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Article

Early and delayed offers
to under-represented
university students

Andrew Harvey
Director, Access and Achievement Research Unit, La Trobe University,

Bundoora, Australia

Abstract

This paper examines the relative merits of early and delayed offer schemes in attracting under-

represented students to university. Following the introduction of a demand-driven system and the

establishment of national growth and equity targets, Australian universities have increased the

number of offers made to students before the release of Australian Tertiary Admission Ranks.

The majority of public universities now operate an early offer scheme, often explicitly to increase

their proportions of traditionally under-represented students. By contrast, the University of

Melbourne and the University of Western Australia have developed delayed offer schemes,

whereby entry to professional courses depends primarily on achievement within a generalist

undergraduate degree. Under both models, institutions seek to reduce their reliance on

Australian Tertiary Admission Rank, which has been shown to be correlated with socio-

economic status. The paper considers both models with respect to their transparency,

efficiency, predictive validity and equity.

Keywords

Socio-economic status, university applicants, selective admission, equal education, access to

education, university school cooperation

Introduction

The correlation of the Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank (ATAR) and its predecessors
with socio-economic status is well documented (Birrell, Calderon, Dobson, & Smith, 2000;
Martin & Karmel, 2002; Palmer, Bexley, & James, 2011; Teese, 2007). This link is
problematic for universities seeking both to increase their overall enrolments within a
system of uncapped student places, and to increase their specific enrolment of students
from low socio-economic backgrounds in line with Australian Government targets
(Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008). Many universities are now endeavouring
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either to accelerate or to postpone their points of offer to targeted students in order to reduce
reliance on the selection process of ATAR. Institutions such as Swinburne University are
working with schools to select students before they undertake final exams – indeed, some
students in Year 11 are already receiving conditional university offers. By contrast,
institutions such as the University of Melbourne are delaying their entry to professional
or specialised courses until students have completed their entire undergraduate degree.
Selection processes that are established either to precede or to supersede ATAR often
have similar objectives but follow very different approaches. This paper examines the
specific merits of early and delayed offer models in attracting under-represented students
to university. Particular attention is directed to the systemic implications of the rapid growth
of early offer schemes, and the need for jurisdictional oversight. Models are examined with
respect to their transparency, efficiency, predictive validity and equity.

Examination of the schemes confirms the ability of contextual data to supplement
traditional selection by tertiary rank, and a range of limitations and risks. While early
offer schemes may improve access levels, such programmes need to be transparent to
students and parents, and an unregulated diffusion of schemes may actually lead to
inequitable outcomes and undermine confidence in university selection processes.
Ultimately, deep reform is required to ensure better connection and progression between
the school and tertiary sectors. Equally, while delayed offer schemes may widen access into
professional and specialised courses, these models depend greatly upon the ‘pipeline’ effect.
Unless access is broadened at undergraduate entry level, there may simply be insufficient
numbers of disadvantaged students for the specialised courses to select. In Australia, to date,
models of delayed entry into professional degrees have primarily been introduced by highly
selective universities, limiting their potential to select under-represented students on the
merits of undergraduate performance. The paper notes the need for further research into
the comparative effectiveness of different models against established criteria.

Context

Outcomes of the Bradley Review of Australian higher education have been central to the rise
in university early offer schemes. Following the review’s recommendation, the Australian
Government adopted a target that 20% of university enrolments would comprise students
from low socio-economic backgrounds by 2020. Changes to institutional selection practices
were required to meet this target, to which $437 million of Government funding was initially
attached over four years (Australian Government, 2009). The Bradley Review noted the
clear correlation between ATAR and socio-economic status, and argued the need to expand
selection processes beyond the tertiary admissions rank (Bradley et al., 2008, p. 38). The need
for broader selection policies was further highlighted in 2009, when the State Government of
Victoria’s Joint Policy Unit on Youth Transitions commissioned the Centre for the Study of
Higher Education at the University of Melbourne to review Victoria’s tertiary selection
processes, and in 2011 when selection processes were reviewed for the Group of Eight
universities (Palmer, Bexley, & James, 2011, p. 1). Building on evidence confirming the
socio-economic bias of ATAR (Dobson & Skuja, 2005), the new national equity targets
provided a clear financial motivation for institutions to develop alternative pathways.
Further motivation to expand selection practices was provided by the simultaneous
introduction of a demand-driven system, which enabled Australian higher education
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providers to enrol unlimited numbers of undergraduate students in most disciplines
(Australian Government, 2009).

