
New Queensland Certificate  
of Education System

Introduction 
Senior secondary schooling in Queensland has changed. 
Year 12 students in 2020 will be the first to graduate under 
the new Queensland Certificate of Education (QCE) system.

The QCE remains Queensland’s school-based senior 
schooling qualification, awarded to eligible students 
usually at the end of Year 12. 

The new QCE system will give students the knowledge and 
skills they need for success in work and life in the future.

The Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority 
(QCAA) is the organisation responsible for leading this 
change, redeveloping and revising senior syllabuses and 
new assessment and quality assurance processes. 

The Queensland Tertiary and Admissions Centre (QTAC) will 
be responsible for calculating students’ Australian Tertiary 
Admission Rank (ATAR) for entry into university.

The QCAA, QTAC and the Department of Education have 
been working with schools and communities for several 
years to prepare for the changes and to ensure students 
are well supported to achieve success in the new 
QCE system.

For information about the COVID-19 pandemic and the new 
QCE system, scroll to the bottom of the document.

What is different from the 
previous system?
The new QCE system builds on the strengths of the 
previous system of externally moderated school-based 
assessment. 

Key changes in the new 
QCE system
Redeveloped and new syllabuses
To support the introduction of the new QCE system, QCAA 
redeveloped and revised its suite of senior syllabuses to:

• strengthen connections with the Prep to Year 10 
Australian Curriculum learning areas

• reflect the new assessment model

• prepare students for the 21st century by giving them 
the knowledge, skills and confidence they need to 
participate successfully in the economy and broader 
community and thrive in a complex and rapidly 
changing world.

There are now 77 senior syllabuses, comprising General 
and General (Extension) subjects, Applied and Applied 
(Essential) subjects and Short Courses.
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New senior assessment model
The new senior assessment model combines school-based 
assessment developed and marked by classroom teachers, 
with external assessment set and marked by the QCAA.

Fewer assessment tasks
Previously, Year 12 students typically completed up to 
seven final assessments in each subject. Under the new 
system, students undertaking General or Applied subjects 
complete four assessments for each subject, leaving more 
time for teaching and learning. 

For General subjects, three of these assessments will be 
school-based and one will be externally set and marked by 
the QCAA. 

For Applied (Essential) subjects, three of these 
assessments will be school-based and one will be 
externally set by the QCAA, but marked internally by 
classroom teachers.

ATAR replacing the OP
Eligible Year 12 students in Queensland will now receive an 
ATAR rather than an Overall Position (OP).

The ATAR is used by other Australian states and territories. 
In Queensland, the ATAR recognises a broader range of 
learning including the significant role Vocational Education 
and Training (VET) plays in senior studies. An ATAR ranks 
students from 99.95 in steps of 0.05, and the OP ranked 
students in 25 bands of achievement (with OP1 as the 
highest rank). 

No Queensland Core Skills (QCS) Test
Year 12 students will no longer sit the QCS Test. 

Is the new system harder?
The new QCE system combines rigorous learning 
experiences through a range of contemporary syllabuses 
with a balanced assessment program to prepare students 
for post-school higher education, training or work. 
Students are well prepared for the new system.

How have the syllabuses 
changed? 
All senior syllabuses have been reviewed by the QCAA to 
ensure they reflect the knowledge and skills required for 
further study and employment in the 21st century. 

Senior syllabuses include:

• General, General (Extension) and General (Senior 
External Examination) subjects for students wishing to 
pursue a tertiary pathway, vocational education and 
training, and work.

• Applied and Applied (Essential) subjects for students 
interested in pathways beyond school that lead 
primarily to vocational education and training or 
directly to work.

• Short Courses are suited to students interested in 
pathways that lead to vocational education and 
training, and establish a basis for further education 
or work.

The new syllabuses include greater detail on what students 
must know and be able to do. They also contain common 
requirements for the development of school-based 
assessments and common marking guides to support 
teachers in making judgments about student learning.

How is senior assessment 
different?
In General and Applied subjects, students now complete 
four assessments for each subject; previously, Year 
12 students typically completed up to seven final 
assessments. The new assessment schedule leaves more 
time for teaching and learning and emphasises quality 
over quantity. 

For General subjects, three of these assessments will be 
school-based and one will be externally set and marked by 
the QCAA. 

