School-based assessment
The Queensland system

For all Queensland schools

It cannot be over-emphasised that the mode of assessment dictates the nature of the educational experience
and the quality of the relationship between teacher and pupils. Assessment is not something separate — a
tool — by which education may be evaluated; it acts upon the educational system so as to shape it in
accordance with what the assessment demands. You cannot have, at one and the same time, education for
personal growth and a totally impersonal system of assessment. Assessment should be a bond between
teachers and taught, not something which threatens and antagonises.
To humanise assessment, then, we have to make of schooling a more co-operative enterprise between
teachers and pupils, and an opportunity to develop the whole range of human competencies, leading up to
informative profiles. This should be the pattern of things for the immediate future; it is the way to shed the
dreary, and often unjust, grading techniques of traditional education.
Hemming (1980, p. 113–14)
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Introduction
The catalyst for change
Before the 1970s, Queensland’s students were
assessed at the end of their school studies by a
single high-stakes examination that consisted
primarily of a pen-and-paper test. The examination
was set and marked by authorities external to
schools, and certificates were issued by central
authorities. Because both teachers and students
were focused on learning what was required to do
well in the final examination, rather than pursuing
an educational program tailored to meet student
needs, these exams had an enormous influence on
the curriculum and the teaching methods used
in schools.
At this time, universities had the strongest influence
on how these examinations were set — a feature
that Queensland had in common with other
jurisdictions around the world. The main goal of
tertiary institutions was to assess the capabilities
of the small number of students who were destined
for university study. However during the 1960s, as
student retention rates started to increase, there
arose an inherent conflict between the goals of the
university in setting public examinations and those
of the recently established Board of Secondary
School Studies in developing the senior curriculum.
Universities were focused on academic excellence
and identifying students most able to undertake
university studies. The Board, largely made up of
providers of secondary education, was interested in
catering for the aptitudes and abilities of
all students.
At the end of 1967, the conflicting goals of
secondary and tertiary education institutions
were thrust into the public eye when 68 per cent
of Queensland students sitting the Senior Public
Examination in Physics failed to achieve a P-grade,
which was, in itself, short of the standard required
for university entrance. This was the second
consecutive year that the Physics papers had
attracted widespread criticism for being unrealistic
and extremely difficult. It was clear that the final
examinations bore little resemblance to the
curriculum that had been the focus of the teachers
and their students in the final two years of schooling.
Along with teachers and students, journalists,
politicians and members of the public questioned
how a public examination could equally serve
its dual purposes — as the culmination of
2
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school studies for students not intending to go
to university, and as a mechanism for selecting
students for university study.
Was there a better alternative? This was the
question for educationalists and policymakers in
Australia and overseas, aware that the increasing
number of students undertaking their senior
schooling required a curriculum that prepared
them for different occupations or roles in a rapidly
changing world. Many were keen to break the hold
that end-of-schooling public examinations had
over teaching and learning. But only in Queensland
could the local conditions bring about this kind of
sea change in educational philosophy and practice.
The events of the late 1960s set in motion a series
of changes that led to the abolition of Queensland’s
Senior Public Examination — and the start of
externally moderated school-based assessment
in 1972.
More than 40 years later, Queensland continues
to benefit from a unique system of assessment
that has caught the eye of many international
experts who regard it as remarkable — or even
revolutionary.

The legacy of change
The Queensland system of externally moderated
school-based assessment is the end point in a
cohesive and cumulative approach to teaching,
learning and assessment from the Preparatory Year
to Year 12 (P–12). Our integrated approach:
• establishes a better preparation for learning in
the early years
• strengthens learning in the middle years of
schooling
• builds Year 10 as the transition to the senior
phase of learning
• provides young people in the senior phase
with flexible options for certification and
tertiary entrance (Queensland Curriculum and
Assessment Authority 2009, p. 1).
Within this approach, assessment is defined as
the purposeful, systemic and ongoing collection of
information about student learning.

Although our system of assessment is at its
most intricate in the senior years when students
are completing their school studies, there
are important features that are common to
Queensland’s approach to assessment across the
P–12 years. These include:
• Teaching, learning, assessment and reporting
is aligned so that what is taught informs what is
assessed, and what is assessed forms the basis
of what is reported.
• Teachers design continuous school-based
assessment programs and make judgments
about standards achieved by their students,
including summative judgments for reporting
purposes.
• Clear and specific content and achievement
standards are included in syllabuses, Essential
Learnings and guidelines.
• Consistency of teachers’ judgments is promoted
when teachers engage in professional dialogue
to discuss and analyse the connections between
standards and student work.
• Teachers work in partnership with the
Queensland Curriculum and Assessment
Authority (QCAA) to develop high-quality
assessment tasks, a process supported by
the development of exemplar assessment
instruments and annotated samples of student
responses.
Each of these features exists to varying degrees
across P–12, with many of the principles and
practices of the continuously improving system for
the senior years gradually being applied to suit the
circumstances of the early and middle years
of schooling.
The focus of this document is on explaining the
intricacies of the system of externally moderated
school-based assessment in place in the senior
years of schooling in Queensland. The benefits
of this mature yet evolving system are laid bare,
and the various steps involved in the moderation
journey and the processes that contribute to
certification and tertiary entrance are described in
detail. The intellectual credibility of the system also
receives attention through a brief discussion of the
evidence for its reliability and validity.

