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Graduate skills assessment: What are the results indicating?

Adele Butler & Sam Hambur
Australian Council for Educational Research

Abstract

The Graduate Skills Assessment Test has been developed by the Australian Council for Educational Research
to measure a number of key generic skills of university students in their first and final year of study. After
consultation with universities and employer bodies, the skills chosen to be the components of this test are
critical thinking, interpersonal understandings, problem solving and written communication. The current test
consists of a two hour multiple choice paper and a one hour written test in which students are asked to
complete two pieces of writing.

Twenty - nine universities across Australia have participated in one or more of the first four tests conducted –
Exit 2000, Entry and Exit 2001 and Entry 2002. Recognising the voluntary nature of the sample who have sat
the test, analysis of the data suggests that student performance on all test components may improve between
first and final year. Factors that appear to be related to performance on all GSA components are the field of
study, year level and language spoken at home.

This paper will examine the trends from the results of the first four tests, provide findings from the validity
study completed in 2002 and present a sample of questions from the GSA.
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1 Introduction

The Graduate Skills Assessment (GSA) was developed by the Australian Council for Educational Research
(ACER) in 1999 from funding provided by the Commonwealth Department of Education, Science and
Training (DEST, formerly DETYA). The test aims to assess a number of generic skills that may be developed
by the university experience and which are relevant to university achievement and graduate work.

The generic skills assessed by the GSA are Problem Solving, Critical Thinking, Interpersonal Understandings
and Written Communication. These were selected for the GSA after consultation with universities across
Australia and key employer bodies.

The first GSA test was offered to Australian universities in October/November 2000. The majority of
students who sat this test were completing their undergraduate studies. Since 2000 the GSA has been offered
to universities twice yearly for their first year and final year undergraduate students. Between October 2000
and the end of Semester 1, 2002 approximately 5300 students from 29 universities have sat the test. All
students who take the GSA receive an individual report (see Appendix 4).

1.1 Test Structure

The GSA test is provided to participating universities in two booklets – the multiple-choice booklet and the
written communication booklet. This enables universities to organise the testing in either one or two sittings.

The multiple-choice booklet contains items addressing three components: Critical Thinking, Problem Solving
and Interpersonal Understandings. The questions covering each of these three components are interspersed
throughout the test.

The written communication test booklet contains two writing tasks – an Argument task and a Report task.

1.2 GSA Construct

Below are brief descriptions of the GSA test dimensions. See the GSA Validity Report1 (Hambur, Rowe and
Le, 2002) for more detailed descriptions.

Problem Solving

The GSA approach has been to focus on generally applicable and accessible everyday problems that vary in
complexity, and on the ability of students to identify, analyse, interpret, translate, reorganise and
appropriately apply problem-related information. Students are expected to display a logical and organised
approach in the analysis and application of relevant information.
Year 9 numeracy is assumed. Specialised mathematical, interpersonal and business/administration problems
are not addressed.

Critical Thinking

The focus of Critical Thinking is on reasoning in everyday contexts. Students are asked to comprehend,
analyse and evaluate statements/passages that present real-world viewpoints.

Since the ability to think critically depends on familiarity with the context, items used in the GSA tend to be
generally accessible. There is an avoidance of specialised language, scientific or mathematical material (some
data interpretation is included in the Problem Solving component). Because the component needs to be
psychometrically coherent, non-verbal material is avoided.

Interpersonal Understandings

The GSA Interpersonal Understandings component addresses a limited aspect of this field.

Interpersonal items are usually presented as text (which is generally low in verbal demand), though pictorial
material may be used.

The items focus on the ability of students to:

• Show insight into the feelings, motivation and behaviour of other people, and into issues related to
helping or working with others.

                                                            
1 Graduate Skills Assessment: Stage One Validity Study, Hambur, S., Rowe, K. and Le, L., Higher Education Division, Department

of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, Canberra, 2002.
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• Recognise how such insight may be applied in order to effectively help or work with others,
including effective feedback, listening, communication, negotiation, teamwork and leadership.

