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A ministerial decision 

The statement by the New Zealand Minister of Education, Russell 
Marshall, that the University Entrance (UE) examination should no 
longer be available from 1986 has undoubtedly aroused a certain amount 
of concern in countries throughout the South Pacific region. Withdrawal 
of the UE examination from Form 6 would remove one of the main ways 
by which Pacific Island students had previously secured a qualification to 
enter university, in New Zealand or in the Pacific. This article will attempt 
to outline briefly the background to this decision, and suggest how its 
impact on the countries of the Pacific might be cushioned. 

University Entrance 

The New Zealand University Entrance qualification, normally attempted 
at the end of the fourth year of secondary education, is controlled by a 
Universities Entrance Board, which has the statutory responsibility for 
prescribing syllabuses, appointing examiners, checking standards in the 
process of internal assessment known as 'accrediting', and administering 
the University Entrance examination itself. It has the statutory 
responsibility for ensuring a common standard of entry to all New Zealand 
universities, and besides administering the University Entrance, Bursaries 
and Scholarship examinations, determines the conditions for entry of 
overseas students under its ad eundem statum regulations, and of adult 
students through provisional admission. 

Students enrolled in Form 6 or Form 7 at a New Zealand secondary 
school, and who have entered in English and three, four or five other 
subjects of the UE examination are eligible for accrediting. Candidates 
who are accredited do not need to sit the UE examination, but are granted 
an entrance qualification on the recommendation of their school principal, 

* Based on an address to the Suva Institute for Educational Research, 9 July, 
1985. 
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who certifies that they are capable of successfully undertaking university 
studies. Candidates not recommended by an accrediting school are entitled 
to sit the paper. Approved accrediting schools are required to justify their 
standards annually, by obtaining a specified number of passes in the 
examination itself. 

Since the bulk of those attempting these papers have failed to be accredited 
by their own teachers, pass rates are low, averaging just over 26 per cent of 
those who sit. Overall, when accredited students are included, almost 60 
per cent of all New Zealand candidates obtain the qualification in any 
given year. The examination may be repeated or passed in stages, over two 
or more years. Adults may take subjects for the examination either by 
attempting courses at technical institutes or community colleges, or in 
some cases, by returning to normal secondary school classes. 

Although the University Entrance qualification remains an admission 
certificate to university, about 60 per cent of those who qualify for 
University Entrance choose to stay at secondary school for a further year 
and to attempt the examinations at the Form 7 level. 

Sixth Form Certificate 

With the increase in numbers in the sixth form during the 1960s, it became 
apparent that there was a need for a general leaving qualification which 
would have acceptibility and standing in the community but which would 
allow a more diverse range of courses and objectives to be assessed than 
was possible with the University Entrance qualification. The Sixth Form 
Certificate was introduced in 1969 to fill this gap, as a general leaving 
certificate for those not intending to enter university. 

It was awarded, not by the Universities Entrance Board, but by the 
Department of Education, to all students in New Zealand secondary 
schools who had satisfactorily completed a sixth form programme in a 
minimum of four subjects. The Certificate, as originally introduced, was 
internally assessed, without being moderated by a public examination or 
reference test. Each secondary school was instructed to assign grades to 
students on a five-point scale, according to a standard distribution in every 
subject: A — top 5 percent; B — next 20 percent; C — next 50 percent; D — 
next 20 percent; E — lowest 5 percent. A tolerance of 2 percent was allowed 
for each category, and larger deviations were sometimes permitted on 
request. 
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After a trial period under this system it became clear that differences in 
levels of performance between schools were larger than had been 
anticipated, and that un-moderated grades of this type did not result in a 
qualification which was widely accepted in the community. One school's A 
was not equal to another school's A, and a desired parity of standards 
across schools was not being achieved. 

The Sixth Form Certificate has undergone a series of modifications since 
that time and in its current form is awarded by the Department of 
Education to all pupils in New Zealand schools satisfactorily completing a 
course in up to six approved subjects. It is necessary to take a course in 
English for four hours per week, but this subject does not have to be 
included in the subjects entered for Sixth Form Certificate. 

In addition to subjects prescribed by the Universities Entrance Board for 
the University Entrance examination, some 200 'school-based' subjects 
were offered by schools in 1984. The three most popular of these non-UE 
courses were typewriting, computer studies and physical or outdoor 
education, which together accounted for a little over one half of the grades 
awarded in subjects in this category. 

The Certificate is still based entirely on internal assessment within each 
subject, on a numerical grade system ranging from 1 (the highest) to 8 
(currently the lowest grade awarded), but the allocation of grades within 
each school is determined by the performance of its non-repeating students 
in the previous year's School Certificate, which thus acts as a retrospective 
moderating device — a form of 'moderation through the rear window'. 
Each school receives from the Department a 'pool' of grades to be awarded 
to all students entering for Sixth Form Certificate in that school, and the 
principal and teachers are responsible for allocating them to individual 
students in each of their subjects. The grade distribution is mandatory, but 
the school has complete freedom in dividing the grades amongst its 
students. Where a school considers it necessary to seek variation from its 
prescribed distribution of grades, an application may be made to the 
Department of Education outlining reasons for the variation sought, 
together with supporting evidence. 