In the context of national equity targets and a demand-driven system, several universities
have developed or expanded early offer schemes since 2008. Typically, such schemes involve
the consideration of contextual data, such as the background of applicants, their perceived
academic potential or their community service, usually alongside objective measures of
academic achievement. Swinburne University developed an Early Offer Program in 2012
that provided conditional offers to early Year 12 students dependent on their achievement in
Year 11 (Ross, 2012); the Australian Catholic University introduced an Early Achievers’
Program in 2009, providing early offers to Year 12 students on the basis of volunteering and
community service (Smith, 2008); and the Federation University of Australia is expanding its
Regional Early Entry Program to the Gippsland campus in 2014, with early offers made on
the basis of school and community contribution, as well as demonstrated motivation to
succeed (www.federation.edu.au). National institutional schemes are listed in Table 1.

The rise in consideration of contextual data in admissions schemes is also consistent with
trends in the UK. Evidence of bias in university admissions by school type, and the
establishment of institutional equity agreements under the Office for Fair Access, have led
to over half of surveyed British institutions considering the introduction of contextual
admissions data (Moore, Mountford-Zimdars, & Wiggans, 2013, p. 17). In Australia, the

Table 1. National early offer schemes by institution.

Institution Early offer scheme

Australian Catholic University Early Achievers’ Program (EAP)

Australian National University Principals’ Recommendation Scheme (PRS)

Charles Sturt University Principal’s Report Entry Program (PREP)

Federation University of Australia Regional Education Entry Program (REEP)

Flinders University Principal’s Recommendation Program

Griffith University Early Admission Program

La Trobe University Schools Access La Trobe (SALT)

Macquarie University Macquarie’s Early Entry Program

Murdoch University Entry Awards

RMIT University Schools Network Access Program (SNAP)

Southern Cross University STAR Entry Scheme

Swinburne University of Technology Early Offer Program

The University of Melbourne Kwong Lee Dow Scholars Program

The University of Notre Dame Early Offer Program

University of Canberra Principal’s Recommendation Scheme (PRS)

University of New England UNE Early Entry

University of Queensland Early Offer Scheme

University of Southern Queensland Head Start

University of Sydney Early Offer Year 12 (E12) scheme

University of Technology, Sydney Principals’ Recommendation Scheme (PRS)

University of Western Sydney Early Offer Program

University of Wollongong UOW Early Admission

Victoria University Portfolio Partnership Program (PPP)
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competitive advantage of early offer schemes involves both timing and method. First, the
schemes enable universities to make offers to prospective students before the release of
rankings and the statewide tertiary offers processes; and second, they enable under-
represented students to be recruited outside of the (socio-economically biased) ATAR
process.

The origins of delayed offer schemes differ. The Melbourne Model, as it became known,
was conceived in 2005 and introduced in 2008 for a variety of reasons including the pursuit
of greater curriculum breadth and quality, and international competitiveness (Davis, 2010).
While the University of Melbourne did not adopt an expansionary approach under the
demand-driven system, university leaders advocated the ability of delayed offers to attract
more students from low socio-economic backgrounds into prestigious professional courses.
As Vice-Chancellor Glyn Davis noted in the Menzies oration in 2010: ‘Breaking the link
between Year 12 results and the professions provides greater opportunity for students from
lower socio-economic backgrounds. The strong relationship between socio-economic
standing and academic performance that marks school results diminishes at university’.
This argument was maintained by proponents of a similar curriculum model introduced
at the University of Western Australia in 2012, featuring generalist undergraduate courses
and professional postgraduate courses. The Student Guild at the university defended the new
curriculum model on explicit equity grounds in its response to the university’s consultation
paper, arguing that:

