
FEDERAL GOVERNMENT’S PROPOSAL TO INTRODUCE ‘ELIGIBILITY SCORE’
Purpose

To provide background information in relation to the UWS eligibility score, as required by DEST for its ‘‘goingtouni’’ website.

Background

As part of the Backing Australia’s Future initiatives, the Minister has shown a keen interest in providing comparative data about higher education providers (HEPs) and has made mandatory the disclosure of data relating to courses and costs.  In 2003 it was announced that all HEPs would provide a capability score, which would provide a guide to the level of qualification required to successfully undertake a course.

In the data provided in 2004 for 2005 applicants, HEPs were asked to provide a minimum rank for their institution by campus, and the majority of institutions appeared to provide the minimum cut-off below which offers would not be made.

However, there was continued debate across the sector regarding the appropriateness of the capability score and a discussion paper, Course Information – Reaching Consensus, was released to the sector for comment in November 2004.  To address the issues raised by the sector, DEST convened an advisory group (Course Information Website Advisory Group – CIWAG), comprising representatives of the HEPs, Tertiary Admission Centres (TACs) and the AVCC to address a number of issues relating to the course information on the DEST website, including the capability score.

In January 2005 the recommendations of CIWAG were distributed to the sector, and the following was included in relation to the capability score:

CAPABILITY (ELIGIBILITY) SCORE

Rationale

The Minister has determined that for courses where entry is gained by meeting the cut-off requirement, including those courses where additional criteria are considered for entry, providers will publish a “capability score”. This is a score determined by the provider that reflects the academic ability a student would need to successfully undertake the course of study. Publishing this measure in tandem with the cut-offs is intended to give students a comprehensive picture of the academic level of a course of study, as well as an indication of how entry into a course is determined by supply and demand.

The sector acknowledges that the Minister’s intention in publishing a capability score is to promote transparency in university practices. The deregulation of the higher education market, and expansion of full-fee paying places, opens providers to potential criticism if full-fee paying students with lower tertiary entrance scores than their Commonwealth supported counterparts are seen to be offered places in the same course of study. The Minister believes that publishing a capability score, below which no applicant (whether fee-paying or Commonwealth supported) would be offered a place in a course, protects institutions from such criticism.

Issues

Some of the potential issues raised by the sector regarding publishing a capability score include:

· It ignores special/alternative entry schemes for disadvantaged students

· It serves no purpose for courses where the TER (or equivalent) is not considered for selection, or where additional criteria must be considered for entry

· It is a subjective measure which is difficult to quantify or justify, could be misleading and may provide the basis for contention or litigation

· It would only be of use to school leavers

Sector recommendation

The sector believes that the Minister’s intention in publishing a capability score can be covered by publishing the cut-off information as recommended above. Publishing the “eligibility score” gives students an indicator of the academic achievement required for acceptance into a course as a fee-paying student. HEPs are prepared to determine an eligibility score for all fee-paying students.

An eligibility score or equivalent is not required for Commonwealth supported students, as there may be mitigating circumstances in which a student may be accepted into a course even if they do not achieve a TER (or equivalent) at or above the eligibility score.

At this time it was also agreed that the method of collecting all the required data would be via the DESTPAC methodology, and details of the data elements required for the new campus file were distributed to the HEPs in April.

In early April this year DEST advised HEPs that the Minister acknowledged the analysis and consideration of issues relating to the eligibility score undertaken by CIWAG, and “the concept of an eligibility score has been agreed by the Minister” and will be defined as “the score determined by the institution as the lowest score at which any student, whether Commonwealth supported or domestic fee-paying, can be eligible for a course, excluding special entry”.  In May DEST released the specifications of the campus file, with the Eligibility score definition as above.

Issues

Institutions are required to provide, by 15 August each year, information about course offerings (not only commonwealth supported), cut-off ranks, eligibility ranks, entrance requirements, admission pathways and indicative course costs for inclusion in the Course Information System (CIS), part of the DEST ‘‘goingtouni’’ website.

This data will be submitted electronically via DESTPAC Campus file, and this file will include at least one record for all coursework courses reported in the Course of Study file at the level of the campus.  The numerical value of the eligibility score will be the UAI for the course. There is scope to report the eligibility score of a course as not applicable if such a score is not used, or has never been used as an entrance criterion or part of the selection criteria, or the course is a new course and an eligibility score has not been determined. 

Feedback received from other HEPs is that a common score for all courses will be reported, eg UTS will use 66, and Macquarie, Canberra, Charles Sturt and Australian Catholic University (65) have all indicated a single score option is preferred.  HEPs may use the scores provided to DEST in 2004 and currently displayed on the “goingtouni” website.   

One of the issues raised with the presentation of such a score was the potential for applicant confusion between and eligibility score and the cut-off for intake.  The presentation of a standard institution score (similar to the previous ‘matriculation’ score) would simplify the definition and interpretation of ‘eligibility score’ for applicants.  

It is well known that the Universities Admissions Index is a ‘probabilistic’ indicator of likelihood of success at University.  Many students with high UAIs fail to complete their University course and some students who have a low UAI sail through their academic program.  Thus, the UAI indicates the likelihood that a student will complete their course of study.  The higher the UAI, the more likely a student is to complete their course of study.  The study by Urban, Jones, Smith et al. (1999) sets this out in some detail
.

Basically, this means that there is no such thing as an ‘eligibility score’ in the present sense unless a rider is added, such as ‘this is the score at which 50% of students are likely to complete the course’.  Certainly, a student with a low UAI will be less likely to complete a course.  There is then a middle range whereby increases in UAI are associated with significant increases in the likelihood that a student will complete a program.  However, at higher UAI scores, there will be little change in the likelihood of success as the UAI increases.  

There is an assumption that there will be differences across degrees and across Universities in terms of the ‘eligibility score’.  One would have thought that, if our quality assurance processes were working, there should be no differences between Universities teaching the same degree.  For example, professional associations accredit awards offered by different institutions.  Tacitly, these associations are saying that these awards produce similar outcomes.  Is a University that produces those outcomes with students with a lower eligibility score doing a better job?  Clearly, despite this, the Government never recognises such ‘value-adding’.

Nevertheless, the University of Western Sydney decided some time ago to set a floor of 60 for the Universities Admissions Index.  Of course, many of our awards have a cut-off higher than this floor.  However, it would seem appropriate to set our ‘eligibility index’ at 60 for all awards and for all campuses so that prospective students are aware of the general entry requirement that the University has set.

Conclusion

The University’s Executive will soon decide on the ‘eligibility index’ for all courses. It is likely that the index will be 60 on all campuses, commensurate with the current floor on admission to the University.
Robert Coombes

Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Academic & Services)
Prepared by Nigel Bond, PVC (Academic)

& Ms Shaneen McGlinchey, Deputy Academic Registrar
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