The evolution of externally
moderated school-based assessment
1910–72: Students’ achievements are assessed at the
end of the course of study by a single examination.
1972: Queensland’s system of externally moderated
school-based assessment is introduced based on
recommendations for schooling in the Radford Report
(1970). For the first time, assessment instruments
devised by teachers, and the judgments they make
about how well the students have learnt, become the
major component of the final results. It is the end of the
one-off external examination and the beginning of highstakes conversations between teachers.
1974: The Australian Scholastic Aptitude Test (ASAT) is
introduced. Tertiary Entrance scores are derived from
school assessments scaled against the test.
1980: The Review of School-Based Assessment (ROSBA)
results in the Queensland system moving from a normbased model to a criteria-based model of assessing
student achievement.
1990: The Review of Tertiary Entrance in Queensland,
chaired by Professor Nancy Viviani, recommends
independent research be conducted to determine the
comparability of assessment outcomes across schools
in Queensland.
1992: The Queensland Core Skills Test replaces the
ASAT to provide group results for scaling purposes in
order to calculate Overall Positions and Field Positions
for tertiary entrance. The scaling process now uses
an achievement test of the 49 Common Curriculum
Elements derived from senior syllabuses.
1994: An independent study by Masters and McBryde
provides strong evidence of comparability in the
Queensland senior secondary system.
To improve the reliability of the system, student folios,
selected randomly by the Authority each year, are
independently reviewed and the results analysed as
a measure of the comparability within the system.
Random sampling has facilitated additional and
ongoing research into the review panel moderation
process.
2006: Cumming, Wyatt-Smith, Elkins and Neville argue
that the Queensland system has gained international
recognition by placing high-stakes judgments in the
hands of teachers who, if appropriately supported,
are well placed to deliver valid and reliable judgments
about student achievement.
2007: The random sampling processes are reviewed
and refined, leading to improved efficiency and
increased consistency in schools’ judgments for
awarding levels of achievement.
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What is externally moderated
school‑based assessment?
In contrast to Queensland students of the 1960s,
today’s students, in their final two years of
schooling, are taught and assessed by teachers
who operate within a system of rigorous checks and
balances to ensure fair and accurate outcomes.
Unlike most states and territories in Australia,
Queensland does not have high-stakes public
exams. It relies entirely on school-based
assessment, a system in which:
• teachers are responsible for the assessment
of student achievement using standards
descriptors, making judgments of students’ work
against these standards
• review panels of trained teachers undertake
external moderation.
Its focus has been to integrate teaching and
learning with assessment to create what is known
as “authentic pedagogy”.
After more than 40 years’ experience, the evidence
shows that our system:
• builds teacher professionalism
• caters to the range of students’ learning styles
• prepares students for situations they will face in
further education and work

The essential ingredients for it to work effectively are:
• syllabuses that clearly describe content and
achievement standards
• contextualised exemplar assessment
instruments
• samples of student work annotated to explain
how they represent different standards
• consensus through teacher discussions on the
quality of the assessment instruments and the
standards of student work
• professional development of teachers
• an organisational infrastructure encompassing
an independent authority and schools to oversee
the system.
Recent studies have confirmed the importance
of social moderation in any assessment regime
to ensure comparable outcomes and improve
teachers’ assessment capabilities. For example,
the findings from a trial of moderation models in
the United Kingdom showed a positive impact on
the nature and range of evidence used to support
assessment, the accuracy of assessments and the
understanding of what characterises performance
at a national curriculum level (Qualifications and
Curriculum Authority 2009).

• encourages students’ higher-order thinking skills
• is fair and reliable.
Other education systems employ school-based
assessment practices to varying degrees, but none
replicate the Queensland system in its scope and
capacity to deliver authentic pedagogy and to build
teacher professionalism. And, perhaps surprisingly,
it is a system of assessment that is much less
expensive to support than external exams because
of the invaluable support of teachers and the state,
independent and Catholic school sectors.