By removing admission requirements from the bias inherent in the school system, and instead

basing them on tertiary results, the UWA New Courses Model has been built around greater
equity of access to postgraduate courses. It envisaged that this emphasis will not only increase
the participation of low SES and disadvantaged background students in the professions, but

develop the skills of the most academically gifted, irrespective of background, enabling the
University to reach its goal of being among the world’s top 50 universities by 2050.
(University of Western Australia Student Guild, 2011)

Proponents of both early and delayed offer schemes have advocated the broadening of
university access as a major purpose of the models. The focus of this paper is thus
specifically on the capacity of offer schemes to attract under-represented yet academically
prepared students.

Scope and methodology

Information on early offer schemes varies greatly by institution. There is currently no
national database of the schemes, and no Australian equivalent of the British Supporting
Professionalism in Admissions (SPA) Programme. Australian institutions typically manage
their admissions processes through a statewide centralised system, such as the Victorian
Tertiary Admissions Centre (VTAC) and the New South Wales University Admissions
Centre (UAC). The state-based management of university admissions has itself been
acknowledged as problematic, with one Vice-Chancellor advocating a national
commission to assess institutional selection processes (Craven, 2012). Federalism is only
part of the problem, as schemes are generally administered by institutions outside of the
tertiary admissions centre process, further complicating attempts to uncover their nature and
breadth. The UAC website lists scheme details for 12 institutions (www.uac.edu.au) but
notes that applications must be made to individual institutions. Similarly, the VTAC
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manages only three institutional schemes in Victoria (www.vtac.edu.au), excluding
programmes at universities such as Swinburne and Federation University Australia.

Publicly available research on the effectiveness of early offer schemes is also limited, as
many are relatively new, information is held at institutional level only, and competition
limits the extent to which universities advertise the outcomes of admissions policies. This
paucity of research is matched by the British experience, with the SPA calling for an urgent
expansion of research, evidence and measurement of contextual admission schemes (Moore,
Mountford-Zimdars, & Wiggans, 2013). Delayed offer models as adopted by the University
of Melbourne and the University of Western Australia are also managed at institutional
level, though some limited information is publicly available, such as the proportion of low
socio-economic students enrolled at the universities. The information presented in this paper
is gathered from a desktop review of university websites, a survey of existing national and
international literature and data analysis from the author’s institution.

The models of early and delayed offer schemes are compared according to the criteria of
transparency, predictive validity, equity and efficiency. These four criteria are consistent with
the major national report into selection and participation in higher education by Palmer,
Bexley, and James (2011), which note that student selection ‘involves three primary
challenges:

. ensuring fairness and transparency in student selection;

. identifying the potential for student success in higher education; and

. improving equity of participation and equality of educational opportunity.’ (p. 3)

The fourth criterion of efficiency is highlighted elsewhere in the paper (Palmer, Bexley, &
James, 2011, p. 4) where the authors explain that:

Centralised management of applications and of large-scale quantitative selection measures
remain among the strengths of selection frameworks in Australia. A move away from this
approach toward institution-based procedures, such as institution-specific admission testing,

may have unintended consequences including increasing the costs, labour and complexity
associated with the application process (costs that would largely be borne by students).

Given this paper explicitly covers institution-based admission procedures, efficiency has been
included as a fourth principle by which to analyse competing schemes. Administrative
burdens may be borne not only by students but also by schools and universities, and
these burdens may ultimately undermine the viability of offer schemes. Moreover,
selection principles arguably need to be considered at jurisdictional level rather than
simply institutional level. Institutional schemes may themselves fulfill many of the agreed
criteria yet still create inefficiencies and inequities for prospective students and parents by
their unregulated proliferation.