Written Communication

The writing tasks assess two genres of writing, report and argument. These tasks require students to collect,
analyse and organise the information provided and communicate ideas and information. These two forms of
writing were chosen as they are generally required at both university and in the workplace.

The stimulus material for each task provides students with data or information from which to build their
piece. Also provided are instructions about the task and the qualities on which the writing will be judged. The
Argument stimulus consists of a set of comments or opinions related to a social issue and requires students to
develop a point of view about the issue and subsequently structure and present an argument in support of that
view. The Report stimulus consists of tabular and graphic data and requires students to comprehend and
synthesise the factual information.

Criteria for Assessment

Written Communication is assessed using three criteria:

• Quality of thoughts and ideas — differentiated for the Argument task and the Report task.

• Quality of structure and organisation.

• Quality of language and expression.
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2 Psychometric Analysis of the Test Instrument

2.1 Test Correlation Structure and Reliability

Table 2.1 gives Cronbach Alpha Reliabilities for the three multiple-choice components in the four tests
conducted to date2. The values are quite good for short test components and fairly consistent between years.
The Interpersonal component reliability is not as good as for the other two.

Table 2.1: Reliability Coefficients for Multiple-Choice Components – All Students

Exit 2000 Entry 2001 Exit 2001 Semester 1, 2002

PS 0.83 0.82 0.84 0.85
IP 0.81 0.79 0.76 0.76
CT 0.81 0.78 0.85 0.85

Table 2.2 gives inter-component correlations for GSA Semester 1, 2002. These correlation values are similar
to those for the previous tests.

Table 2.2: Component Correlations – All Students, Semester 1, 2002

CT PS IP Rep Arg

CT -
PS 0.64 -
IP 0.70 0.45 -
Report 0.49 0.44 0.42 -
Argument 0.46 0.34 0.41 0.54 -

Despite the significant correlation between CT and IP similar to that seen for other tests, Confirmatory Factor
Analysis3 of the Entry 2001 test, completed as part of the GSA Validity Study, was able to distinguish clearly
between items from the two components. The results of this analysis are provided below in table 2.3.

The results in Table 2.3 indicate that the units/criteria used for all five dimensions consistently measure
sufficiently distinct skills, suggesting no need to collapse or combine components This analysis was
undertaken at the unit level for the multiple-choice components (i.e. items were analysed in small sets or
units, each based on a common introductory stimulus) or at the criterion level for the writing components and
examined the loadings of the units/criteria on the five dimensions. In Table 2.3 unit names are preceded by a
prefix indicating the dimension that the unit/criterion was intended to assess. It can be seen that each of the
units load predominantly on the appropriate dimension.

                                                            
2 Butler, A.A., Hambur, S., & Luc, L (2002). Summary Report: Semester 1, 2002
3 Jöreskog, K.G., & Sörbom, D. (1999).  LISREL 8.30: Interactive LISREL for MS Windows 3.1+ Windows '95, Windows '98 and

Windows NT.  Chicago, IL: Scientific Software International, Inc.
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Table 2.3 Five-factor completely standardised solution - GSA entry 2001