Social moderation
Queensland’s system of externally moderated
school-based assessment relies on the practice
of “social moderation”, where groups of trained
teacher-reviewers meet formally to assure the
quality of assessment instruments and ensure that
judgments of standards are comparable from school
to school through a process of negotiation.
4
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Benefits of externally
moderated school‑based
assessment
Queensland’s system is a highly regarded model
for quality assurance of educational standards.
It is a system with many benefits, but above all it
promotes authentic pedagogy and confirms the role
of teachers as professionals.

Authentic pedagogy
In all education systems, it is assessment that
dominates curriculum. If a model of assessment is
restrictive, it will narrow the learning experiences of
students. In the Queensland system, assessment is
determined within the classroom — it is an integral
part of teaching and learning. School assessment
programs include opportunities to determine the

nature of students’ learning and then provide
appropriate feedback or intervention. When authentic
pedagogy is practised, the teachers do not teach
and then hand over the assessment that “counts” to
external experts to assess what the students have
learnt. Authentic pedagogy occurs when the act of
“teaching” involves placing high-stakes judgments in
the hands of teachers. Since the abolition of external
exams, Queensland’s teachers have been able to
broaden the ways in which students can demonstrate
what they have learnt rather than try and predict
what examiners might be looking for. They have
catered to the diverse learning needs of students by
offering a variety of assessment experiences. And all
of this assessment “counts”.

Teachers as professionals
The Queensland system is based on confidence and
trust in the professional judgments of teachers.
Their judgments may be open to external scrutiny
and moderation through review panels (see
“The moderation process” on page 7) — and this
is an important safeguard in the system — but
teachers have developed a sense of ownership
and accountability independent of any external
compliance measures.
Since the early 1970s, thousands of teachers
have contributed to the Queensland system. They
have been involved in processes that promote
sharing between each other, among schools and
across systems at a level that cannot be replicated
in systems that rely on external examinations.
Evidence from surveys indicates that teachers prize
above all else the professionalism, networking and
sharing of resources, practices and ideas that is
evident in the Queensland system.
Other key benefits of the Queensland system:
• Students are able to show the full extent of their
knowledge and abilities
• Students have the opportunity to demonstrate
what they know and can do over a period of
time, in situations that are similar to those they
will encounter in further education, training and
employment.

their own capabilities. From this, students learn
that in any assessment instrument they should
be made aware of the task, the conditions
and the criteria and standards against which
they will be assessed. They experience a total
engagement with the assessment process and
learn to think creatively about problems.
• Teachers may choose from a range of
assessment techniques
• Teachers can use a range of assessment
techniques, including group work, oral
presentations, practical responses, assignments
and supervised examinations, to cater for varied
learning styles.
• Teachers constantly improve their assessment
abilities
• Teachers improve their knowledge of assessment
and their assessment practices, thus improving
their own teaching.
• Teachers receive specialist training and
professional development
• Teacher panellists receive training by the QCAA
in how to make comparable judgments on
student achievement. They also receive valuable
professional development by discussing
assessment issues with their peers as members
of the QCAA’s moderation panels.
• Teachers can tailor curriculum and assessment to
local needs
• Teachers can write work programs (i.e. an
outline of how the school intends to implement
a syllabus) that reflect the school’s clientele in
terms of interests and issues, and that make best
use of school and local facilities.
• Teachers receive external advice
• Teachers in schools are provided with
advice about:
–– the extent to which assessment instruments
provide opportunities for students to meet
the syllabus standards
–– how well school judgments of the qualities of
student work match the syllabus standards
–– the school’s level of achievement decisions.

• Students receive frequent and detailed feedback
• Continuous assessment provides more
opportunities for teachers to give timely and
comprehensive feedback to students about how
they might improve their performance. Formative
assessment at particular points indicates the
standards achieved by students and provides
meaningful reports to parents/carers on
students’ achievements. It helps students
achieve the highest standards they can within
Queensland Curriculum & Assessment Authority August 2014
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Assessment in the senior years
of schooling
The role of standards
In Queensland, assessment is standards-based.
This means that judgments about the quality of
student achievement are made with reference
to predefined standards that describe how
well students have achieved the objectives in
syllabuses. Predefined standards ensure that:
• students and teachers know what is expected for
each level of achievement and can work together
to achieve the best result for the student
• comparability from school to school can
be achieved
• teachers can discuss standards with parents/
carers when reporting a student’s achievements.
Each syllabus has general objectives that state
what must be taught and assessed. The general
objectives are grouped by dimensions, the most
important aspects of the subject. A standards
matrix describes the standards for each dimension,
expressed as A–E grades.
Teachers use the standards matrix first at the
level of the individual assessment instrument and
second for decisions about overall achievement
across a range of assessment instruments towards
the end of the course. These decisions are onbalance judgments about how the qualities of the
student’s work match the standards descriptors
overall in each dimension. On completion of a
senior secondary course of study, teachers award
one of five levels of achievement:
• Very High Achievement (VHA)
• High Achievement (HA)
• Sound Achievement (SA)
• Limited Achievement (LA)
• Very Limited Achievement (VLA).