The ATAR is used as a comparator given its ongoing primacy as a selection method
employed by all Australian public universities except those in Queensland, where
conversions are still made between the state’s Overall Position measures and ATARs
(Palmer, Bexley, & James, 2011). Offer schemes are defined as ‘early’ in comparison to
selection via tertiary rankings, which are typically released in November of the final year
of study for school students, i.e. Year 12. The paper therefore excludes contextual admission
schemes for mature age students, midyear applicants and postgraduate students. Early offer
schemes grew rapidly following the establishment of national equity targets in 2008, and this
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analysis focusses on initiatives developed or expanded after that date. The analysis also
includes schemes that provide provisional offers – for example, subject to applicants
receiving a minimum ATAR or completing subject prerequisites – and those that provide
guaranteed offers, where admission is promised irrespective of subsequent tertiary rankings
or results.

Early offer schemes

In order to meet national equity objectives and to increase market share, many
universities now manage an early offer scheme, which typically relies on school input
to select some students before their final examination results. Victorian students have
access to at least eight university early offer schemes, while 12 institutions provide early
offer schemes for New South Wales (NSW) applicants. Indeed, those that do not provide
such schemes are now the exception. The University of New South Wales does not make
early offers and now requires students to possess a minimum ATAR of 80 to be accepted
(see Hare, 2013). The University of Newcastle adopts a different approach to broadening
access by maintaining the largest and oldest enabling programme in Australia. Over 2500
students enrol annually in this sub-degree university pathway, including relatively large
numbers of Indigenous students (Saunders, 2011). For most universities though, early
offer schemes have become one strategy to broaden access to traditionally under-
represented students. As this selection model expands, it is timely to examine the
principles on which the pathway is based and the likely implications of its growth
across the education sector.

Transparency

One of the advantages of ATAR is its relative transparency (Palmer, Bexley, & James,
2011, p. 2). Universities publish a cut-off tertiary rank for each course, the externally
moderated grades of Year 12 students are converted into a tertiary rank (though there
are several complexities in this process), and universities then ‘blindly’ accept students
with requisite ATARs. The selection process of early offers is more opaque, and there is
generally discretion at both school and university level. Schools may nominate students,
or in some cases respond to the nomination of students with supporting evidence on the
applicant’s ability or likelihood to succeed at university. For example, universities such as
La Trobe and Charles Sturt run schemes which require both student nomination and
school corroboration. Whether schools are asked to select potential students or support
their self-nomination, there is clearly some risk of subjectivity. This risk may be
heightened where schools are asked to predict university success (or school
achievement in Year 12) rather than simply rank students on previous achievement
and grades. The University of New England’s scheme requires principals to assess the
applicant’s potential for academic success at university, explicitly noting that this may be
different from a prediction of Year 12 success. More transparent is Swinburne
University’s scheme, which provides conditional offers to the top 20% of students
based on their Year 11 school achievement.

Teachers, advisers and principals may all be involved in the selection process, and
guidelines for the measurement and/or prediction of success are often minimal. School
curricula and university curricula are also sufficiently different that attempts at school
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level to predict university success are often difficult (Hayward, Sturdy, & James, 2005;
Shulruf, Hattie, & Tumen, 2008). At university level, faculty selection officers may hold
substantial discretionary power to calibrate competing school recommendations. Although
time-poor selection officers are likely to follow school recommendations, transparency is
limited if the applying students know neither the school nor university feedback on their
applications. The clearer the guidelines established by both school and university, the more
transparent the scheme will be and the less susceptible to subjectivity or misuse. A feedback
loop between school and university is also important to establish.

At a systemic level, partial transparency exists when early offer schemes are managed
through statewide tertiary admissions centres. La Trobe, Federation University Australia
and Victoria University all operate schemes through VTAC. Other institutional schemes are
available to Victorian applicants but not administered through VTAC. In many cases,
applications are limited to students from certain schools, typically those in low socio-
economic or regional areas and/or those proximate to a university campus. Individual
jurisdictions are unlikely to be aware of the full scale, scope, and type of school
recommendation schemes in play. School students and parents are even less likely to
know this information. The problem is captured in a brochure prepared by Catholic
College Wodonga, which summarises no fewer than eight competing early offer schemes
through which students may apply to universities in Victoria and NSW (see Mackillop
College, 2014).

