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Tēnā koe  

Official Information Act Request 

Thank you for your request under the Official Information Act 1982 (OIA) on 18 January 2024: 

I would like to make an Official Information Act enquiry to understand how NCEA results 
map to Australian ATAR ranks. I understand from this webpage 
https://www2.nzqa.govt.nz/international/nz-quals-overseas/study-with-ncea/australia/ that a 
"methodology agreed by Australasian Conference of Tertiary Admission Centres” is used to 
compute ATARs for NZ students. I wish to understand this methodology. If there is a formula 
or program or spreadsheet used to calculate this mapping I would like to obtain a copy. 

Response 

On 29 January 2024, we attempted to contact you via email to clarify your request. We have not yet 
received a response. We have therefore interpreted your request to be for an explanation of 
NZQA’s methodology when converting NCEA results into ATAR scores and any relevant 
documents to help understand this process. 

NZQA calculates ATAR scores on behalf of Australian tertiary admission centres for every eligible 
student in January each year. We use methodology agreed by Australasian Conference of Tertiary 
Admission Centres. 

The following documents, attached to this response provide details of the ATAR conversion as well 
as the research papers on the methodology used by NZQA:  

• Information about ATAR Calculations 
• Coxon, D (2011) ITARS and Related Calculations 
• Johnston, M, Lillis, D (2011) Statistical Modelling and analysis of NCEA and New 

Zealand Scholarship assessment data. 

The ATAR calculation is not only a mapping of one student’s results to a given ATAR, but a ranking. 
It can be better understood as a mapping of all students results to a set of ordered categories 
(0.05% percentile increments). Everyone’s ATAR score depends not just on their results, but on 
how everyone else did as well. These calculations are based on individual student results, 
therefore, only NZQA and other educational organisations can produce the calculations.  

The programme used by NZQA for these calculations is based on a code the operation of which will 
only provide you with a series of numbers and will not be useable without access to NZQA’s internal 
data base. Therefore, we have not considered this to be part of what you are requesting.  
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Your response will be published on our website after five working days. Your name and contact 
details will be removed before publication.  
 
If you require further assistance or believe we have misinterpreted your request, please contact 
Elizabeth Templeton in the Office of the Chief Executive, email elizabeth.templeton@nzqa.govt.nz 
or telephone (04) 463 3339. 
  
You have the right to seek an investigation or review by the Ombudsman of this decision under 
section 28(3) of the Official Information Act 1982. Details of how to make a complaint can be found 
at  www.ombudsman.parliament.nz. You can also telephone 0800 802 502 or write to the 
Ombudsman at PO Box 10152, Wellington, 6143. 

 

Nāku nā 
 

 
 
Dr Grant Klinkum 
Pouwhakahaere/Chief Executive  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Information about ATAR Calculations 
Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) scores 

Each state has its own education system which requires common statistics to compare results 
from different states. The ATAR (also known as the Interstate Transfer Index - ITI) is used to 
compare and rank Australian Year 12 students (Australian Year 12 is New Zealand Year 13 
and NCEA Level 3). The ATAR ranks students from 99.95 to 0 with 99.95 being the top 
score. 

NCEA to ATAR Conversion Process 

NZQA uses a statistically-based process to produce ATAR scores from NCEA results. The 
methodology was developed, overseen, and regularly reviewed by the Australasian 
Conference of Tertiary Admission Centres (www.ACTAC.edu.au). It begins with an analysis 
of all results in all level 3 standards by all students with a secondary enrolment in an 
academic year in January of the following calendar year. The outcome is a relative difficulty 
weighting for each academic year, standard, standard version, and result combination. This 
statistic is applied to the result and credits for each standard and standard version. 

ATAR scores are based on each students best 90 NCEA Level 3 credits with a maximum of 
24 credits from a subject. Where a standard is repeated only the best result is used and the 
other discarded. Where more than 90 credits are available only the best 90 are used. 

Standard results are prioritised with those from University Entrance (UE) approved subjects 
being used ahead of those from non UE approved subjects. Achievement standards are used 
ahead of unit standards. Within each category, standard results with a higher difficulty 
weighting ahead of standards with a lower difficulty ranking. Externally assessed 
achievement standards are typically ranked higher than internally assessed achievement 
standards for the same subject and result. It is often the case that Achieved or Merit results in 
one standard contribute more to a higher ATAR score than an Excellence in a different 
standard (but of course, in the same standard an excellence is better). 

The combined credit weighted score from a students best 90 credits is compared to other 
students in their cohort to determine their ATAR score. The standard difficulty comparison 
process means 90 excellence credits is not enough to guarantee a student gets the top ATAR 
score. 

All available (at the time of the ATAR calculation)  NCEA level 3 or above standard results 
from all completed academic years are taken into account for a student's ATAR score and the 
best 90 are used. Standard difficulty for the year the student did the standard is used to 
calculate their ATAR score, and if a student repeats a standard to get a better result, the best 
result and its academic year will be used. 