6
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The role of external
moderation
Moderation is a set of processes designed
to ensure that results recorded for Authority
subjects match the requirements of the syllabus
(Authority subjects are those subjects based on
QCAA syllabuses that, when taken collectively by
students, qualify them for university entrance on
exit from Year 12). The aim of moderation is to
ensure comparability — that is, students who take
the same subject in different schools, and who
attain the same standard through assessment
programs on a common syllabus, will be awarded
the same level of achievement. This does not
imply that two students who receive the same
level of achievement have had the same collection
of experiences or have achieved equally in any
one aspect of the course. Rather, it means that
they have, on balance, reached the same broad
standard.
The Queensland system for Years 11 and 12 is
founded on a partnership between schools and
the QCAA. Central to the Queensland system, and
one of its unique features, is the involvement of
teachers and schools in all facets of moderation.
It is this engagement of teachers that allows the
system to work effectively.
All Queensland teachers of senior students have
some involvement in the system, whether it be
as a member of a syllabus writing committee, a
teacher assessing a student’s achievements, a
teacher developing a school’s work program or as a
member of a review panel.

The moderation process
Our system has been evolving for more than 40
years, with rigorous quality-assurance processes
in place to ensure public confidence in the system.
In order to ensure that the levels of achievement
in Authority subjects match the requirements of
syllabuses, the QCAA oversees seven phases that
together form the moderation process.
In this section, the journey of moderation is
explained from the perspective of a school,
Sunshine State High School (Sunshine SHS), and
the senior subject, Modern History.

Moderation roles
Teachers assess student progress throughout Years 11
and 12. At the end of Year 12, teachers decide the exit
levels of achievement to be awarded to their students.
Teachers’ judgments about the standards achieved
by their students are moderated by the QCAA, using
trained expert panels of teachers from schools.
District review panels are appointed and trained by
the QCAA for each subject in each of the QCAA’s 13
districts. Each district panel comprises practising
teachers and a chair, with one member for every two
schools offering the subject in the district.
State review panels are established for each subject.
Each state panel comprises practising teachers and
a chair, with membership based on the number of
districts with schools offering the subject.

Queensland Curriculum & Assessment Authority August 2014

|

7

Diagram 1: The external moderation process

QCAA

Schools

Phase 1:
Syllabus development
Committees develop
syllabuses for QCAA approval

Schools write work programs

Phase 2:
Work program approval
District review panels ensure
that work programs meet
syllabus requirements
Schools teach and assess
students according to their
approved work program

QCAA approves work program

Phase 3: Monitoring
District review panels provide
advice to schools about course
implementation based on
samples of Year 11 work

Schools apply panel advice

Phase 4: Verification
District review panels verify
schools’ judgments of student
achievements

Phase 6: Confirmation

Phase 5: Comparability

QCAA checks school results
and confirms levels of
achievement

State review panels ensure
judgments are comparable
across the state

Schools respond to
panel advice

Disagreement?

State panel arbitrates

Phase 7:
Random sampling
QCAA quality assures the
process by randomly
sampling student folios
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Phase 1: Syllabus development
Syllabuses are developed by the QCAA in
collaboration with committees made up of
practising teachers, academics and curriculum
experts, and supported by writing teams of subject
experts. Sunshine SHS’s contribution to the
development of a new Modern History syllabus may
have been to provide feedback to draft versions
of the syllabus that were posted on the QCAA’s
website, or one of their teachers who was a subject
expert may have been part of the committee that
wrote the syllabus.
Before Sunshine SHS begins to teach senior
Modern History, the QCAA provides syllabus
implementation workshops that outline the key
aspects of the Modern History Senior Syllabus.
This professional development will include
outlining the key aspects of the syllabus:
• general objectives for a four-semester course of
study that state what students should know and
be able to do by the end of Year 12
• subject matter to be taught to students,
including core and mandatory requirements
• assessment advice and requirements
for achieving the general objectives and
demonstrating exit standards

Principles for syllabus development
QCAA syllabuses draw on well-researched design
principles and elements for equity and excellence,
and set the parameters for the intended curriculum.
The principles that underpin QCAA syllabuses are:
•

Informed prescription — the syllabus concisely sets
outs “expected” coverage, or what is essential, in
clear, accessible professional language. Informed
prescription emphasises centralised standards
and syllabus mandates, and so supports the
accountability of the system.