Uneasy bedfellows 

In a research monograph published as long ago as 19721 it was noted that 
the existence of two qualifications, University Entrance and Sixth Form 
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Certificate, awarded to essentially the same group of students, in the same 
year, by the same teachers, but using different forms of internal 
assessment, and according to the specifications of different examining 
authorities, was a less-than-ideal situation. The book outlined various 
ways by which a progressive reform of secondary school examinations 
might proceed, but a combination of teacher uncertainty and political 
constraint in New Zealand over the decade of the 1970s proved an 
insurmountable obstacle. No large-scale reforms were ever carried 
through. The dual sixth form qualifications have remained in place until 
the present day, belying even the most pessimistic predictions of the 
authors. 

Complex issues 

But all this has now changed, with the announcement that University 
Entrance will no longer be available from Form 6. Though a simple act in 
itself, this decision raises complex issues for Pacific Island 
administrations, as it does for New Zealand. Although only a very small 
fraction of New Zealand students actually make use of a University 
Entrance qualification obtained in the sixth form to enter university 
immediately, a significant number of Pacific Island students, particularly 
from Fiji, make use of it in this way, either to enter a New Zealand 
university or the University of the South Pacific. In the past, New Zealand 
students have been encouraged to remain at school for a further, Form 7 
year, in order to obtain a better grounding for their university studies and 
attempt the University Bursaries and Scholarships examinations. Fiji is 
the only South Pacific country which is currently able to provide a Form 7 
year for its students, and the question is being asked: What about the other 
countries, such as Western Samoa, the Cook Islands and Tonga, which 
have traditionally relied upon the New Zealand UE, and do not have the 
numbers to support viable seventh forms? 

Growing consensus 

It is probably true to say that a concern for students from small, rural 
schools in New Zealand, for adult students attending evening classes and 
for Pacific Island students without access to Form 7, has been one of the 
reasons why the University Entrance examination has been retained in the 
sixth form for so long. But as far back as May 1983, the Universities 
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Entrance Board, in its 1982 annual report, included the following 
statement: 

At the May 1982 meeting the UEB confirmed that the report from the Steering 
Committee on Entrance presented to its meeting in May 1977 will continue to 
be the basis for negotiations on the University Entrance qualification. 
The steering committee proposed that the main point of entry to the 
universities should be from Form 7, that the entrance qualification should be 
maintained at the present standard from the University Bursaries examination 
and that entry from Form 6 would be retained for able students. It was 
considered that if sixth form certificate grades were to be used to form the 
basis of the entry qualification for about the top 20 per cent of the sixth form 
population, then an independent authority established by statute was needed 
to administer the sixth form certificate award. The new authority was seen, 
by the steering committee, as a necessary prerequisite before any changes 
could be implemented. 

At that time there was still a diversity of views on the precise way in which 
entry from Form 6 might be permitted and regulated, but there was a 
growing consensus that a new structure where the point of entry was from 
Form 7 would be desirable, and be of considerable benefit to the increasing 
number of sixth form students who had no intention of proceeding to 
tertiary education, but who were still attempting University Entrance. 

Working party activities 

At a special meeting of the Universities Entrance Board held on 12 
December, 1984, a report was tabled from a Working Party set up to 
examine the issue of entrance to university, with an initial focus again on 
entry from Form 6. In canvassing university and teacher opinion, it was 
once more noted that a wide diversity of views existed, running the whole 
gamut from some who suggested that no students should be admitted from 
Form 6 and that all matriculants must have completed a Form 7 year, 
through to the opposite extreme, with the view being expressed that every 
student completing a Form 6 year should be given the right of entry to 
university, if they so desired, perhaps with the additional proviso that they 
had reached the age of 18 years. Others again favoured using various cut-
off points in the grade aggregates in the Sixth Form Certificate 
qualification. 

In a paper circulated for comment by the Universities Entrance Board, a 
number of proposals for changes were suggested, involving a new method 
of entrance to be known as provisional entrance. Intending students 
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holding a Sixth Form Certificate in at least one subject would be entitled to 
apply for provisional entrance, on either a full-time or part-time basis, to a 
specific university, for a particular course of study. They would be 
expected to seek advice from school guidance counsellors and from 
university liaison officers before making application, and these 
applications would be considered by the individual university to which 
they were addressed, according to standard criteria established by the 
Universities Entrance Board. These would include the academic ability of 
the students, including results in Sixth Form Certificate, the subjects and 
faculties they sought to enter, and their maturity and motivation towards 
advanced study. 