Efficiency

A second strength of ATAR is its efficiency. ATAR provides a streamlined process that sorts
large numbers of applications quickly, which is particularly helpful where demand
substantially exceeds supply (Palmer, Bexley, & James, 2011). By contrast, the efficiency
of school recommendation schemes varies widely. As a minimalist model, La Trobe
University’s scheme asks schools only for a ranking (one to five) of likelihood of student
success at university, with applicants encouraged to meet minimum ATAR levels. By
contrast, the Australian Catholic University’s scheme requires applicants to ‘demonstrate
involvement in your community, such as sustained and regular voluntary contribution to
your school, church, local community, sporting or cultural organisation’ (www.acu.edu.au/
study_at_acu). University selection officers are required to assess and calibrate this
contextual information, requiring resource intensity at institutional level.

However, while the efficiency of schemes will clearly vary by institution, there is a greater
risk of systemic inefficiency in the proliferation of schemes. For example, despite the
diversity of early offer schemes, one fairly consistent element appears to be devolution of
some of the selection responsibility from universities to schools. This devolution may ease
the administrative burden on universities, but it may also increase the administrative burden
on schools, particularly those who choose to support more than one university scheme.
Students in some schools are eligible to apply to eight or more universities via
institutional early offer schemes. Teachers, careers advisers and principals may be
required to complete multiple assessments of student aptitude and community
contribution, as well as communicating the detail of numerous schemes to students and
parents. For prospective students and parents, a decentralised system of early offer
schemes can be complex to navigate and time-consuming to manage.
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Predictive validity

The accuracy of school recommendation schemes appears to be relatively high, though
various factors influencing prediction have not been isolated. Both RMIT and La Trobe
have produced data revealing that students entering university through their early offer
schemes receive better grades in first year than the average university student (see Harvey
& Simpson, 2012). Earlier published studies confirm similar success rates for under-
represented students at the University of New South Wales who entered study via an
alternative pathway (Pascoe, McLelland, & McGaw, 1997, p. 12). However, Harvey and
Simpson (2012) note that the act of self-nomination is likely to be a good predictor, and
many students receiving early offers would have sought and received an application through
the ATAR pathway in any case. For example, the majority of students enrolled through La
Trobe’s programme are ultimately accepted with an ATAR above the minimum required for
their chosen course (Harvey & Simpson, 2012). Established attitudes towards higher
education doubtlessly influence the likelihood of students to nominate or be nominated,
ensuring that the school recommendation pool is self-selecting to an extent. As Smith has
noted (2011), ‘hot’ or informal knowledge gleaned from friends and family can be as
important as the ‘cold’, formal knowledge of university publications and websites in
matching aspirations to university pathways.

Many school recommendation schemes are different from class rankings, in that they are
based on less tangible prediction rather than more objective measurement. Nevertheless, we
would expect substantial overlap given that achievement levels clearly influence attitudes
towards higher education from an early age (Dalley-Trim & Alloway, 2010; Parliament of
Victoria, 2009, p. 71). Indeed, results from La Trobe’s scheme indicate that schools are
basing their recommendations largely on academic criteria, and students who receive the
highest recommendation level subsequently receive significantly higher ATARs than the
university average (Harvey & Simpson, 2012). While the programme asks schools to
consider students who have potential but are likely to under-achieve academically, in
practice most schools are recommending students who subsequently perform well in their
final school exams. An early offer is helpful to these students, but the outcome is sub-optimal
if most of the students identified are likely to succeed without the need for an early offer.
Further research into the predictive validity of different contextual schemes would be helpful
(Palmer, Bexley, & James, 2011, p. iv).

Equity

Early offer schemes attract some disadvantaged students to university who would not
otherwise apply or receive an offer through ATAR. Nonetheless, students’ self-
nomination may of course be influenced by peers, potentially reinforcing the advantages
of cultural capital. The National Institute of Labour Studies, for example, has shown the
significant positive effect of placing a lower performing student into a higher performing
school (Nous Group, 2011, p. 72). At La Trobe University, around one-third of the early
offer cohort is from low socio-economic backgrounds. This proportion is high relative to the
overall university cohort, but it still means that two-thirds of students enrolling via this
pathway are not strictly from low socio-economic backgrounds. As Gale (2010) has
argued, ‘it is possible for the capacity for voice to be available in social institutions and
interactions, yet at the same time for people to have limited capacity to voice their views,
understandings, concerns, and so on’ (p. 9). Students suffering most disadvantage within
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under-represented schools may need particular encouragement by teaching staff to nominate
for early offer access schemes.