•

Informed professionalism — the syllabus sets the
conditions for teachers to exercise their professional
judgment to shape their curriculum by providing:
—— clarity about the focus of teaching, learning and
assessment, balanced with flexibility to make
decisions about how best to promote student
learning
—— scope for school sectors and schools to
inform practice across diverse school settings
throughout Queensland, and flexibility
and autonomy to plan their curriculum and
assessment in ways that best suit their individual
contexts
—— reference to useful resources that support
planning for teaching, learning and assessment,
and the needs of specific groups such as
Indigenous students, students with special
needs, and migrant, rural and socioeconomically
marginalised students.

• standards descriptors that are used to make
judgments about how well students have
achieved the general objectives by the end of
Year 12.
These workshops occur the year before a syllabus is
to be implemented. After attending such a workshop
about the Modern History Senior Syllabus, the
history teachers of Sunshine SHS are now prepared
to develop their school’s work program for the
following year.

Queensland Curriculum & Assessment Authority August 2014
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Phase 2: Work program approval
Parallel to the professional development of
all teachers implementing the Modern History
Senior Syllabus is the training of Modern History
review panels across the state. Panel training
is an important step in ensuring that panellists
understand the elements required for a work
program to be approved.

Who’s involved in moderation
in schools?
•

The school moderator (the school principal or
nominee) is responsible for the total assessment
program and moderation processes within the
school.

•

Subject moderators (subject teachers, subject
coordinators or heads of department) are directly
responsible for preparing and implementing work
programs, using assessment criteria consistent
with syllabus standards descriptors, organising
internal subject moderation processes where these
are required (usually if the school has several
classes in the same subject), and preparing external
moderation submissions.

•

Teachers design and deliver learning experiences
and assessment opportunities for their students
based on their school’s QCAA-approved work
program. Teachers assess student work, determine
levels of achievement according to standards
descriptors outlined in the subject syllabus, and
record achievement on a student profile.

Using the syllabus, Sunshine SHS now writes a
work program that shows how the school intends to
implement the syllabus. A work program
must include:
• a course organisation consistent with the
syllabus and suited to the particular needs of
students in a school — in this instance Sunshine
SHS would consider its students, location
and available resources, and write a program
appropriate to these conditions
• intended student learning indicating learning
experiences selected by Sunshine SHS
• an assessment program with the required
number of assessment instruments and range
and breadth of assessment techniques.
A sample unit of work and examples of assessment
instruments to be administered by the school
may be required to demonstrate intended
student learning.
A work program provides:
• guidance to teachers about how the course will
be delivered and assessed based on the school’s
interpretation of the syllabus
• guidance to students and their parents about
the subject matter to be studied and how
achievement of the syllabus objectives will be
assessed
• the basis for QCAA approval for the purposes of
certifying students’ results for the subject.
The review panel provides recommendations
to the QCAA about the suitability of the work
program for approval. These recommendations are
communicated to schools and may include aspects
of their program that require further consideration.
If a school’s work program is not approved on
first submission, additional support is provided.
Conversations between district review panel
chairs and schools also occur and are an effective
beginning to a relationship that continues
throughout the moderation process.

10
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Phase 3: Monitoring
Monitoring is the process by which review panels
consider a school’s implementation of a course and
assessment decisions in subjects. It is carried out
after approximately half of the course of study has
been completed.
At this point, Sunshine SHS selects five folios of
student work for senior Modern History (and all
other Authority subjects offered at the school).
Typically, one folio to illustrate each proposed
interim level of achievement is submitted. At the
monitoring meeting, a review panel of teachers
trained by the QCAA will give advice to Sunshine
SHS and all other schools about:
• implementation of the Modern History Senior
Syllabus
• effectiveness of assessment instruments in
offering students opportunities to demonstrate
the syllabus standards
• evidence in sample folios of the school’s capacity
to match qualities of student work with the
appropriate standards descriptors
• assessment decisions about interim levels of
achievement.
After Sunshine SHS has received advice from
QCAA monitoring officers, the district review panel
chair is available to advise on developing quality
assessment instruments, implementing the work
program and applying standards. This process also
occurs for all other Authority subjects.

Phase 4: Verification
Verification is the process by which review panels
advise schools about Year 12 student achievement
relative to syllabus standards descriptors.

takes place in providing samples to each of over
4000 panellists, who then meet in district central
locations to review schools’ submissions of student
work.