Unit/Criterion PS   CT   IP  REP ARG

PSshor 0.713  - -  - -  - -  - -
PSstaf 0.686  - -  - -  - -  - -
PStrav 0.660  - -  - -  - -  - -
PShous 0.655  - -  - -  - -  - -
PSchd3 0.624  - -  - -  - -  - -
PSbrid 0.555  - -  - -  - -  - -
PSsale 0.553  - -  - -  - -  - -
PSbatt 0.492  - -  - -  - -  - -
PSlaw 0.346 0.273  - -  - -  - -
PSchd2 0.326 0.355  - -  - -  - -
CThux  - - 0.741  - -  - -  - -
CTviol  - - 0.728  - -  - -  - -
CTsaw  - - 0.662  - -  - -  - -
CTstat  - - 0.630  - -  - -  - -
CTcorp  - - 0.604  - -  - -  - -
CTdrug  - - 0.594  - -  - -  - -
CTsued  - - 0.568  - -  - -  - -
CTshor  - - 0.538  - -  - -  - -
CTcit  - - 0.469  - -  - -  - -
IPdrm  - -  - - 0.641  - -  - -
IPt6  - -  - - 0.620  - -  - -
IPlist  - -  - - 0.614  - -  - -
IPshor  - -  - - 0.609  - -  - -
IPt4  - -  - - 0.605  - -  - -
IPdoct  - -  - - 0.572  - -  - -
IPt5  - -  - - 0.567  - -  - -
IPdrjo  - -  - - 0.493  - -  - -
IPemp  - -  - - 0.483  - -  - -
IPeng  - - 0.361 0.362  - -  - -
IPang  - -  - - 0.256  - -  - -
IPmar  - -  - - 0.218  - -  - -
WRRep2  - -  - -  - - 0.978  - -
WRRep1  - -  - -  - - 0.946  - -
WRRep3  - -  - -  - - 0.771 0.188
WRArg2  - -  - -  - -  - - 0.978
WRArg1  - -  - -  - -  - - 0.965
WRArg3  - -  - -  - -  - - 0.916

Notes on Table 2.3

The results presented in Table 2.3 indicate that unit CThux is most strongly associated with the CT dimension, PSshor
with PS, and IPdrm with IP. While loading significantly on their target dimensions, a few units/criteria also cross-load
with other dimensions.

Two units (IPang and IPmar) performed differently on the test compared with the trial and were excluded from the test-
reporting phase by conventional criteria prior to factor analysis. Factor analysis shows them to have relatively low
loadings on their target dimensions, supporting the decision to drop these units.
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2.2 Item Analysis

This section examines the psychometric properties of the multiple-choice items.

Standard Item Response Theory (IRT) techniques are employed in the analysis of the test results4. In
accordance with the Rasch Item Response Theory model,5 all items are examined for their Facility, which is
the percentage of students answering correctly; Point Biserial (Pt Bis), which is an index of the item’s ability
to discriminate between more and less able students (in general, items with a point biserial below 0.19 would
rarely be used in the GSA); Diff, which is an index of item difficulty; and Infit MNSQ, which is an index of
how closely an item’s performance fits6 with the performance of the other items measuring a single
dimension. All items with relatively high INFIT MNSQ values are examined to see if they deviate
substantively from the others in the set measuring a dimension.

2.2.1 Person-Item Plots

Person-Item plots are also examined to ensure that the test items are appropriate for the test takers. These are
given below in Figures 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3 in which the distribution of candidates’ ability measures is shown on
the left and the distribution of the calibrated item difficulty measures is shown on the right. For these plots,
measurement scales are constructed based on the Rasch model.

Each scale is produced using units of logits (a linear measure of item difficulty/candidate ability) with the
range from –3.0 to 4.0. Logit values are then transformed into GSA units by linear transformations. The more
difficult items and more able candidates are found towards the top of the plot, and the easier items and less
able candidates towards the bottom. The numbers within the plots are the item numbers.

When a candidate’s ability is located at the same point as a particular item difficulty on such a scale, the
Rasch model predicts that the candidate would have a 50% chance of correctly answering that item. The more
items located in a region of a scale, the more precise the measure of ability made in this region.

In general, for this reason, the GSA discriminates best around the middle of the measurement scale, where
most items are located.

Figures 2.1 - 2.3 present person-item plots for the Problem Solving, Critical Thinking and Interpersonal
Understandings items, indicating a reasonable match between item difficulties and student abilities. Students
of varying ability are reasonably spread out by the test. Such a spread is satisfactory for the purpose of
assigning students to the GSA described levels of performance, noting that the top of Level 3 on the Student
Report is 600 and scores higher than this are indicated as ‘Level 3 but greater than 600’.

                                                            
4  For the multiple-choice items, which were scored dichotomously, a Rasch model was used to estimate candidate ability and item

difficulty. See Adams, R.J. & Khoo, S-K. (1994). Quest: the Interactive Test Analysis System. Camberwell, Vic, Australia:
Australian Council for Educational Research.