A greater risk exists that the expansion of early offer schemes leads to broader inequities
across jurisdictions. Already, there are significant differences emerging in entry schemes
across Australia. Some universities still require participating students to reach minimum
ATAR standards while others require only successful completion of Year 12. Some
universities allow students into a broad range of courses, while others limit recommended
students to a narrow range of generalist courses. Some schools are involved with multiple
university schemes because of their geography or demographic profile, while others are
excluded. There is potential conflict between schemes which explicitly target under-
represented students and those which simply target partner schools to increase
institutional market share. In general, geography dictates choice and the partner
schools of most universities are those situated within their natural catchment (Harvey &
Simpson, 2011).

If universities provide entry schemes of differing depth and quality, there may be
confusion among secondary students and parents but also potentially a new arena of
disadvantage. Early offer schemes at Swinburne, Victoria University, La Trobe, RMIT
and other institutions are restricted to applicants from selected schools. Some schools will
be able to provide their students with potential university offers at Year 11 level, while other
schools may have no such opportunities and may instead be wholly reliant on the ATAR
process following Year 12 exams. Schools will increasingly seek influence over the entry of
their disadvantaged students to university, but this influence may be largely determined by
their own location, size and demography. In particular, some students suffering personal
hardship or poverty may have limited access to early offer schemes if the school they attend
is not considered disadvantaged and/or proximate to a university.

Delayed offers

Contemporaneous with early offer schemes is a move to defer the point of selection into
professional and specialist degrees. The University of Melbourne and the University of
Western Australia (UWA) have both developed a model where most professional courses
are run at postgraduate level, following more generalist undergraduate degrees. There are
numerous reasons for the introduction of this model, but one of the stated principles is to
improve equity. In introducing the ‘Melbourne Model’, the University highlighted that
students who do not achieve a high ATAR, ‘for example, due to educational
disadvantage . . . can be admitted to one of the new professional graduate degrees by
proving themselves in their undergraduate study’ (University of Melbourne, 2008, p. 7).
Victoria University enrols one of the highest proportions of low socio-economic students
in the country, in stark contrast to the University of Melbourne where large numbers of
students arrive via private schools (and very high ATARs). Nevertheless, Simons (2010)
notes that under the so-called Melbourne Model,

In theory, a student from Victoria University who got an [ATAR] of 65 might, if she excels as an
undergraduate, qualify for a place studying law in Melbourne’s graduate program ahead of a
University of Melbourne student who got an [ATAR] of 85 but did less well in undergraduate

studies. This means she might well ‘bump’ a student whose parents spent tens of thousands of
dollars on private-school education so that their child would study law at Melbourne.
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Despite this possibility, many students will continue to enrol in undergraduate courses at the
University of Melbourne in the expectation that they can continue to the graduate courses.
Australian postgraduates are known as the ‘stay at home’ cohort (Kiley & Austin, 2008).
The Beyond Graduation Survey of 2009 reveals that, of those surveyed, more than half of
bachelor degree graduates in full-time further study were enrolled at the same institution at
which they completed their undergraduate study in 2006 (Graduate Careers Australia, 2009,
p. 50). Universities adopting the Melbourne Model will therefore need to balance their
equity objectives with institutional realities.