At the end of the course of study, Sunshine SHS
prepares and sends their verification submission
to be reviewed by the district review panel. It is at
this point in the process that Sunshine SHS will
receive advice about their ability to award interim
levels of achievement relative to syllabus standards
descriptors. For verification in October, Sunshine
SHS selected a representative sample of nine
folios of student work for Modern History (and all
other Authority subjects offered to their students).
Typically, up to five folios at mid-range for each
level of achievement and four folios at thresholds,
including the top-placed student, will be sent for
review.

Phase 5: Comparability

A panel of teachers trained by the QCAA will provide
advice to Sunshine SHS and all other schools
about:

Phase 6: Confirmation

• interim level of achievement decisions
• the appropriateness of schools’ judgments about
student responses to assessment instruments
relative to the syllabus standards descriptors
• the effectiveness of assessment in allowing
opportunities for students to demonstrate the
criteria across the range of standards
• coverage of the course as demonstrated by the
verification submission.
One of the key features of the Queensland
moderation system is that schools use the advice
offered by panels to make decisions about levels
of achievement and relative achievement for
their students whose work was not sampled at
verification. Schools and panel chairs consult
and negotiate about the appropriateness of the
awarded standards and levels of achievement.
There is an appeals process arbitrated by the
state review panel if a school and a panel cannot
reach agreement. In order to support consensus
between schools and panels, the QCAA provides
training for both review panel chairs and schools
in consultation and negotiation skills. We also
continually review policies and procedures for
moderation, and provide yearly professional
development to school administrators to achieve a
deeper understanding of the system.
The coordination of statewide monitoring and
verification relies on a commitment from schools
to release staff for panels across all jurisdictions
and districts. An immense logistical operation

Comparability is the process by which state panels
look for evidence that the judgment of standards
across districts in the state are comparable. The
panels look at a sample of folios across all levels of
achievement from each district to ensure that the
same standards are being implemented.
This allows the school and the community to
be confident that, for example, a Very High
Achievement (VHA) awarded in Modern History at
Sunshine SHS is comparable to a VHA awarded by
other schools offering Modern History.

Prior to exit, schools may consult and negotiate
with review panel chairs about awarding exit levels
of achievement based on additional evidence of
student achievement collected in assessment
completed between verification and exit.
The QCAA then confirms the levels of achievement
proposed by schools. This involves:
• checking that exit proposals and the relative
distribution of cohorts are consistent with
panel advice
• reconciling school data with the exit proposal
• negotiating with schools, where necessary,
about the final distribution of levels
of achievement.

Phase 7: Random sampling
Random sampling is a quality-assurance procedure
designed to provide information about the
comparability of final exit level of achievement
decisions. This process occurs after a course is
completed.
Each year the QCAA takes a stratified random
sample of finalised Year 12 folios from schools
across the state and sends them for review to
panels from different districts. Where there are
issues or concerns, QCAA staff contact the school
and advise the principal of appropriate action to be
taken. A report on the random sampling process is
published annually on the QCAA website.

Queensland Curriculum & Assessment Authority August 2014

|

11

A reliable and
valid process
Two important dimensions by which any highstakes assessment system should be judged are
reliability and validity. Some people mistakenly
believe that because the Queensland system is not
based on a common external examination at the
end of schooling, the results of students are not
comparable between schools. The research shows
that the Queensland system is both reliable
and valid.
A 1994 study by Masters and McBryde into the
reliability of the Queensland system provided
strong evidence of comparability in the assignment
of levels of achievement. The study looked at
a sample of 546 student assessment folios in
English, Mathematics, Chemistry and Modern
History, which were rated independently by
different sets of two markers under different sets
of conditions. The results of the study revealed a
very high level of comparability and inter‑marker
agreement of 94 per cent (Masters & McBryde
1994, p. 32).
The researchers compared these results with a
number of studies undertaken in other Australian
states at the time, examining the comparability
of results from external examination markers. In
relation to the results of the Queensland study,
Masters and McBryde (1994, p. vi–vii) concluded:
These levels of agreement are significantly higher
than levels of inter-marker reliability typically
reported from independent assessments of
student work — including assessment of external
examinations.

