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Executive Summary

For more than a decade there has been an ongoing
debate around ATAR's suitability and future, and in
particular, its role in university admissions criteria.
This debate is especially relevant today when more
school leavers are failing to finish their university
degree on-time (completion) or are dropping out
of university entirely (attrition).

This paper looks at past research and recent data
on ATAR with respect to university admissions,
completions, and attrition, with a particular focus
on the growing category of students admitted on a
non-ATAR basis.

ATAR remains the dominant pathway to university
for school leavers. Recent estimates show almost
three-in-four school leavers use ATAR to gain
university entry; 60% use solely ATAR, and 14%
use ATAR in conjunction with other criteria. The
share admitted on a non-ATAR basis has grown
from 15% in 2016 to at least 25% today.

ATAR is significantly associated with completions
and attrition; with each ascending ATAR band,
completions rise and attrition fall. Low ATAR
students (with scores of 0-60) drop out at rates
about three times that of high ATAR students (80-
100).

Non-ATAR based admissions are almost twice

as likely as ATAR-based admissions to drop out
of university in their first year. Additionally,
completion rates are falling faster for non-ATAR
based admissions than any other ATAR band,
declining by 4.9 percentage points over the
decade, over twice the drop for all school leavers.

Despite rhetoric around non-ATAR pathways
being ‘fairer’ or more ‘equitable’, in practice
universities appear to be using this method as an
opaque way to admit low-ATAR students, without
commensurate increases in support needed to
complete their degrees.

» The Australian Government could help address

these problems in admissions, completions,
and attrition for school leavers, by reforming
transparency and financial incentives for
universities.

On transparency, the government should require
universities to record any ATARs of school leavers
admitted on a non-ATAR basis. Additionally,
admission reporting standards for universities
should be shifted from a voluntary to a mandatory
basis, given the longstanding problem of many
universities not complying with reporting
guidelines.

On financial incentives, when school leavers

drop out of higher education, universities should
be required to pay a share of the government’s
contribution to those students’ tuition costs. This
would correct the distorted financial incentives
for universities - to enrol as many students as
possible and teach them as cheaply as possible

- and encourage them to invest in making their
admissions process more rigorous and to improve
support for students at risk of attrition.

On early intervention measures, universities
should be required to have in place procedures
that identify students at risk of attrition, then
provide either remedial support well in advance or
else remind them of the option to drop out earlier
before incurring financial debt.

Even small improvements in completion rates
could benefit substantial numbers of young people.
Using the most recent school leaver estimates from
Course Seeker (2018 to 2022), if completion rates
for students admitted on a non-ATAR basis could
be increased to that of those admitted on an ATAR
basis, an extra 3,800 students would finish their
degrees each year.



Introduction

Public discourse on ATAR

ATAR definition: The Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) is a number between 0.00 and 99.95 that indicates a

student’s position relative to all the students in their age group within their state or territory. It is calculated from the
student’s academic performance in their senior secondary years, Years 11 and 12. It is a rank, not a mark. The average
ATAR is usually around 70. It has typically been the main criteria for school-leaver entry into undergraduate courses at

Australian universities.!

It is a curious feature of educational discourse in
Australia that at a time university admission standards
have never appeared less rigorous, the most rigorous
measure of these standards has never been disputed
so consistently.

ATAR has variously been described by commentators
as “increasingly redundant”,? “outdated”,®* and facing
a “slow death”.4 Its opponents argue ATAR is too
narrow a measure of achievement, creates too much
exams stress for students, and does not consider
‘critical thinking’ skills, wider life experiences, or socio-
economic disadvantage.> 67 8°

More substantially, multiple reviews have called for
ATAR’s usage to be scaled back or abolished entirely.
The Shergold review of senior secondary pathways
called for a reduced emphasis on ATAR.!° The Masters
review of the NSW curriculum called for ATAR to be
scrapped entirely,!* although the NSW Government
rejected the recommendation.*?

Learner Profiles, a sort of ‘digital education passport’
or ‘extracurricular CV’, have been proposed as more
‘holistic” alternatives to ATAR.!3 ' Pilot projects are in
development in multiple jurisdictions, such as South
Australia’®> and New South Wales.!* However, these
have been criticised for their potential to advantage
students from higher socio-economic backgrounds who
have more opportunities for extracurricular activities
and help with take-home assignments.'” 18

While there is a genuine debate to be had on the
value of ATAR against alternative measures, there
is less of a debate and more of an empirical answer
when it comes to the current relevance of ATAR.

Regularly, statements are made that ATARs are being
used less in university admissions, and are a poor
predictor of university performance, yet there is little
recent data or research accompanying such assertions.