Transparency

Transparency might be increased by reducing the influence of ATAR through delayed
selection. Diminishing the importance of ATAR potentially reduces the current focus on
early offer schemes, bonus points and a raft of special consideration policies. As the
University of Western Australia Student Guild (2011) argues, transparency and access
could be improved ‘by removing admission requirements from the bias inherent in the
school system, and instead basing them on tertiary results’. Currently, school leavers may
be re-ranked if applicants are from a non-English speaking background, from a particular
list of identified schools, suffering financial disadvantage, of a particular gender in a
particular course or fulfilling other criteria as weighted by individual universities. All
Victorian public universities, for example, adopt different weightings for categories of
disadvantage through the VTAC-administered Special Entry Access Scheme
(www.vtac.edu.au). Delayed selection reduces the need for the sector to provide wide-
ranging bonus points, which differ markedly by institution and are partly used to protect
institutional ATAR cut-offs (and therefore reputations). When allocating graduate places,
however, clear processes are required to calibrate the competing claims of high-achieving
undergraduates from external universities with lower-achieving undergraduate students from
the host university.

Efficiency

By diminishing or even erasing the importance of ATAR, delayed selection can undermine
the established hierarchy of courses which drives student selection. As the Vice-Chancellor of
the University of Melbourne argues, ‘higher education system dominated by undergraduate
study narrows what can be taught in the final years of school, as students choose subjects
with an eye to desirable university courses’ (Davis, 2010). Evidence confirms that many
students select courses partly so they do not ‘waste’ their ATAR, and minimum rankings
may distort the market and funnel high achievers into the highly selective courses rather than
a broad cross-section. As Pascoe, McLelland and McGaw (1997) noted:

Such is the power of the TER [tertiary entrance rank] as market signal that as many as half of the
students in the top 5 per cent (with rankings of 95 or above) are selected into the small number of

elite professional courses with TERs of 95 or more (p. 9).

Delayed selection could potentially improve systemic efficiency by removing the distortion of
ATAR, and this would reduce the concentration of academically capable students in courses
such as medicine and law for which the highest ATARs are currently required. At an
institutional level, selection could be relatively efficient depending on the extent to which
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contextual data were considered in applications (for example, how selection officers calibrate
grade point averages across institutions and disciplines). However, even without the
complexity of comparing achievement across institutions, the calibration of performance
and subsequent selection is undertaken by the university itself, whereas ATARs are
currently calculated by the state-based tertiary admissions centres.

Predictive validity

School results are linked to socio-economic background. As the Nous submission to the
Commonwealth Review of Funding for Schooling notes,

Average socio-economic background of schools in each sector strongly correlates with academic
results, so much so that performance differences between government and non-government
schools are halved when the impact of the student body’s average socio-economic status is

taken into account. Further, when the average socio-economic status of the school is
considered in addition to the socio-economic status of the individual student, performance
differences at the individual level between those attending government and non-government
schools disappear. (Nous Group, 2011, pp. 28–29)

By contrast, evidence from Monash University and La Trobe University suggests that the
playing field is more level at university. Students from government schools do not under-
perform at university; indeed, data suggest that government school students will typically
out-perform private school students with the same ATAR (Harvey & Burnheim, 2013;
Willis, 2011, p. 22). At Monash, first year school leavers from low SES backgrounds also
outperform high SES school leavers on average (Willis, 2011, p. 21). Of course, there also
remains substantial curriculum divergence between schools and universities. Even without
the socio-economic bias of school results, prior university performance is likely to be a more
accurate indicator of success than prior school study.

Equity

In theory, selecting students on the basis of their undergraduate university achievement
should open the doors to a much wider range of under-represented students to enrol in
highly selective courses. However, the pipeline effect at a university such as Melbourne
means that any increase in under-represented students undertaking professional degrees is
limited by the existence of high barriers to undergraduate entry, from which much of the
graduate cohort is drawn. At undergraduate level among elite Group of Eight institutions,
the participation share of people from low SES backgrounds is at about 11%, which is well
below the national mean (Centre for the Study of Higher Education, 2008, p. 24). Given
these institutions dominate postgraduate enrolments, and given low levels of student
mobility, it is perhaps unsurprising that students from the lowest socio-economic quartile
constitute only 10.5% of the total Australian postgraduate cohort (Harvey & Andrewartha,
2013; Heagney, 2010).