As a result of the Masters and McBryde study, the
Authority has undertaken its own longitudinal study
involving the process of random sampling that
commenced in 1994 and has been repeated each
year since. This involves independently reviewing
a set of student folios, randomly selected by the
QCAA each year, and analysing the results as a
measure of the comparability within the system.
The numbers vary each year depending on the
number of subjects under review. In 2008, for
example, 2250 folios were independently examined
from 327 school submissions involving a total of
183 schools across 18 different subjects. In some
years over 3000 folios have been examined.
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Fifteen years of data now shows that the QCAA can
expect a rate of agreement in the assignment of
levels of achievement that is better than 85%. This
represents a high level of consistency of teacher
judgments in terms of the five broad levels of
achievement. It is testament to the competence
of teachers in making judgments about the
achievements of their students and the advice
provided to teachers through the local review
panel process.
Although less empirical research has been
devoted to the validity of the Queensland system,
the nature of school-based assessment ensures
validity in the process. “Validity” means that the
assessment instruments actually assess what they
were designed to assess. In 1995 Matters, Pitman
and O’Brien examined validity from a functional
perspective through discussions with practising
teachers. A few years later, in 1998, they established
strong evidence of authenticity of assessment
through links made between syllabus objectives
and assessment criteria and the abundance of
information used in making decisions regarding
student achievement. According to Cumming,
Wyatt-Smith, Elkins and Neville (2006), the model
of externally moderated school-based assessment
is based on the assumption that teachers are in the
best position to make valid and reliable judgments
about the achievements of students.
The effect on students is to promote lifelong
learning. As suggested by Sadler (1998, 2009),
by disclosing criteria and standards, and ensuring
that the decision-making underpinning teacher
judgments is visible to students and understood by
students, the locus of control for learning can move
more effectively from the teacher to the student
and can empower students in terms of their
own learning.

Continuous improvement
Many countries around the world want to learn from
our system. It is by no means perfect, however, and
we continue to review our processes with a view
to continuous improvement. We have undertaken
a major review of our moderation processes
as national curriculum issues impact upon the
Queensland system. We have also extended a
form of the moderation process to the quality
assurance of Authority-registered subjects — a
category of subjects that do not directly contribute
to university entrance. However, we need to do
more to confirm the reliability and validity of the
Queensland system by conducting further research,
and continually reviewing and improving the
moderation process. It is in this regard that QCAA
welcomed the 2014 review of the system by the
Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER).
At the time of publication we are keenly awaiting
the Queensland Government’s response to
ACER’s recommendations. But the Queensland
community can be confident that our current
system meets the criteria for an ideal assessment
model, as defined by international assessment
expert Dylan Wiliam (2008).

Wiliam advocates a system that is:
• Distributed, so that evidence is not collected
entirely at the end of the course of study. The
Queensland system does this.
• Synoptic, so that learning has to accumulate. It
does in the Queensland system.
• Extensive, so that all important aspects
are covered, breadth as well as depth. The
Queensland system is based on results that are
fullest, because they accumulate over two years,
as well as latest.
• Manageable, so that costs are proportionate
to benefits. The dollar cost of the Queensland
system is significantly less than budgets for endof-year external examinations, but the benefits
for professional development of our teachers far
outweigh budget savings.
• Trusted, so that stakeholders have faith in the
outcomes. The Queensland system is accepted
by parents, teachers, students, the government
and the wider community.
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Certification and tertiary entrance
As outlined in the introduction, Queensland in the
1960s and 1970s tried to resolve the problem of
having to provide a system of certification that met
the distinct needs of two groups of students:
• those finishing their education and joining the
workforce
• those intending to continue their education at a
tertiary institution.
In 21st century Queensland the problem has been
resolved in a way that caters for a much wider
variety of pathways than existed 40 years ago,
encompassing pathways to work, training and
further education. Now, when students complete
Year 12, they receive a Senior Statement, which
records their contributing studies and the results
they received for them. They are awarded one of
five exit levels of achievement for each of their
Authority or Authority-registered subjects (See
“The role of standards” on page 6). The majority of
students will receive a senior school qualification
— the Queensland Certificate of Education (QCE).
Many will also receive a Tertiary Entrance Statement
(TES). These products comprise what is known as
the senior education profile.
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QCE — the culmination of
school studies
The QCE recognises broad learning options and
offers flexibility in what, where and when learning
occurs. Learning options include senior school
subjects, vocational education and training (VET),
workplace and community learning, and university
subjects undertaken while at school. This means
that the range of learning needs, as well as the
interests and aspirations of students, can be met.
To be eligible for a QCE, students must achieve
at least 20 credits of learning. A minimum of 12
credits must come from completed Core courses of
study. These include Authority subjects assessed
under externally moderated school-based
assessment, but may also include courses such as
VET, school-based apprenticeships and recognised
international learning programs. At least one credit
must come from Core studies completed while
enrolled at a school. The remaining eight credits
can come from a combination of Core, Preparatory,
Enrichment or Advanced courses, with Preparatory
studies contributing a maximum of 6 credits.

Partial completion of a Core course of study may
also contribute some credit. Students must also
meet the QCE literacy and numeracy requirements.
Most students are awarded a QCE at the end of
Year 12. All students who finish Year 12 receive a
transcript of their learning in the form of a Senior
Statement, issued in December each year.
Importantly, students who do not meet the QCE
requirements at the end of Year 12 can continue to
work towards their certificate, regardless of their
age. However, credits expire after nine years. The
QCAA awards QCEs in July and December of
each year.

