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OPINION

With Covid-19 now under control 
in Australia, it is likely that most 
secondary schools will reopen in 

term two. This is good news as there has 
been much concern about the impact of 
the shutdown on students’ year 11 and 12 
studies and their transition to university 
or college.

There are eight different school 
systems across Australia, one for each 
state and territory, and each organises the 
assessment of year 12 differently, from 
incremental assessment of termly units to 
a strong focus on end-of-year exams. 
Each system is now adjusting its approach 
in light of the disruption to ensure that 
there is a clear year-12 outcome for all 
students in 2020, and some commenta-
tors worry that the changes might  
weaken the outcome. But the take-home 
message from the variety of existing 
systems is that there is no right way  

to assess year 12. Students from each 
state and territory go on to the same 
broad range of post-secondary courses 
and careers despite the disparities in how 
they are assessed.

Nor should we worry about whether it 
will be possible to calculate an ATAR 
(which takes all the year-12 outcomes for 
a state and allocates students across one 
of 2,000 rankings, from 99.95 down-
wards). Each state already uses different 
ways of assessing, scoring and scaling, yet 
it has proved perfectly possible to 
produce a common ATAR.

The real impacts of Covid-19 on year 
12 lie elsewhere. The first is on what 
students actually learn – and, therefore, 
on their readiness for further study and 
training. Universities need to know 
whether there is any likely change in 
entrants’ knowledge and capability that 
could require change to commencing 
study units.

The Innovative Research Universities 
group argues that the current level of 
public information about year-12 learning 
outcomes is insufficient and too variable 
across the nation. The public is also 
excessively focused on students’ ranking 
– their performance relative to the cohort. 
The pandemic response offers the oppor-
tunity for state and territory authorities 

ATAR needs an overhaul

to set out the learning outcomes more 
publicly, while seeking to minimise the 
impact on these outcomes of the shift to 
home learning.

The other question arising from the 
shutdown is whether some year-12 
students have suffered greater disruption 
than others. The most at-risk group is 
clearly students who are marginally 
attached to school. The difficulties of 
home-based study may have caused some 
to cease studying entirely. They will fail 
to gain the year-12 certificate or even 
drop out entirely unless school systems 
make additional investments to identify 
and support them.

Meanwhile, for students seeking entry 
to university courses with high ATAR 
thresholds, a small change in ranking 
could be significant. Assuming that their 
home environment is conducive, the most 
academically inclined are likely to have 
continued studying through the shutdown 
with little problem beyond the loss of 
access to some classroom resources. But 
students whose school environment 
strongly supports their academic perfor-
mance may slip more than the norm. 
Hence, the leading students for 2020 
could come from a greater breadth of 
schools than normally.

However, studies of students with simi-
lar ATARs show that those from lower 
socio-economic backgrounds, as well as 
other disadvantaged groups, already tend 
to do slightly better at university than 
their rank would suggest. The regressive 
impact of Covid-19 on students from low 
socio-economic groups – who are least 
able to study at home due to lack of 
necessary tools and study environment – 
will further weaken the ATAR’s ability to 
predict future success.

Hence, the implied precision of its 
2,000 bands looks especially dubious  
in 2020. While a rank of 80.15 is  
likely distinct from one of 89.35,  
the distinction between 90.05 and  
90.25 is likely to have even less meaning 
than usual.

A simple response would be to reduce 
the number of ranks to, say, 100.  
More radically, we could accept that  
all students above a given rank are  
more than capable of university study. 
Random selection from all those above  
it would suffice when numbers need  
to be limited. And that might well be  
true in normal times as well as extraordi-
nary ones.

Conor King is executive director of the 
Innovative Research Universities group.

The greater impact of Covid-19 on poorer students makes 
the case for a pared-down ranking in 2020, says Conor King

Tomorrow’s world often turns out to be less radically different than 
we might have first thought, says Bruce Macfarlane

In the wake of the coronavirus pandemic, we 
are being told that higher education will 
never be the same again. Many commenta-

tors are predicting dramatic, lasting effects on 
universities, going well beyond what we actu-
ally know about the immediate impact of 
Covid-19 on international student recruitment 
for the next academic year.