Students thus admitted would only be able to vary their programme with 
the approval of the university, but providing they were successful in 
passing more than half of a full-time course of study, the Universities 
Entrance Board would grant them a definitive entrance qualification. The 
Tertiary Assistance Grant would be available to those granted provisional 
entrance and undertaking a full-time year. Provisional admission, not to be 
confused with provisional entrance, would continue to be available for 
intending students who had reached the age of 21 years, including those 
who had not succeeded earlier under the provisional entrance programme. 

Implications for the South Pacific 

Throughout its discussions, the Universities Entrance Board has not been 
unaware of the dependence of South Pacific countries on the New Zealand 
examination structure. Approximately 5,500 candidates from the Pacific 
Islands enter for University Entrance each year, 4,500 of them being from 
Fiji. These students follow subjects as prescribed for New Zealand 
candidates except in English, where a separate Alternative English 
prescription is provided. This is set and marked in Fiji. There are 
significant numbers of Pacific Island candidates in some 8 — 10 subjects of 
which the most popular (after Alternative English) are Mathematics, 
Biology, Chemistry and Physics, followed by Accounting and Geography. 

In terms of its 1961 Universities Act, the Universities Entrance Board is not 
entitled to administer examinations which are not linked to the New 
Zealand entrance qualification. A possible arrangement, however, would 
be for the U niversity Grants Committee to be invited by the New Zealand 
Government to set up a new authority, involving South Pacific interests. 
Additional funding for an estimated shortfall of around NZ$100,000 per 
annum would be needed to run the examination, and support from all 
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Pacific Island countries, Fiji in particular, would be needed if sufficient 
candidates were to be attracted to make the qualification viable. Recent 
statements from the Fiji Minister of Education suggest that Fiji may prefer 
to award its own qualification in the sixth form, and this will undoubtedly 
have a bearing on any decision which may be made to introduce a Pacific-
wide sixth form examination. 

The Ministerial Committee of Enquiry set up to consider the implications 
of the removal of the University Entrance Examination from Form 6 has 
endorsed the principle of provisional entrance in its first report2, 
recommended that an examination such as University Entrance should 
continue to be available for Pacific Island students as long as there was a 
demand for it, and noted that New Zealand was under some obligation to 
provide such an examination at least in the immediate future. 

The committee also noted that Sixth Form Certificate had been available 
in the past to students in the Cook Islands, Tonga and Western Samoa. It 
considered that this should continue to be the case in the Cook Islands, 
Niue and Tokelau Islands, because students from these groups have New 
Zealand citizenship. However, it was of the opinion that the award was not 
particularly suitable for other Pacific Island students, and felt that the 
administration of the continuous assessment and course approval 
procedures would pose too many difficulties for credibility to be 
maintained. It is unlikely then that the New Zealand Sixth Form 
Certificate will be available to other Pacific countries after University 
Entrance is withdrawn in 1986. 

An essential feature of the schemes thus far proposed is that control should 
progressively be passed over to the South Pacific countries themselves. 
This is already occurring at the School Certificate level, as we have noted, 
but it would appear that developments are not yet at the stage where all 
these countries could administer their own sixth form awards. The South 
Pacific Board for Educational Assessment has traditionally had an 
advisory and training role, through its country visits and examiners' 
workshops, and has seen its function specifically as providing expertise to 
assist countries develop and improve their own national examination 
systems. Thus far it has not had a certification role, and the question now 
to be faced is whether such a role is an appropriate one in the light of the 
New Zealand decision regarding University Entrance. Is there now a case 
for SPBEA to play a more prominent part either in validating local 
country qualifications, moderating standards between countries for some 
common South Pacific University Entrance qualification, or even 
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administering and controlling some common examinations, as a 
Universities Entrance Board for the South Pacific? 

To some extent the University of the South Pacific, through its 
Preliminary and Foundation programmes, available through its extension 
centres in the Pacific Islands as well as on campus in Fiji itself, is in the 
business of preparing students for entry to university, and so exercises 
some control over standards. Consequently, it has a considerable influence 
over the curricula in the upper secondary schools of those Pacific Island 
countries which make use of this means to secure entrance to USP. Other 
Pacific Island students apply and are successful in being admitted to New 
Zealand schools, and will no doubt in future qualify for entry to university 
by whatever paths are open to New Zealand students. Many of these would 
still need to apply via the Overseas Students Admission Committee 
(OSAC) and be subject to the constraints on places posed by the 
procedures adopted by this committee. 

The precise future for university entrance examinations in the Pacific is 
unclear at present — the crystal ball is a little cloudy. But what is clear is 
that New Zealand will give as much assistance as it possibly can at this 
level, that it would wish that control of entry to university should pass to 
the South Pacific countries themselves at the earliest possible occasion, 
and that present excellent levels of co-operation between the South Pacific 
Board for Educational Assessment and the Institute of Education of the 
University of the South Pacific are very good omens for a successful 
outcome. 
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