. If the
person enjoys using the computer for learning, this approach, may be effective
preparation for the GRE. On the other hand, individuals who have not shared
educational experiences common to the United States culture may not find this
package helpful. Finally, little technical support was provided for the product.
Additional research is needed to investigate the cultural faimess, transfer of learn-
ing, validity, and reliability of the product.
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