What this research paper does

This paper reviews past research and the latest data
from universities and the Commonwealth Department
of Education to answer these underlying questions,
namely:

1. How often is ATAR used in university
admissions for school leavers?

2. How is ATAR related to university
completions and attrition for school
leavers?

Background on Australian universities

There are more than 1.1 million Australians enrolled
in university or other higher education institutions,*®
with a further 400,000 international enrolments at
universities.?°

Australia has 43 universities; 38 public, and five
private.?t 22 Universities Australia?® is considered the
peak body for the sector, representing 39 universities.
Separately, there are several ‘groups’ of universities,
organised to collaborate on common interests,?* 2°
26 with the most prominent being the Group of Eight
(Go8),>” comprising the most research-intensive
universities.
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FUNDING

The government provides significant funding for
domestic (Australian or New Zealand) students in
undergraduate study at universities. Most of these
students occupy Commonwealth Supported Places?®
(CSPs), where the government subsidises a share

of the funding as part of the Commonwealth Grant
Scheme? (CGS). The remaining share comes from the
student contribution, which Australian students can fund
through a government-funded scheme (HECS-HELP3°
for CSPs), liability to be progressively paid down once
the student earns income above a certain threshold.
Universities can offer additional CSPs, but without
attracting the government subsidy,3* although domestic
students in these places are still eligible for government
funding.3? International students pay ‘full fees’ without
being eligible for government subsidies or funding.

In 2020, university revenue from CSPs was made up of
58% from government contributions (CGS) and 42%
from student contributions.33

More broadly, Australia spends 1.92% of GDP on ter-
tiary education, the sixth highest share in the OECD.3*
Around one third of this is public expenditure, and two
thirds private, with the latter including the low-interest
government student schemes such as HECS-HELP and
FEE-HELP.3>

In recent times, some notable amendments have been
made to the funding arrangements.

From 2021, the Job-ready Graduate package came into
effect, which changed the cost for different disciplines
(some degrees attracted more government assistance,
and some less).3¢

From 2022, students who have failed more than 50%
of their courses after a year of study, will lose eligibility
for government financial assistance for their current
course.3” 38

From 2024,%° a performance-based funding scheme

for universities is scheduled to come into effect ...

to ensure universities focus sufficient attention on

the quality of their teaching and student support”.4°
The performance measures are graduate employment
outcomes (weighted 40%), student experience (20%),
student success (20%), and equity group participation
(20%) by Indigenous, low socioeconomic status and
regional/remote students. The ‘student success’, or
attrition target, is adjusted for each institution based on
five factors of its student profile: study type (full-time
or part-time), study mode (internal or external), basis
of admission (secondary education, VET, etc.), field of
education, and age.*

The scheme will initially apply to 1.36% of the gov-
ernment’s contribution to student fees for bachelor
degrees, and then be incrementally increased over the
following years to 7.5%. A ‘poor’ performance will still
attract 60% of the performance-based funding, al-
though consistent ‘poor’ performance “over some time”
could see this share drop to 40%.

Similar performance funding models for universities are
used overseas, in places such as Germany, Finland, and
more than 30 US states.*? 4 The performance share of
public funding tends to range anywhere from 15% to
85%.



ADMISSION PATHWAYS

Students at Australian universities are enrolled in a
mix of undergraduate (usually a Bachelor degree) and
postgraduate courses. Of those in undergraduate study,
at least 43% come from recent secondary education
(usually school). School leavers apply for university in
one of two ways: a direct application (including early
offer schemes) to an individual university, or via a
tertiary admissions centre (TAC). Each state runs a TAC,
which processes applications for a range of universities,
and calculates ATAR.

The government’s Course Seeker** website defines
three categories of university admission pathways for
school leavers (specifically, applicants whose admission
is based on secondary education completed in the
current year or previous two years):

1. Admitted solely on the basis of ATAR
(regardless of whether this includes the
consideration of adjustment factors such as
equity or subject bonus points);

2. Admitted where both ATAR and
additional criteria were considered (e.g.,
portfolio, audition, extra test, early offer
conditional on minimum ATAR); or

3. Admitted on the basis of other criteria
only and ATAR was not a factor (e.g.,
special consideration, audition alone, schools’
recommendation scheme with no minimum
ATAR requirement).

Many universities offer adjustment factors (formerly
known as bonus points) as additional points used in
combination with ATAR, that can increase an applicant’s
selection rank. Common types of adjustment factors
are Elite Athlete and Performer, Equity (applicant
characteristics associated with disadvantage), Location
(proximity to the institution, for example, rural
applicants), or Subject (particularly relevant secondary
subjects the applicant studied).

