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This article has been produced Scott Andrews in association with Drama Queensland and their executive 

committee. It is in response to feedback from the members of the Drama and wider Arts teaching 

communities who have expressed their desire to gain a stronger understanding about inter-subject scaling.  

It is a simplified summary of the information already found in QTAC’s ATAR Report 2020 (Queensland 

Tertiary Admissions Centre, 2021) and Calculating the ATAR in Queensland (Lombardi, 2020). This article is 

not intended to be used instead of reading the aforementioned documents but rather utilised as a piece of 

supporting material.      

Key Terminology  

A subject result is the score out of 100 that a student is awarded at the end of the course of study for each 

subject studied. This subject score does not change after scaling is applied. QCAA is responsible for quality 

assurance and moderation processes which guarantee the validity and comparability of results to ensure 

consistency of judgements about student achievements.   

The Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank, otherwise known as an ATAR, is a rank (expressed in a 2000-point 

scale) indicating a student’s relative ability level to other eligible students in Queensland. ATARs are 

calculated and used for entrance into the higher education systems across Australia. Therefore, obtaining an 

ATAR is only required for those students wanting to apply for higher education. QTAC is responsible for 

processing the data received from QCAA to calculate an ATAR for each eligible student. The calculation of an 

ATAR is entirely data driven.  

Inter-subject scaling is part of the process used in Queensland and other states to calculate each student’s 

ATAR. QTAC states, “scaling adjusts for the fact that it is more difficult to obtain a high result in some 

subjects than in others. This is not because some subjects are inherently harder or easier, it is because some 

subjects attract a more competitive cohort of students. Scaling ensures that students are neither advantaged 

nor disadvantaged based on the subjects they choose” (Queensland Tertiary Admissions Centre, 2019, p. 3). 

For example, the scaling process questions whether it takes the same ability level to achieve a 78 in Visual 

Art as it does to achieve a 78 in Chemistry, Legal Studies, and so on. If it is determined that it does not take 

the same ability level to achieve a score of 78, scaling is applied to ensure the subject score is comparable 

when calculating the ATAR.  

How is Inter-Subject Scaling Calculated by QTAC Under the Current 

System in Queensland? 

Inter-subject scaling is calculated using two pieces of information 

1. The distribution of students results within a subject across the 0-100 score scale. This is expressed 

as a percentage i.e., what percentage of students got 100/100, 99/100, 98/100.  

2. The performance of students across all their subjects (including general subjects, applied subjects & 

VET). Each student is given a raw ability score which is calculated based on the average of marks 

across their subjects.   



QTAC use an algorithm to develop the scaling for each individual subject mark using these two sets of data. 

This algorithm considers both above pieces of information, meaning that each has an impact on the scaling 

that is applied to subject results.  

The algorithm works on an iterative process; meaning it creates a draft set of scaling, then refines this 

scaling through each subsequent draft. This process repeats until there is a consistent mathematical pattern 

between the distribution of students’ results and the students’ scaled ability scores. At this point the 

individual subject scaling is set and final scaled student ability scores are calculated.   

Only the two sets of data identified above contribute to scaling. The scaling process does not include any 

pre-determined weighting or ranking; rather the scaling in each year will reflect the performance of students 

across the cohort in all their subjects.  

How Does QTAC Take the Scaled Ability Scores and Produce the ATAR for 

Each Student?  

Once QTAC have calculated these scaled ability scores for every student they calculate the Tertiary Entrance 

Aggregate (TEA). The TEA is the process for selecting which scaled subject results count towards the ATAR; 

often referred to as the ‘five best subjects’.   

Once the TEA has been calculated QTAC then run a process to make the Queensland TEA scores comparable 

to the ATARs in other states. This process considers many pieces of data including, but not limited to, 

population projections in the state and the participation levels within the high school system.  

QTAC then sorts students by rank and allocates them to an ATAR band.   
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