External assessments are undertaken by students studying 
General and General (Extension) subjects. They are 
designed to give an extra layer of information about what 
students have learnt and can do in a subject. They will 
generally contribute 25 per cent towards a student’s final 
result in most senior subjects. In Mathematics and Science 
subjects, they will generally contribute 50 per cent. The 
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school-based assessments will not be scaled by the results 
of the external assessment when calculating a student’s 
subject result. 

The new system will keep all the qualities inherent in 
school-based assessment while introducing greater 
consistency and the transparency of common assessments 
that are undertaken by students at all schools. 

New processes will also be used to strengthen the 
quality and comparability of school-based assessment. 
For example, under the new system, all school-based 
assessments for General subjects will be endorsed by the 
QCAA before being used in the classroom.

How is school-based 
assessment strengthened? 
New processes have strengthened the quality and 
comparability of school-based assessment. 

The QCAA has provided more specific parameters for 
developing school-based assessments in each subject. 
These include the type of assessment, the conditions 
under which it should be administered and a common 
marking scheme. 

All school-based assessments will be endorsed by 
the QCAA before they are used in the classroom. This 
will ensure that all assessments provide sufficient 
opportunities for students to demonstrate syllabus 
requirements.

The QCAA select representative samples of completed 
student responses from each school. Expert assessors will 
then review these samples to check validity, accessibility 
and reliability of assessment.

Why is there external 
assessment?
External assessments are designed to give an extra 
layer of information about what students undertaking 
General subjects have learnt and what they can do. The 
external assessments will generally contribute 25 per cent 
towards a student’s final result in most senior subjects. 
In Mathematics and Science subjects, they will generally 
contribute 50 per cent. The school-based assessments will 
not be scaled by the results of the external assessment 
when calculating a student’s subject result. 

Why will external assessment 
contribute differently in 
Mathematics and Science 
subjects? 
Variation between subjects reflects the kinds of learning 
particular to those subjects and how achievement is most 
appropriately assessed. It would be inappropriate to 
assess all subjects in the same way. 

How is tertiary entrance 
different? 
A student’s OP was calculated by comparing results in 
Authority subjects studied at school with those of other 
OP-eligible students. Subject results were scaled using 
Queensland Core Skills (QCS) Test results. 

From 2020 onwards, ATARs will be calculated by comparing 
student results. Instead of the QCS Test there will be a 
process of inter-subject scaling. 

What’s the difference 
between the OP and ATAR? 
The ATAR is a finer grained rank order of students 
than the OP. It’s a number between 0.00 and 99.95 
with increments of 0.05, whereas the OP consisted of 
25 bands. The Queensland Tertiary Admissions Centre 
(QTAC) will be responsible for calculating students’ ATARs. 
In Queensland, the ATAR recognises a broader range 
of learning including the significant role VET plays in 
senior studies.

ATAR is commonly used in other states and territories. 

How will ATARs be 
calculated? 
QTAC will calculate ATARs based on either: 

• a student’s best five General subject results; or,

• a student’s best results in four General subjects plus a 
result from a completed VET qualification at Australian 
Qualifications Framework (AQF) Certificate III level or 
above; or,

• a student’s best results in four General subjects plus 
one Applied subject.

In the new system, eligibility for an ATAR will require 
satisfactory completion of a QCAA English subject.
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How should students choose 
their subjects? 
Students should choose subjects according to their 
learning goals, and what they enjoy and are good at. 
They should pay close attention to the prerequisite 
requirements of the courses they are considering for 
tertiary study. For all students intending to go on to tertiary 
study, achieving a satisfactory grade in English will be a 
prerequisite for receiving an ATAR. However, it will not be 
mandatory for a student’s result in English to be included 
in the calculation of their ATAR. 

How will COVID-19 impact 
students in Year 12 in 2020?
The COVID-19 situation is constantly changing.

The Department of Education, QCAA and QTAC have been 
working very hard to ensure Year 12 students are not 
disadvantaged by COVID-19. 

QCAA has developed Coronavirus updates including 
frequently asked questions and factsheets for students 
and parents/carers with information relating to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Contact us at school for more information about the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the new QCE system.

For more information about the changes to assessment as 
a result of the coronavirus please visit the QCAA website, 
QTAC website or contact us at school.

More information 
For further information on the implementation of the new systems of senior 
assessment and tertiary entrance, visit the QCAA website. 

For further information about calculating and issuing the ATAR visit QTAC.
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https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/coronavirus-updates/for-students-and-parentscarers
https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/coronavirus-updates/for-students-and-parentscarers
https://www.qtac.edu.au/
https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/
https://www.qtac.edu.au/