For those applicants who do not meet the standard
entry criteria for their desired course, there are
usually alternative pathways available. These can
include completing a non-degree course first, such as
foundation studies, a preparatory course, or a sub-
bachelor course (certificate, diploma, etc.), which may
then form the basis of entry to a particular degree
course.*

Many universities also offer a mature-aged entry
scheme, or special consideration for students who have
experienced disruption to their study.*® Finally, it is
common for students to complete a year of study in
a lower-preference course, and then apply to switch
to their first-preference course, using their first-year
grades as a basis of admission.

Early Offers

Direct applications include early offer schemes, where
school students receive offers before finishing their
study. Such offers can include criteria both academic
(for example, Year 11 and pre-exam Year 12 results) and
non-academic (for example, extracurricular activities,
or allowances for educational disadvantage). These
offers can be either unconditional, or conditional on the
student’s performance in exams. Conditional offers are
considered ATAR-based admissions.

Universities are under no obligation to release early offer
figures, and as such, no complete counts are publicly
available.*”” Nevertheless, it is known that the number
of early offers has been increasing. In NSW & ACT, there
were an estimated 39,000 early offers made for study
in 2023.%® While early offers have been welcomed for
reducing stress for Year 12 students,* they have been
criticised for reducing student motivation to study for
final exams.*® ! 32 Following such concerns, in NSW
the early offer program is being reviewed, and new
guidelines being developed.>® >* As such, it is expected
the share of early offers will stabilise or decline in the
near future.

THE ‘DEMAND-DRIVEN SYSTEM’

One of the most significant university trends in recent
times was the demand driven system, in place between
2010 and 2017, which uncapped government-funded
student places at university.>® It was intended to
increase the share of Australians going to university,
particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds or
under-represented groups. An attendant effect of this
was more admissions of low-ATAR students.>®

The policy succeeded in increasing participation
and equity of access to university, and even on the
policy’s cessation, enrolments remained at much
higher levels than before its inception.>” Such goals
are also the focus of Education minister Jason Clare’s
recent announcement of 20,000 new university places
to “..give more students from under-represented
backgrounds the chance to go to university.”>8

However, these efforts have had a more *‘mixed report
card’ when it came to retention and completion.

As the Productivity Commission®® noted in 2019:

"Overall, the demand-driven system succeeded
in increasing the number of students and made
progress in improving equity of access. However,
many are entering university ill-prepared and
struggling academically.”



Completions and attrition for school
leavers at university

Possibly the most important and under-reported issue in
universities today is the record share of students never
finishing their study. With each year, more students
are failing to finish their degree on-time (completion)
or dropping out of university entirely (attrition).®® This
trend is seen across most types of students,®! including
school leavers.

For school leavers studying a bachelor degree, three in
10 do not complete their degree within six years,% and
almost one in five drop out before finishing.®> Among
this year’s cohort of school leavers, it is expected more
than 34,000 will start a degree they will not finish on-
time, including more than 20,000 who will drop out
altogether.

Students not completing their study is not only an
inefficient use of taxpayers’ resources, with respect to
the government contribution to student fees, but far
more importantly, a waste of money and time for those
students themselves — who incur the cost of debt for
classes taken but without the benefit of a qualification.

Of course, some attrition is unavoidable, and indeed a
natural trade-off of greater access to university study.
Some students may only realise they have made the
wrong choice after already beginning study, and others
may drop out for unforeseeable factors beyond anyone’s
control. Obviously if a student discovers university is

Completion rates for school leavers at university
are declining and at a record low.

SIX-YEAR COMPLETION RATES OVER TIME,
SCHOOL LEAVERS IN BACHELOR DEGREES
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the wrong pathway for them, then the earlier they exit,
the better.

Yet long-term worsening trends in both completions
and attrition imply a point beyond the optimal balance
in this trade-off, with a high cost for those involved.

While some responsibility lies with students and those
who advise them (schools and family, for example),
some blame must go to the universities themselves, for
either admitting school leavers with a poor chance of
success, or not providing them the support necessary to
succeed. That is, universities have a duty of responsible
admission standards and providing sufficient student
support.

As noted in the legislated Higher Education Standards
Framework®> governing universities:

"The higher education provider is able to
demonstrate appropriate progression and
completion rates...”

"The higher education provider has effective
mechanisms to identify and support students who
are at risk of not progressing academically.”

“"Admission criteria for the course of study

... ensure that students have adequate prior
knowledge and skills to undertake the course of
study successfully.”