The virus has inspired a new wave of higher 
education futurology. Sir Steve Smith, vice-
chancellor of the University of Exeter, has 
argued that there will be a fundamental 
change in teaching, research and administra-
tion, while University of Buckingham vice-
chancellor Sir Anthony Seldon divines that 
“universities will be changed forever”.

Many forecasters are presenting idealistic 
visions to cheer us up a bit. Liz Lightfoot, 
writing in The Guardian, optimistically 
suggests that the crisis may result in a greater 
parity of esteem between academic subjects 
and more practical courses, as a new respect 
emerges for vocationally qualified frontline 
workers, such as care staff and delivery driv-
ers. Others are heralding a new dawn of 
student-centred online learning as universities 
adapt their teaching.

I would be glad to see both of these prophe-
cies come true but I have serious doubts that 
either will. There are deep historic roots to the 
academic/vocational divide in English educa-
tional culture, as Martin Wiener pointed out 

40 years ago in English Culture and the 
Decline of the Industrial Spirit, and it is 
mirrored in many countries around the world. 
Less has changed than we may imagine. In the 
words of Alison Wolf, Sir Roy Griffiths profes-
sor of public sector management at King’s 
College London, vocational qualifications are 
typically seen as “a great idea for other 
people’s children”, and are likely to remain so 
well beyond this pandemic.

The hype surrounding the shift to online 
learning is equally flawed. The virus will not 
transform academics into paragons of student-
centred learning. In many UK universities, 
virtual learning environments are largely 

repositories for dumping content such as 
handbooks and lecture notes. Use of interac-
tive, student-centred activities is minimal. 
Face-to-face teaching will continue to be 
perceived to have a premium value, as univer-
sities in Hong Kong found out after going 
entirely online a couple of months earlier than 
elsewhere. This has sparked demands from 
students for partial refunds.

Some of this crystal ball-gazing reminds me 
of when I was growing up in the 1960s and 
1970s. I got the distinct impression then that 
we would be flying around using jetpacks and 
living on the moon before I was 40.

But, in the higher education community, we 

generally specialise in being prophets of doom, 
rather than sunny optimists. At this end of the 
spectrum, a long-term contraction in student 
demand is predicted as fewer members of Gener-
ation Z see it as value for money. But previous 
assumptions that higher costs would stem 
demand, such as the introduction of tuition fees 
in England in 1998, have proved false.

There is a very long history of universities 
being in the grip of a “crisis”. Academics who 
write about higher education like using this 
word in book titles to convey a sense of atten-
tion-grabbing urgency. Jefferson Frank and 
colleagues published English Universities in 
Crisis in 2019, but The Crisis in the University 

by Sir Walter Moberly predates it by 70 years. 
There was even a University Crisis Reader 
published in 1971. We haven’t just been here 
before: we have been here many times, over 
many years.

Supposed crises tend to attract oracles, but 
they have often got the futurology badly 
wrong. Prime examples include the death of 
the lecture, the demise of the humanities or the 
argument that more students will mean a 
decline in academic standards; all these predic-
tions have proved gross exaggerations of the 
truth. Yet the prophets manage to keep these 
fables going, decade after decade, in respect-
able academic journals, as well as in the 
academic news media.

The long-term effects of Covid-19 on higher 
education are, in truth, very difficult to fore-
see. At the risk of hoisting myself by my own 
petard I would venture that the most likely 
effect will be to deepen trends that are already 
occurring, such as the growth of teaching-only 
contracts. Some universities will use it as a 
Trojan horse for accelerating their existing 
strategy to speed up efficiency gains in staffing 
and course delivery. Never waste a good crisis, 
as the saying goes.

There is no denying that the pandemic is 
currently having a profound and damaging 
effect on universities. When you are in the eye 
of a storm, it is natural to feel disoriented,  
but one of the lessons of history is that when 
people say that things will never be the same 
again, they have a habit of getting back to 
normal quite quickly.

Although reimagining the future is fashion-
able right now, tomorrow’s world often turns 
out to be less radically different than we might 
have first thought. We must hold our nerve 
and beware of false prophets who eagerly 
jump aboard the forecasting bandwagon.

Bruce Macfarlane is professor of higher 
education and head of the School of Education 
at the University of Bristol. 

Will Covid-19 change 
universities forever?  
Don’t jump to conclusions

Students from low socio-
economic groups tend to do 
better at university than 
their rank would suggest
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staffing and course delivery
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