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Issue Response 
1. What is at issue in the 

various media reports 
on ATAR and 
university admissions? 

Two stories are running nationally. The first—reported in the Fairfax 
press—concerns the gap between the published admissions thresholds 
and the lower actual admissions thresholds for many undergraduate 
programs offered by NSW universities in the University Admissions 
Centre (UAC) (NSW and ACT). The second—reported in The 
Australian—concerns a change in reporting in the Victorian Tertiary 
Admissions Centre (VTAC) (Vic and Tas) which means that universities 
with small enrolment programs do not have to report a percentage of 
students who were offered a place despite having a lower attainment 
level than the published threshold. 
ANU is a member of UAC, but not currently a member of VTAC. ANU 
has provided one comment to the Canberra Times and is very happy to 
provide additional comment given the transparency of the University’s 
admission arrangements. 

2. Are these stories about 
the same issue? 

Yes, both stories concern the difference between published university 
admissions thresholds and the actual—lower—thresholds universities 
use and the lack of transparency about this for students. This is an 
important Australia-wide issue. The key difference between the stories is 
that the change in VTAC reporting was announced by VTAC. The gap in 
standards for UAC story was made possible by—we believe—a large 
scale, and very serious leak of confidential applicant data to the Sydney 
Morning Herald.  

3. What is the ANU 
position on this issue? 

For two years, ANU has demonstrated national leadership in making it 
clear that transparent admissions standards are good for students, 
schools and universities alike. Our published admissions standards are 
our admissions standards. We would like the rest of the sector to follow 
suit, and have expressed our views to a range of media outlets over that 
time. No one wishes to see admissions reform more than ANU. At the 
same time, though, we do not agree that the unauthorised use of private 
applicant data to support a news story is the right way to achieve much-
needed reform. 

4. What is ATAR? Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank is a percentile score for senior 
secondary school students between ‘less than 30’ and 99.95. There is 
no single ranking score in Australia: there are five different ATARs 
calculated by the five different tertiary admissions centres (UAC, VTAC, 
QTAC, SATAC and TISC) according to different criteria.  Students in 
Queensland do not get an ATAR, but an OP (Overall Position) score. 
They have agreed to introduce ATAR in 2018. The University has 
repeatedly voiced its concerns publicly about inconsistencies in ATAR 
calculation across Australia and has succeeded in its request for English 
to be a compulsory part of senior secondary studies in the ACT. It is 
continuing to lobby for the inclusion of maths in ATAR in the ACT.  

5. How is the University 
responding to the 
reports about UAC in 
the Fairfax press? 

In two ways.  
First, ANU is extremely well placed to respond to claims about the gaps 
in actual and published admissions thresholds. Two years ago, ANU 
agreed to introduce an ATAR floor of 80 for bachelor degree programs 
(note B Vis Arts and B Des Arts are more heavily weighted on portfolio 
and may be offered with ATAR <80), and to the principle that published 
admissions standards should be actual admissions thresholds. Those 
admissions standards are published: 
http://www.anu.edu.au/files/resource/FINAL_UGRDMINI_2016_Web_S
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RA15218%20Mini%20UG%20Guide%20v1%20FA%20WEB.pdf. The 
University also publishes all of the bonus points it awards applicants: 
http://www.anu.edu.au/study/apply/academic-bonus-points and 
http://www.anu.edu.au/study/apply/educational-access-scheme-bonus-
points. Bonus points are clearly limited to 5 academic and 5 equity 
bonus points per student with only 5% of students currently admitted to 
ANU with 10 bonus points.  These details are sent to schools every year. 
The response to ANU being transparent about its standards has been 
extremely positive: we have seen a 20% growth in student demand in 
the last two years and schools repeatedly provide the University with 
positive feedback on the certainty this provides students, their families 
and schools. 
Second, ANU will conduct an audit of all staff who have access to the 
University Admissions Centre (UAC) database. It will be conducted by 
the Academic Standards and Quality Office, which is independent of 
student admissions and recruitment. It will audit regardless of whether 
UAC pursues an investigation or not into the breach of applicant 
confidentiality. We do not believe the breach to have come from ANU, 
but wish to make it clear how important applicant confidentiality is to us. 

6. Who sets the 
admissions standards 
at ANU? 

Coursework admissions standards are discussed, endorsed and 
approved by Coursework Admissions and Awards Committee, then 
University Education Committee, then Academic Board. 
Research admissions standards are discussed, endorsed and approved 
by the Higher Degree Research Committee, University Research 
Committee and Academic Board. 
The DVCA chairs the Coursework Admissions and Awards Committee, 
and the PVCRRT chairs the Higher Degree Research Committee. These 
committees are independent of Student Recruitment and Admissions, 
which report to the PVCIO. 

7. Does the University 
ever waive those 
admissions standards? 

On rare occasions, via a process of ‘forced offers’. All forced offer 
requests put forward by colleges are considered by admissions before 
being put to the DVCA and PVCIO. In 2014, 165 forced offers were 
issued for domestic applicants. Approval is by no means guaranteed. 38 
of those offers were to address a technical problem with a UAC 
algorithm for mature age and tertiary transfer students going to law. That 
technical problem has now been addressed. The remainder of the 
students were within two points of the cutoff and had strong performance 
in cognate areas (eg ATAR brought down by score in PE or religious 
studies). In the case of IT programs, 10 requests for the waiver of a 
maths prerequisite were made. The DVCA has requested the review of 
that prerequisite. The committees in 6. above review and discuss an 
annual report on forced offers. In 2015, the total number of forced offers 
so far is lower, despite a 11.9% growth in preferences for ANU. 

8. How does the 
University manage 
admissions errors? 

Admissions errors are very infrequent in universities, but they do 
happen. In the case of an admissions incident, a report is prepared for 
the committees detailed in 6. above. Twenty admissions cases were 
discussed in 2014-2015 across all applications and awards, including 
cases as a result of administrative error and false/misleading information 
being provided by the applicant).  A list of actions is determined in 
response to admissions incidents, and implemented either in policy or in 
operating procedures. 

9. Are international 
students affected by 
this issue? 

Some international students apply to ANU via UAC. The admissions 
standards for international students are the same as those for domestic 
students at ANU. 

10. Does the University 
analyse the 
performance of 
students to detect 
patterns of 
underperformance? 

Yes, ANU monitors the performance of international and domestic 
students. The most recent example is the University’s reporting to the 
Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority (VCAA) of poor 
performance of students who completed their Victorian senior certificate 
at some schools in China. That investigation is ongoing. Performance 
data was also used to introduce the ATAR floor of 80 in 2014. 
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