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Working Paper 13 
 

Historical Development of the Equality Assumption Flaw that Makes the 

Vast Majority of ACT Senior Secondary System Universities Admission 

Indices (UAIs) Much Lower than they Should Be 
 

by Mark Drummond, September 2008 [with web links updated in February 2009] 

 

1. In 1975 and 1976, the last two years in which ACT students sat for the NSW HSC 

exams, the ACT students who sat for the HSC and the NSW students who sat for the 

HSC achieved mean (i.e. average) aggregate scores that were almost identical, but the 

ACT HSC completers represented 58% of the ACT age cohort in 1975 and 61% in 

1976, compared to the corresponding NSW figures of 36% and 37% for NSW in 1975 

and 1976 respectively (for these 1975 figures of 58% and 36% see Morgan 1978: 9). 

 

2. Note that 58 divided by 36 is 1.61, and 61 divided by 37 is 1.65.  So in 1975 and 1976, 

the top 16% of the ACT age cohort were achieving HSC scores reached by only the 

top 10% of the NSW age cohort, so a ratio of about 1.6 to 1.0 was operating.  So if the 

UAI system now in place was in place in 1975 and 1976, then 16% of the ACT age 

cohort would be achieving UAIs of 90.00 and over, compared to just 10% of the NSW 

age cohort.  And all else being equal, this pattern would still be seen today if not for 

the flaws in the way UAIs (and UAI equivalent percentile ranks before they were 

named UAIs for the first time in 1998) have been calculated (as further explained 

below). 

 

3. ACT UAIs (and UAI equivalent percentile ranks before they were named UAIs for the 

first time in 1998) have always (i.e. ever since the ACT system was separate from that 

of NSW from 1977 onward) been based on the grossly inaccurate and plainly false and 

unfair assumption that the ACT and NSW age cohorts have been of equal ability.  This 

inaccurate assumption followed from the grossly incorrect observation that the ACT 

and NSW cohorts did equally well in 1975 and 1976.  The big mistake here is that the 

relevant authorities concluded that the ACT and NSW age cohorts were of equal 

ability in 1975 and 1976 in view of their mean HSC scores being very nearly equal.  In 

other words, their big mistake was to totally ignore the obvious and huge significance 

of the fact that the percentage of the ACT cohort who sat for the HSC in 1975 and 

1976 vastly exceeded the corresponding NSW percentages, such that ACT students 

were clearly a vastly stronger group of students on average.  Specifically, the top 16% 

of the ACT age cohort were achieving HSC scores reached by only the top 10% of the 

NSW age cohort, as above.   

 

4. In 1975 and 1976 the percentage of ACT kids who sat the NSW HSC vastly exceeded 

the corresponding NSW figure by the 58 to 36 and 61 to 37 ratios described above.  

But in 2007, the percentage of the ACT age cohort who obtained a UAI was only 

about 45%, compared to 58% for NSW.  So a ratio that was about 1.6 to 1.0 in the 

ACT's favour in the mid 70s had now changed dramatically to be about 0.8 to 1.0 in 

2007, hence in favour of NSW.  So with this 1.6 figure halving to 0.8 it follows that 

the proportion of ACT students gaining the principal tertiary entrance score (called the 

UAI since 1998, as above) has halved relative to their NSW counterparts.  People will 

argue about the causes for this dramatic reduction in the ACT system, but it's beyond 

doubt is that ACT kids, and their parents and schools and teachers have largely 

rejected this standard UAI pathway.  The truth is that colleges/schools over the years 

have aggressively, increasingly, and always wrongly, discouraged thousands of ACT 

system kids from seeking UAIs.  Specifically, colleges/schools have aggressively 
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discouraged kids from attempting to sit the ACT Scaling Test (known as the ASAT 

test in earlier years) required to gain a UAI if they did poorly on trial AST type tests, 

because the colleges/schools have been concerned that such kids would drag their 

UAIs down.  And these kids WOULD drag college scores down.  The problem is the 

ridiculous linkage between UAIs and the ACT Scaling Test that forces on to 

colleges/schools the perverse incentive to turn lots of kids away from the ACT Scaling 

Test and a UAI. 

 

5. The huge mistake referred to in point 3 above would not have been a problem if the 

percentage of ACT kids who gained a tertiary entrance score remained much greater 

than that of NSW as was the case in 1975 and 1976.  But as the ACT percentage has 

dramatically reduced compared to NSW, the assumption of equal ability of ACT and 

NSW cohorts has become increasingly unfair on ACT kids and has caused thousands 

over the years to either (1) miss uni places they should have gained altogether, or (2) 

gain say 2
nd

 or 3
rd

 preference places instead of the 1
st
 preference place they'd have 

gained if not for the huge oversight here.  It appears as though this problem had 

become very large as early as about 1980, just four or so years after the ACT system 

broke away from the NSW system. 

 

6. So the problem here is that ACT kids have had their university placement 

opportunities savaged by a huge oversight made by people in the 1970s that has never 

been rectified ever since.  This flaw in the system means that a typical ACT UAI of 70 

should really be about 80 or higher, and a typical 85 should really be 90 or higher etc. 

etc.  This follows from the 1.6 to 1.0 ratio described above. 

 

7. I drew this problem to the attention of the ACT Education minister Katy Gallagher 

and others in 2005, and in early 2006 Jon Stanhope as Acting Education Minister 

(whilst Katy G was on maternity leave) said he would agree to have an independent 

investigation into my concerns.  The authorities responsible for ACT UAIs were the 

ACT Board of Senior Secondary Studies and NSW Technical Committee on Scaling, 

so an independent investigation into my concerns obviously should have gone to 

someone entirely outside the fold of these two entities, but, incredibly, Chief Minister 

Stanhope handed responsibility for the investigation to the BSSS itself and, sure 

enough, this inquiry – carried out by a close friend/colleague of members of the ACT 

BSSS and the NSW Technical Committee on Scaling (a person very much IN the fold) 

– totally ignored the substance of my concerns (indeed was never even passed on the 

bulk of my concerns, and I was never given a chance to convey my concerns directly 

to this "investigator" … it was just a sham hatchet job) and found the BSSS processes 

to be sound.  Meanwhile, ACT kids continue to wrongly miss uni places in their many 

hundreds each and every year in what is surely one of the biggest injustices and 

associated scandals in the history of education administration and public 

administration generally in the ACT and Australia.  On a world scale this may not 

match the injustice of places where women can't access education at all, for example, 

but still: who'd have ever thought educationally advantaged ACT (i.e. by far the 

wealthiest and most advantaged State/Territory in one of the wealthiest countries in 

the world) would be home to such huge educational injustices on such a large scale? 

 

8. Documents obtained in mid 2008 have clarified/confirmed the lack of independence 

and effective corruption of the investigation into my concerns that found the current 

processes to be valid. 

 

Please note: all facts claimed as above can be verified with reasonably concise 

documentary evidence. 