Further, delayed selection increases pressure on undergraduate students and focusses
attention on universities’ own assessment policies. In some ways, the pressure of school is
simply postponed another year, and some have questioned the subsequent lack of incentive
for secondary students. The University of Melbourne has already responded to a backlash
among parents of high-achieving school students, who believe that their children should be
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guaranteed entry into postgraduate programmes rather than having to prove themselves
again in a highly competitive undergraduate context. The University has begun to develop
just such a guarantee, and students who receive an ATAR of 94 are guaranteed entry not
only into the undergraduate stream but also into a range of Commonwealth supported
postgraduate places subsequently. Students with an ATAR of 99.90 are provided a
guaranteed place in the most exclusive postgraduate courses, such as Medicine and Dental
Surgery (Trounson, 2011; www.unimelb.edu.au). School guarantees could similarly be
adapted explicitly for equity purposes. Evidence suggests that the low SES effect does not
‘wash out’ during undergraduate degrees, and a very small number of low SES students
currently continues to postgraduate level study, with a smaller proportion still going on to
higher degree study (Harvey & Andrewartha, 2013; Heagney, 2010). Guaranteeing
postgraduate entry for a targeted group of low socio-economic students could
theoretically be a useful strategy to raise awareness of, and enthusiasm for, postgraduate
options among disadvantaged Year 12 cohorts. However, guaranteeing postgraduate places
either for the highest achieving or most disadvantaged school students may simply reinforce
or even exacerbate the importance of school achievement. More useful may be a
combination of approaches, with early offers providing greater undergraduate equity, and
delayed offers into professional degrees based on undergraduate achievement.

Delayed selection models can also be time-consuming and expensive. Students will
generally need to study longer to complete a professional degree under the Melbourne
Model, and this will impact upon student debt and likely career choices. Most
postgraduate coursework places at the University of Melbourne attract substantial fees
(Potts, 2012). There is, for example, a concern that few Melbourne Law School graduates
will be encouraged to work in legal aid positions given the substantial debt they will shoulder
after six or seven years of study (Simons, 2010). The University itself has argued for an
increase in funding per Commonwealth Supported Place (CSP) at postgraduate level, and
also for an increase in the number of postgraduate CSPs available (Trounson, 2012;
University of Melbourne, 2011). Unlike at undergraduate level, the numbers of sub-degree
and postgraduate students in higher education remain capped by the Australian
Government. As postgraduate study continues to rise (Harvey & Andrewartha, 2013), this
level of higher education will become a new battleground for equity.

Conclusion

Research on the effectiveness of early offer schemes is limited. While there is a wealth of
broad research on interviews, portfolios, aptitude tests, personal statements and class rank
(see Palmer, Bexley, & James, 2011), there is little specific comparative research on early offer
schemes. In Australia, this is likely to be the result of the competitive nature of selection
which impedes sharing and publication of institutional data. Similarly, there is little research
available on the impact of delayed selection models on equity. Only two Australian
universities have adopted such a model, and both are among the elite Group of Eight
institutions. Australian institutions now employ a large number of selection methods to
limit the dominance of ATAR and improve student equity, and further research is
warranted into their relative effectiveness in meeting these objectives.

In addition to further comparative analysis, policy reform in this area would be desirable.
The selection objectives of transparency, efficiency and equity are threatened by the
unregulated expansion of institutional early offer models. Individual selection models can
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be adapted to meet these objectives and to ensure strong predictive validity, and their
development is assisting many under-represented people to access university. However, a
multiplicity of models is likely to be creating systemic problems. For school students,
parents, teachers and principals, the rise of early offer schemes is challenging to
comprehend, communicate and administer. Regulation of schemes at state level through
the tertiary admissions centres may improve transparency, and the establishment of
a national statutory body could be a longer term goal. Craven (2012) has called for a
national Universities Commission that could assess bands of university course selection
processes. Similarly, an Australian version of the SPA Programme might generate
improved research, analysis and policy clarity in the area of selections. Nationally, the
rise of early and delayed offer schemes is rapid. Given the celerity of change, greater
systemic coordination and analysis is required to ensure that students most in need are
able to access university through these models.
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