   For Written Communication, which involved polychotomous scoring of the responses to the writing prompts, a multi-faceted
Rasch model was used to estimate candidate ability, rater harshness and prompt difficulty. See Wu, M.L., Adams, R.J. & Wilson,
M.R. (1998) ACER ConQuest: Generalised Item Response Modelling Software. Camberwell, Vic, Australia: Australian Council
for Educational Research.

5 Rasch, G. (1960/1980). Probabilistic Models for Some Intelligence and Attainment Tests. Copenhagen: Danish Institute for
Education Research, 1960 (expanded edition, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press).

6 To measure how well the items worked together to represent a single underlying trait, a fit statistic is generated for each question.
This statistic represents the difference between the modelled response and the observed responses. The weighted mean square fit
statistic (INFIT MNSQ) provides a measure of the item coherence to the underlying trait.
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------------------------------------------------------------------------
Item Estimates (Thresholds)

all on PS (N = 1395 L = 27 Probability Level=0.50)
------------------------------------------------------------------------
 GSA
Score                            |
                                 |
                                 |
                         XXXXX   |
                                 |
                                 | Level 3 but above scale
                                 |
                                 |
                                 |
                       XXXXXXX   |
  600 -----------------------------------------------------------------
                                 |
                                 |
                   XXXXXXXXXXX   |
                                 |
                     XXXXXXXXX   |                   Level 3
                             X   |
                                 |
                    XXXXXXXXXX   |      75
                             X   |
  480 ------- XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX --|-------------------------------------
              XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |      57
                            XX   |      36
               XXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |      73
                            XX   |
               XXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |      37           Level 2
                   XXXXXXXXXXX   |      29     44     74
                          XXXX   |
            XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |       5     13     18     43
               XXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |
              XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |      28     50
  320 -----------------------X --|------12 --- 55----------------------
                 XXXXXXXXXXXXX   |      56
               XXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |      35
                          XXXX   |      27     42     49
                   XXXXXXXXXXX   |
               XXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |                   Level 1
                           XXX   |      17
                   XXXXXXXXXXX   |
                 XXXXXXXXXXXXX   |       4
                                 |
  200 -----------------XXXXXXX --|-------------------------------------
                             X   |      11
                          XXXX   |      72
                                 | Below Level 1
                           XXX   |
                                 |
                                 |      26
                             X   |
                                 |
                                 |
                                 |
                                 |
                                 |      25
                                 |
                                 |
------------------------------------------------------------------------
  Each X represents    5 students
========================================================================

Figure 2.1: Person-Item Plot for Problem Solving, GSA Exit 2002 / GSA Semester 1, 2002
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------------------------------------------------------------------------

Item Estimates (Thresholds)

all on CT (N = 1395 L = 27 Probability Level=0.50)
------------------------------------------------------------------------
  GSA
 Score                           |
                                 |
                        XXXXXX   |
                                 |
                                 |
                                 | Level 3 but above scale
                                 |
                                 |
                      XXXXXXXX   |
                                 |
                                 |
  600 ----------------------------------------------------------------
                                 |
                                 |
                  XXXXXXXXXXXX   |
                                 |
                                 |                   Level 3
                  XXXXXXXXXXXX   |
                                 |
                XXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |      48
                             X   |      81
  480 -----------------------X---|-------------------------------------
                XXXXXXXXXXXXXXX  |
            XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |      59     62
                           XXX   |
              XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |
                           XXX   |      47     66
            XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |      79     80    Level 2
               XXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |      69
                            XX   |      34
           XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |      58
             XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |      24
                           XXX   |
  320 ------------ XXXXXXXXXXX --|-------------------------------------
                 XXXXXXXXXXXXX   |
                           XXX   |      32     61     67
                 XXXXXXXXXXXXX   |       2     31     68
                   XXXXXXXXXXX   |      33
                            XX   |                   Level 1
                     XXXXXXXXX   |
                       XXXXXXX   |
                             X   |       3     15
                       XXXXXXX   |      16
                       XXXXXXX   |       1     60
  200 ---------------------------|------14-----23----------------------
                          XXXX   |
                             X   |      30
                            XX   | Below Level 1
                                 |
                                 |
                             X   |
                                 |
                                 |
                                 |
                                 |
                                 |
                                 |
                                 |
------------------------------------------------------------------------
  Each X represents    5 students
========================================================================