Thus, admission criteria are central to the problem of
attrition — and the most widely-used admission criteria
is the ATAR.

Attrition rates for school leavers at university
have risen over the last decade.

SIX-YEAR ATTRITION RATES OVER TIME,
SCHOOL LEAVERS IN BACHELOR DEGREES
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Past Research

A selection of relevant past research is briefly noted
below. No presumption is made that these authors
would necessarily share the conclusions of this report.

The broad benefits of ATAR over alternatives have
been concisely articulated in opinion pieces by Ittima
Cherastidtham,% Andrew Norton,%” Greg Ashman, 8
Blaise Joseph,® and others.

On ATAR'’s use in university admissions, in 2018
Norton navigated the confusion to point out “...ATAR
is still used in the vast majority of school leaver
university admissions...”, with 75% of 2016's school
leavers being admitted solely on ATAR, and a further
10% admitted on ATAR in conjunction with other
criteria.”®

On ATAR'’s usefulness in predicting university
performance, the University Admissions Centre (UAC)
published research in 2019 showing “ATAR is the

best available predictor of university success” both in
terms of first year grades, and also the likelihood of
failing in first year.”* In 2018, Norton noted research
showing “low ATAR students are much more likely to
fail subjects” and that “we are still a long way from an
evidence base that supports the conclusion that ATAR

is less reliable than alternative admission systems.””?
73

On ATAR’s connection to completions and attrition,
research from Cherastidthamand Nortonin 2018 showed
that even after accounting for personal characteristics,
study choices and the university attended, lower ATARs
are still associated with a higher risk of attrition.”
As far back as 2015, Norton noted “there is a clear
pattern in the data: the lower the ATAR, the lower the
completion rate”, and in 2016 warned of a “consumer
protection” issue where “prospective students are not
being informed of the risks they are taking. Universities
say that they are looking at what predicts success other
than ATAR, but only rarely do they release any evidence
of this that can be checked by independent analysts.””>
While Norton opposes minimum ATARs as “too blunt a
tool for regulating admissions”, he notes “universities
have conflicts of interest in this area”,’® and that
students need “a chance to complete a degree, not just
to start one.””” A 2017 report from the Higher Education
Standards Panel (HESP) noted “The different attrition
rates by ATAR show that the likelihood of withdrawing
from study is generally correlated with ATAR".78

In their 2017 report,”® the Productivity Commission
warned “poor incentives create poor outcomes”,

that “universities can also strongly influence student
attrition and completion rates by ensuring that
admissions criteria increase the prospects of students
successfully completing their degree program”, and

that “this might be achieved by giving more weight
to ATARs, as low ATARs are strongly correlated with
future non completion ...”

On the interests of students at risk of attrition,
Cherastidtham’s and Norton’s 2018 survey of students
who had dropped out found almost 40% regretted
beginning their degree, and almost two-thirds believed
they would have been better off if they had finished.&
The 2021 Student Experience Survey showed 19% of
domestic students were considering early departure,
with 50% of these students citing health or stress,
30% citing study/life balance, 27% citing workload
difficulties, and 22% citing academic support.st A
2019 analysis from Norton, Cherastidtham, and Will
Mackey found “some university students with low
school results would be better off doing vocational
education instead”, particularly low-ATAR males.8? A
2019 report from the National Centre for Vocational
Education Research (NCVER) found school leavers who
did a “short spell of post-school education or training
(such as a certificate or diploma), or went directly
into work” were more likely to be in full-time work by
age 25 than those who went to university.® Tertiary
Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA)
published a 2017 study on factors behind first-year
attrition for students commencing in 2014,% and a
2020 study on best practices for retention.8>

On policy responses to student attrition, Norton’s
2017 article noted the trade-offs and “unintended
consequences” of designing incentives for universities
to reduce attrition: “On the positive side, universities
may take more care with their admissions processes
and improve their student support. On the negative
side, they may promote retention through passing
students who should fail, or by pressuring students
considering leaving to stay”, concluding that “attrition
is a price worth paying for an open university system”.s¢

In their 2019 report on the demand driven system,®’
the Productivity Commission noted “The growing risk of
students dropping out of university requires attention.
On average, the additional students need greater
academic support to succeed. While universities
had strong incentives to expand student numbers,
the incentives for remedial support are weak”, that
“university will not be the best option for many”, and
that one policy implication is to “require, or provide
incentives for universities to provide greater support to
students while at university.”