An ATAR score of 99.90 means a student ranked in the top 0.05% to 0.10% of their age 
cohort - which includes those who have left school, those studying under other assessment 
systems and those already undertaking tertiary study. 

ATAR scores are not calculated for students with less than 60 NCEA Level 3-and-above 
assessed credits from completed academic years. 

 



Entry Requirements and Predicted ATAR Scores 

The Australian University system is very competitive. Each institution sets its own admission 
requirements and criteria for assessing students. Institutions publish potential minimum 
ATAR scores for admission to courses as guidance but students need to meet subject 
prerequisites and may also be interviewed, auditioned, or required to submit a portfolio on 
top of the ATAR requirement. 

To achieve a very high ATAR score a student needs to get as many excellence and merit 
results as possible in externally and internally assessed achievement standards in UE 
approved subjects (especially the externally assessed standards). 

As ATAR scores are calculated each academic year using the results of all students 
undertaking level 3 standards it is not possible to predict ATAR scores in advance or from the 
same set of results from a prior year because they are different. 

We don't do predicted ATAR score requests for this reason. 

Students need to ensure that their final year course will enable them to meet the subject 
prerequisites for the institution and course they want entry to. This might mean taking more 
credits in achievement standards in more subjects than their classmates so they meet 
Australian subject criteria and can be compared to Australian students. Students will need to 
meet the Universities and the States entry requirements. This will be in addition to the ATAR 
course requirement. State requirements may include English requirements (NCEA Level 3). 
Even where English is required the ATAR will only use NCEA level 3 English standards if 
they are in a student's best 90 credits. 

NZQA recommends that students contact the institution they wish to attend as early as 
possible to ensure that their year 13 course will enable them to meet the entry requirements.  

Contact details for tertiary admission centres and universities are available from the ACTAC 
website at www.ACTAC.edu.au 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



How and When Results get to Australia 

The Australian State exam cycles are around 6 weeks earlier than New Zealand's. NZQA 
does not know unless told by Australian Tertiary Admission Centres and Universities, who 
has applied for entry in Australia so we calculate ATAR scores and have results ready for all 
NCEA students, before results release so they can meet the Australian offer cut-off dates. 

Australian Tertiary Admission Centres and some Universities can log into the NZQA website 
to access the NCEA results and ATAR scores for students that have applied for admission. If 
the student's tertiary release indicator (privacy flag) is set to "No" then the results are not 
released by NZQA. Students can check this with their school management system. 

If students results change they should tell the Admission Centres or Universities that their 
results have changed as a result of the review and reconsideration process for them to re-
retrieve the ATAR score. 

An incremental ATAR process is run daily from shortly after results release to update for 
new or changed results in the last academic year (including late marks, reviews and 
reconsideration and summer school results) - this calculates a new rank based on the standard 
difficulties calculated earlier in the year. Students can move brackets without displacing other 
students as a result of the daily updates. The daily ATAR task turned off well before the new 
ATARs are calculated the following year. 

The Australian education system treats New Zealand citizens as domestic interstate students 
who typically apply through a Tertiary Admission Centre. All others are treated as 
international students and must apply as such. NZQA recommends students contact the 
institutions they wish to enroll at in advance to confirm the process they need to follow and 
documentation requirements. 

NZQA does not provide students with official documentation of ATAR scores as they are 
only relevant for admission to Australian tertiary institutions and these institutions can access 
this information electronically. 

Students can obtain their ATAR scores by contacting the PRS team (Psychometrics, Statistics 
and Reporting) at NZQA +64 4 4633000 or 0800 697 296 once NCEA results are released in 
January each year (or send an email to PRS@nzqa.govt.nz  with full name, NSN, Date of 
Birth and last school attended before results release and NZQA will email the ATAR score 
once results are released – bypassing telephone queues associated with results release).  

 

 

 

 

 



Some Specific Cases: 

• In 2017 288 students gained 90 or more level 3 excellence credits (298 in 2016), not 
all of whom were in Year 13. If prior achievement is included, 586 students who 
achieved one or more level 3 standards in 2017 ended that academic year with 90 or 
more level 3 excellence credits (564 in 2016). 

• There are about 32 students allocated to each 0.05 ATAR score. 
• An ATAR or 99.50 or better means a student is in the top 0.50% of their cohort using 

an Australian measure of achievement based on NCEA level 3 results. 
• A student with 90 excellence credits from internally assessed standards can receive a 

significantly different ATAR score to a student 90 excellence credits from externally 
assessed standards. 

• Two students with the same number of excellence credits from the same subjects 
could receive very different ATAR scores if they took different standards. 

• A student achieving 112 excellence credits from only 3 subjects (eg 36 in Health 
Education, 40 in Social Studies and 36 in Te Reo Rangatira) would only be able to 
use 72 of them for their ATAR due to the 24 credit maximum per subject rule and so 
could receive a different ATAR score to a student with only 90 excellence credits but 
made up of 18 from each of five subjects. 

 




























