TES — pathway to
further study
Those students at Sunshine SHS who are eligible
will receive a Tertiary Entrance Statement (TES) at
the end of Year 12. The TES gives students a profile
of ranks:
• a main rank, called an Overall Position (OP),
indicates where students are placed in relation
to other Year 12 students who completed the
required number of semester units of Authority
subjects. The OP places students in one of 25
bands from 1 (highest) to 25 (lowest).
• five subsidiary ranks called Field Positions (FPs),
which rank students on their achievements in up
to five skill areas in Authority subjects. Each FP
has 10 bands, from 1 (highest) to 10 (lowest).
The number of fields reported depends on the
combination of subjects studied. The fields are:
–– extended written expression, involving complex
analysis and synthesis of ideas
–– short written communication, involving
reading, comprehension and expression in
English or a foreign language
–– basic numeracy, involving simple calculations
and graphical and tabular interpretation
–– solving complex problems, involving
mathematical symbols and abstractions
–– substantial practical performance, involving
physical or creative arts or expressive skills.

Eligible students receive an OP and up to five FPs.
These ranks are used by universities and colleges of
technical and further education to select students
for tertiary courses. If prerequisite requirements
are satisfied, then applicants with OP1 are selected
before OP2 and so on. FPs are used to produce
a finer ranking for selection if the number of
applicants with the same OP exceeds the number of
places for a course.
The calculation of OPs and FPs uses students’
achievements in 20 semester units of Authority
subjects, including at least three subjects for four
semesters, each scaled against group results in the
Queensland Core Skills (QCS) Test.

Queensland Core Skills (QCS) Test
The QCS Test complements Queensland’s system of
externally moderated school-based assessment. It
contributes information for the calculation of Overall
Positions (OPs) and Field Positions (FPs), which are
used to rank students for tertiary entrance.
A student’s individual QCS Test result is not used on its
own in the calculation of their OP. Instead, group results
from the test are used as part of statistical scaling
processes.
The QCS Test is a standardised statewide test set by the
QCAA that provides:
•

an individual result on a five-point A–E scale,
reported on the student’s Senior Statement received
at the end of Year 12

•

a group result for the calculation of the tertiary
entrance rank.

QCAA calculates the group result by comparing
students’ distribution of results on the QCS Test with
the distribution of results from externally moderated
school-based assessment.
The QCS Test is not an intelligence test or an aptitude
test. Rather, it is an achievement test grounded in the
Queensland senior curriculum and is accessible to all
Year 12 students, regardless of their subject selection.
The QCS Test is held over two consecutive days in early
September, late in Term 3 of Year 12, and consists of
four papers:
•

writing task — 600 words of continuous prose in
response to stimulus material (2 hours duration)

•

short-response paper — responding in different
ways, such as writing a sentence or paragraph,
drawing a diagram, performing a calculation,
sketching (2 hours duration)

•

two multiple-choice papers (90 minutes duration
each).
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A system for today and the future
As Australia moves towards the implementation
of a national curriculum, Queensland’s system
of school-based assessment is more relevant
than ever before. Queensland has more than 40
years’ experience in developing and implementing
a system of moderation in which teachers and
schools are accountable for the assessment and
reporting of student achievement in Years 11 and
12. A key feature of our system is that it does not
run the risk of narrowing the curriculum through
teachers feeling under pressure to “teach to
the test”.
There is evidence to show that the Queensland
system stands up to external scrutiny (Masters
& McBryde 1994). Its inter-marker reliability is
high and the crucial role of social moderation in
improving teachers’ assessment capabilities in
an era of accountability cannot be ignored. It is a
sophisticated system for the certification of students
completing their school education, for making fair
and equitable decisions about tertiary entrance and
for providing rich information accumulated over two
years of study, not just at the end of the final year
of schooling.
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Other education systems can learn from the
Queensland experience, not just in the senior years
but also in the earlier years of schooling. Across
P–12, our system respects and relies upon the
role of teachers as professionals. Teachers have
the freedom to develop a curriculum suited to
local needs and use a wide variety of techniques
to assess student performance. They are also
provided with opportunities to improve their
assessment abilities through specialist training,
professional development and external advice.
The involvement of classroom teachers in both
curriculum development and assessment is the
fundamental condition for creating authentic
pedagogy. The Queensland system is most likely to:
• deliver assessment instruments that motivate
students to learn
• provide maximum opportunities for students to
demonstrate what they have learnt
• improve consistency of teacher judgment about
the quality of student work.
It is a system that continues to evolve and is
sufficiently flexible and robust to meet the
challenges of education in the 21st century.
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