More broadly, Salvatore Babones has explored in detail
many of the weaknesses in current incentives for
universities, particularly regarding funding and student
interests, in his 2021 book ‘Australia’s Universities: Can
They Reform?’.88



ATAR and university admission pathways for school leavers

Analysis of data from the Course Seeker®® website and
university websites, covering various student profiles
from 2018 to 2022, shows almost three-in-four school
leavers use ATAR in their university admissions. This
represents a modest decline from 2016, when the
equivalent figure was around 85%°, and may be
a slight over-estimate of current levels due to data
recency and completeness. Nevertheless, it is clear that
ATAR remains the dominant criteria for school leavers.

These estimates show around 60% of school leavers
are admitted solely on the basis of ATAR, and another
14% are admitted on the basis of ATAR and other
criteria.

In 2020, school leavers made up around 43%, or
110,000 of the 257,000 first-year domestic students
starting a Bachelor degree at Australian universities.*!

The other students are generally coming from VET
(12%), work (17%), or other higher education study
(28%).

The share of school leavers admitted on a non-ATAR
basis varies by university. The two highest shares are
at the University of Divinity (100%) and the University
of Notre Dame (87%). The next three highest are at the
University of New England (82%), Macquarie University
(80%), and Bond University (80%). Conversely, for at
least six universities, it appears ATAR is part of the
admissions criteria for all school leavers.

At Macquarie University, non-ATAR admissions include
those under their Academic Entry Program, which
reviews student performance in subjects most relevant
to their specific degree.®?

Three-in-four school leavers use ATAR for university admissions.
EST. BASIS OF ADMISSION FOR SCHOOL LEAVERS | Note source data ranges from 2018 to 2022.

Missing data for one university.
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Source: Course Seeker or university websites, 2018-22, undergraduate admissions for school leavers. Excludes Flinders University (data not

provided).

There is some evidence that universities have been
relaxing their admission standards over the last
decade. Universities’ offer rates for Year 12 applicants
have increased, from 80% in 2011 to 90% in 2021.%
For lower-ATAR applicants, there has been a dramatic

increase in offer rates; from 18% to 55% for students
with sub-50 ATARs, and from 64% to 81% for students
with ATARs 50 to 60.%*

The extent of non-ATAR based admissions varies considerably by university.
EST. SHARE OF SCHOOL LEAVERS ADMITTED ON A NON-ATAR BASIS | Note source data ranges from 2018 to 2022
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ATAR and completion rates for school leavers at university

Analysis of statistics from the Australian Government’s
Department of Education®> shows ATAR is clearly
predictive of completion rates and attrition rates for
school leavers. Six-year completion rates decrease with
each decreasing ATAR band, from 87% for ATARs 95-
100, to 46% for ATARs 30-49. Six-year attrition rates
increase with each decreasing ATAR band, from 4% for
ATARs 95-100, to 39% for ATARs 30-49.

Six-year completion and attrition rates for school leavers
vary considerably by university. The lowest completion

rate (43%) and second-highest attrition rate (39%) are
at the University of Southern Queensland.

The next three lowest completion rates are at the
University of New England (44%), Charles Darwin
University (45%), and Southern Cross University
(47%). Conversely, the highest completion rates are
at the University of Melbourne (90%), the University
of Western Australia (86%), and the private Bond
University (86%).

: Lower ATARs are associated with lower completions and higher attrition rates.

SIX-YEAR COMPLETION RATE BY ATAR, 2022
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Completion rates and attrition for school leavers vary considerably by university.
SIX-YEAR COMPLETION RATE & ATTRITION RATE FOR SCHOOL LEAVERS COMMENCING IN 2016
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Completion rates for school leavers admitted on a non-ATAR basis

Admissions on a non-ATAR basis typically make up 25%
or almost 27,000 of school-leavers going to university,
and appear to have increased over the years.

Completions and attrition for this group are significantly
worse than average; only 59% complete their degree
within six years, and 27% drop out, and the trend is
worsening over time.®® In these aspects, non-ATAR based

admissions show patterns closest to those of students
with ATARs of 60-69. The pattern varies considerably by
individual university.

First-year attrition is particularly stark; compared to
ATAR-based admissions, students admitted on a non-
ATAR basis are almost twice as likely to drop out in their
first year (12% vs 7%%).



Students admitted on a non-ATAR basis have lower than average completion rates, and higher than

average attrition rates.
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Of further note, completion rates for students
admitted on a non-ATAR basis are declining faster
than any other ATAR band.

Since 2005, completions rates have declined two
percentage points for all school leavers, but 4.9
percentage points for non-ATAR admissions. This drop
represents an extra 1,300 school leavers each year
missing out on a degree.®®

While using alternatives to ATAR has often been
proposed as a fairer, more holistic form for university
admissions, the data shows that in practice it leads to
higher attrition and lower completion rates.

While these admission practices may have led to more
young people obtaining a degree, they have also led
to more school leavers wasting time and debt without
a degree to show for it. That is, they have made some
students better off, but they have also made some
worse off. Efforts to increase access to university
are commendable, but they must be complemented
by efforts to improve completion. The goal is to help
more students finish a degree, not just start one. Good
intentions in university participation have not been
matched by good intentions in retention.

A genuine consideration of an applicant’s academic
preparedness is necessary to ensure admission
practices are helping young people, not disadvantaging
them. The data implies this consideration is often not
occurring when it comes to non-ATAR admissions.

Notably, there is a wide variation among universities
regarding completions and attrition for those school
leavers admitted on a non-ATAR basis - although
sample sizes can be small given that for many of these
institutions, ATAR is at least part of the admissions
criteria for most school leavers.
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Completion rates are falling fastest for non-ATAR admissions.
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For this group of students, completion rates are highest
at the University of Melbourne (87%), Bond University
(86%), and the University of New South Wales (84%).

The lowest completion rates for these types of
admissions are at Swinburne University of Technology
(39%), the University of Southern Queensland (40%),
and the University of New England (42%).

One ‘counter-example’ of more effective practices in
non-ATAR admissions, is the University of Notre Dame,
where 87% of school leavers are admitted on a non-
ATAR basis, and go on to see a completion rate of 72%
-- above the national average and comparable to Go8
universities.
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Completions and attrition for school leavers admitted on a non-ATAR basis vary by university.
SIX-YEAR COMPLETION RATE & ATTRITON RATE FOR SCHOOL LEAVERS ADMITTED ON A NON-ATAR BASIS IN 2016
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Finally, it should be noted that relatively small
improvements in this area could help substantial
numbers of young people.

As an estimate, if completion rates for students
admitted on a non-ATAR basis could be increased to
that of those admitted on an ATAR basis, an extra

3,800 students would finish their degrees each year.®®

More broadly, if the lower-performing universities could
lift their completion rates for all school leavers to just
the 25" percentile among their peers, this would mean
another 600 students reaching graduation each year.1%

Equity considerations and risk-based approaches to admissions

The wider research literature on university attrition also
confirms that performance in standardised assessments
significantly predicts the risk of students dropping out.

But there are also controllable, institutional factors
that impact on the attrition of students. For example,
students who report highly effective teaching and
quality course learning materials are more likely to
succeed, while self-reporting of personal effort is not
found to be a significant predictor.'®* There is also
evidence that students who receive scholarships —
especially university, rather than government, awarded
grants — are less likely to drop out.?

However, admissions screening policies may not always
result in socially or economically optimal outcomes.
Excessively prescriptive academic admissions policies
may unduly exclude potentially suitable candidates —
and may conflict with policy objectives for social and
economic inclusion.

The microeconomic issue of ‘adverse selection’ can also
be present — where admissions decision makers may
not have adequate information about candidates to
make fully informed decisions. Past academic scores
may not always represent the future academic success
of students for a range of reasons.

It is not always clear to admissions decision-makers
at the screening stage which candidates have the
greatest chance of success, which candidates should
be excluded, and which candidates should be admitted
with additional support.

In particular, for potentially at-risk students — including

those who are admitted with low or no ATAR — it is
important that policymakers and university admissions
decision-makers do not pursue a punitive approach to
limit access to university.

Students who are admitted from a low or no ATAR have
an approximately 50% chance of completion. While
further screening — such as subject-specific grades
over several school years, a wider academic or social
profile of achievements, attendance and commitment
to studies — could potentially assist in identifying the
proportion of these candidates most likely to succeed,
there will inevitably be some false positives and false
negatives when relying on screening processes for
admissions.

The goal for policymakers is to minimise false
positives (admitting students who may not be suitable
candidates), false negatives (excluding students who
would be eligible candidates), and the number of
avoidable attritions (students who do not complete
their course of study for controllable factors or a lack of
support at their institution).

Among the steps that universities can make is to
better signal key milestones, such as course census
dates, which provide opportunities for students to
withdraw from courses without academic or financial
penalty. Evidence suggests that many students are not
adequately aware of census dates and other supports
available to them. 103

Within the research literature — but less so in policy
implementation there have been significant



developments in the use of data analytics to support
early warning systems and indicators for university
administrators to better identify students at risk of
dropping out. 14

Conclusion

Summary

Reports of ATAR’s death have been greatly exaggerated.
It is estimated almost three-in-four school-leavers still
use ATAR to gain admission to university, and ATAR
remains a significant predictor of whether students
complete their degree or drop out.

Given the falling completion rates at universities, and
the tight connection with admissions standards, ATAR
is only becoming more important, not less.

Given the scandalously low completion rates and high
attrition for non-ATAR based admissions, universities
should be increasing their use of ATAR in admissions,
not reducing it. Many of these admissions do not
appear to be the result of a holistic consideration of
student capabilities, but rather a naked desire for more
fees revenue that ignores what is best for the student.

This is not to say that ATAR should always be the sole
basis of admission - there are many other relevant
factors in a student’s background, and a minority of
students do not receive an ATAR - but the fact remains
that a low ATAR is a high risk factor, and where an
ATAR is available, it should always form at least part of
the consideration of whether that particular university
course is the best choice for the student.

Of those students who fail to complete their courses,
many could have become more academically prepared
through a pathway or enabling course, some might
have succeeded with more support from the university,
and some may have been better off pursuing a non-
university pathway, such as a vocational qualification or
direct employment - particularly given these pathways
are now competitive in their own right against
universities in terms of employment and income
prospects.

While ultimately the choice of post-school pathway is
one for students, universities play a key role in providing
clear information to the applicant, and not providing
an offer of admission unless they are confident in the
applicant’s ability to succeed, and are willing to provide
them with sufficient support services to that end.

The salient point is that universities cannot be exempt
from scrutiny for falling completion rates. When so
many school leavers are wasting time and money
on incomplete degrees, at least some accountability
belongs with universities and their admission standards.

Ultimately, more rigorous admission standards need not
come at the expense of equity, if a risk-based approach
is taken to admissions and retention practices, that
leverages all tools and datasets at disposal, especially
ATAR.

It goes without saying that none of these underlying
issues would even have been identified if not for ATAR.
Clearly, ATAR's relevance is not just substantial, but
growing.

Recommendations

While there is a broader question on whether universities
should have total autonomy in setting admission
standards, there are more incremental measures that
the Australian Government could take that would leave
this autonomy intact, while still creating incentives
for universities to improve their underwhelming
performance on completions and attrition for school
leavers.

1. IMPROVING TRANSPARENCY
Firstly, the government can increase transparency.

While substantial progress has been made, led by the
Higher Education Standards Panel (HESP),!> much
more can be done.

Currently, universities do not report the ATAR of school
leavers admitted on a non-ATAR basis, even though
most of these students have a recent ATAR, and this
is usually recorded at admission.% 107 The government
should require that where a student has a recent ATAR,
it is included in admissions reporting, as suggested in a
draft government plan.'°® This would make it easier to
distinguish when universities are using this pathway as
a genuine, holistic process, as opposed to an opaque
way of making offers to applicants with low chances of
finishing a degree.

Note the draft plan suggests “If no places are offered
on the basis of ATAR, the ATAR profile table does not
need to be included” for publication. This is a loophole
contrary to the intention of the original directive, and
should not proceed.

Additionally, the government could increase
compliance and standardisation in university reporting.
For example, the Course Seeker website is designed
to help prospective students choose a course and
university, yet for many universities, their student
profile data does not appear on this website, or only
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outdated information is shown.®® On the universities’
self-reporting, as of December 2022, at least 13
universities had not published up-to-date student
profile data on their websites. Many universities are
now over five years behind schedule on their Final
Admissions Transparency Implementation Plan.tt°
Making such reporting mandatory for universities, and
a priority in government-managed reporting, would
address a problem identified by TEQSA in 2020,'*! and
yet still not fixed.

Finally, the government could make relevant data
on this issue more easily available to researchers.
Currently, too many data requests or freedom
of information requests made to regulators are
declined.'*? Furthermore, datasets relating to ATAR,
student profiles, satisfaction, and completion rates,
are generally only provided in piecemeal or aggregated
form.!3 Data access policies should be designed to
increase transparency of universities, not obscure it.

2. IMPROVING FINANCIAL INCENTIVES

Secondly, reform financial

incentives.

the government can

The current financial incentives for universities are to
enrol as many students as possible and teach them as
cheaply as possible. When a student fails a class or
drops out of university, the cost in wasted time and fees
is borne entirely by the government and the student
themselves; there are no penalties for the university.

As the Productivity Commission noted:

"The incentives for universities to manage drop-
out risks are weak. By and large, universities’
incentives are to enrol more students.”

From 2024, a performance-based funding scheme for
universities is scheduled to come into effect, with one
of the performance measures being attrition rates.'4
While a welcome reform, this scheme is unlikely to
be sufficient on its own in improving retention, given
the attrition measure only has a 20% weighting within
the scheme, a ‘poor’ performance on this measure still
attracts 60% of the funding, and the entire scheme will
only apply to 7.5% of the government’s contribution to
student fees for bachelor degrees. Thus, a university
with poor performance in attrition would only lose
0.6% of government funding for those students. Such
a small share is unlikely to counterbalance the financial
incentives to maximise enrolments.

The government should require that if a school leaver
drops out of a university course, or fails to complete
it within a reasonable timeframe, then the university
should absorb a share of the government’s contribution
to that student’s tuition costs. This measure could
operate as an extension to the performance-based
funding scheme.

Such a financial incentive would encourage universities
to invest more resources in making their admissions
process more rigorous, as well as providing more
support to school leavers over the course of their

degree. More broadly, it would recognise that school
leavers are in particular need of consumer protection,
given their lack of experience in making career or
financial decisions.

This would represent a fairer and more equitable
distribution of financial risk between students,
the government and universities, recognising the
universities’ control over the admissions process and
their ethical responsibility towards students.

3. IMPROVING EARLY INTERVENTION

Beyond funding and transparency, there are numerous
incremental measures available to encourage
attritioning students, particularly school leavers, to
drop out earlier before incurring debt or to deliver an
early intervention of remedial support that might avert
avoidable attrition.

For example, students are not charged tuition fees until
several weeks into a semester at the ‘census date’, and
Andrew Norton has suggested they be sent automatic
text messages before this deadline, that universities
actively check their engagement level before this
date and consider requiring opt-in confirmations of
enrolment from the student.!!s

Students adopting a part-time or off-campus mode of
study could be sent communications informing them of
the increased risk of attrition attached to such study
patterns.

More broadly, universities can better leverage predictive
analytics on their current student engagement data, to
forecast likely attrition in advance. Such models can
leverage predictors such as “how frequently a student
accessed their learning materials, time spent per session
and changes in behaviour over time.”!'¢ Although more
commonly used in a high school context,!!” substantial
literature exists that demonstrates the viability of such
techniques in university settings!'8. Such programs are
in place within at least some Australian universities.!t®

Ultimately, if universities continue increasing admissions
of students at high risk of attrition, then this must be
balanced by increasing efforts to either avert attrition
or else accelerate it before financial debt is incurred.



Appendix

Completion and attrition by other student and study characteristics

Six-year completion and attrition rates vary
substantially by student and study characteristic,
noting the statistics below include both school leavers
and other domestic students.

The type of Bachelor degree is closely associated
with completion rates. The three degrees with the
lowest completion rates are Teacher Education - Early
Childhood (44%), Social Work (48%), and Tourism,
Hospitality, and Personal Services (51%).

Also of note, Teacher Education (Primary/Secondary)
has a low completion rate of 55%, and this issue is
now the focus of a government review, with a Teacher
Education Expert Panel advising on how to “...improve
Initial Teacher Education to boost graduation rates...”*2°

The four highest completion rates are in Medicine

(92%), Dentistry (89%), Physiotherapy (89%), and
Occupational Therapy (81%).

Other student and study characteristics associated
with below-average completion rates include part-time
or off-campus attendance, low socio-economic status,
indigenous status, or a remote or regional background.
Additionally, male students tend to have lower
completions than female students, and students from
an English-speaking background typically have lower
completions than those from a non-English speaking
background.

Finally, completion and attrition vary by the state or
territory of the university in question. The highest
completion rates are in Victoria (66%) and New South
Wales (64%), while the lowest are in Western Australia
(59%) and Northern Territory (43%).

Completion rates and attrition for school leavers vary substantially by type of degree.
SIX-YEAR COMPLETION RATE & ATTRITION RATE FOR DOMESTIC BACHELOR DEGREE STUDENTS COMMENCING IN 2016
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Completion rates and attrition for school leavers vary substantially by student and study characteristic.
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Completion rates and attrition for school leavers vary substantially by state or territory.
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For more than a decade there has been an ongoing debate around ATAR's suitability and future,

and in particular, its role in university admissions criteria. This debate is especially relevant today
when more school leavers are failing to finish their university degree on-time or are dropping out
entirely. This paper looks at past research and recent data on ATAR with respect to university
admissions, completions, and attrition, with a particular focus on the growing category of

students admitted on a non-ATAR basis. Author Rob Joseph finds that ATAR remains the dominant
pathway to university for school leavers. Recent estimates show almost three-in-four school leavers use
ATAR to get into gain university entry. ATAR is significantly associated with completions and attrition;
with each ascending ATAR band, completions rise and attrition fall. Low ATAR students drop out at rates
about three times that of high ATAR students.
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