Figure 2.2: Person-Item Plot for Critical Thinking, GSA Exit 2002 / GSA Semester 1, 2002
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------------------------------------------------------------------------
Item Estimates (Thresholds)

all on IP (N = 1395 L = 26 Probability Level=0.50)
------------------------------------------------------------------------
  GSA
 Score                           |
                                 |
                           XXX   |
                                 |
                                 |
                                 | Level 3 but above scale
                                 |
                                 |
                                 |
                        XXXXXX   |
                                 |
  600 ----------------------------------------------------------------
                                 |
                 XXXXXXXXXXXXX   |
                                 |
                 XXXXXXXXXXXXX   |                   Level 3
                             X   |      77
                                 |      22     54
                 XXXXXXXXXXXXX   |
                                 |
  480 ------- XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX --|-------------------------------------
                             X   |
              XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |      46
                            XX   |      52
           XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |
                            XX   |      21     78    Level 2
              XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |
                   XXXXXXXXXXX   |      45
                            XX   |
               XXXXXXXXXXXXXXX   |      76
                   XXXXXXXXXXX   |
  320 ---------------------- X --|-------------------------------------
                    XXXXXXXXXX   |       6     64     71
                         XXXXX   |       7      9     19     51     65
                            XX   |
                         XXXXX   |      53
                        XXXXXX   |      10     63
                                 |                   Level 1
                           XXX   |
                            XX   |      20     70
                                 |
  200 ---------------------- X --|------41-----------------------------
                                 |       8     38
                                 |
                                 | Below Level 1
                                 |      40
                                 |
                                 |
                                 |
------------------------------------------------------------------------
  Each X represents    7 students
========================================================================

Figure 2.3: Person-Item Plot for Interpersonal Understandings,
   GSA Exit 2002 / GSA Semester 1, 2002
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3 Student Performance on the GSA

In all the GSA tests that have been conducted by Australian universities the students are predominantly self-
selected. Participation has been voluntary and hence the students are not representative of the university
population. Caution needs to be used in interpreting the test results provided below.

As common items and score transformations are used for all GSA tests it is possible to put all students sitting
the GSA on a common ability scale for each dimension, irrespective of the particular test they completed.
Assuming a sufficiently representative sample, Table 3.1 and the accompanying significance tests, Table 3.2,
indicate that the mean GSA component scores for the end of year tests (dominated by exit students) were
significantly higher on all five dimensions than for the start of the year tests (dominated by entry students).

Table 3.1 Comparison of Mean GSA Scores for All Students, GSA Exit 2000, Entry & Exit 2001 and
Semester 1, 2002*

GSA Test Component

Report Argument
Problem
Solving

Critical
Thinking

Interpersonal
Understandings

Mean
Score SD N

Mean
Score SD N

Mean
Score SD N

Mean
Score SD N

Mean
Score SD N

Exit 2000 388 87 1548 383 101 1547 413 116 1597 421 107 1597 422 103 1597
Entry 2001 370 88 1811 367   92 1774 380 110 2055 379 100 2055 394   98 2055
Exit 2001 400 88   697 392   93   697 417 125   697 418 132   697 430 103   697

Semester 1, 2002 364 83   938 373   76   931 363 117   733 364 116   733 401   98   733

* Some students did not complete all components.

Table 3.2: t Test for GSA Exit 2000/2001 versus GSA Entry 2001/2002

Scales t value* Sig. (2-tailed)

PS* 11.717 0.000
CT* 14.453 0.000
IP* 10.032 0.000
REP*   9.644 0.000
ARG*   6.272 0.000

*    Indicates statistically significant difference between groups.
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4 Analysis Of Results For All Students, All Tests

4.1 Middle 60% Reference Ranges

Table 4.1 provides the middle 60% score ranges for all students participating in the GSA tests to date. This
covers approximately 5000 students. N is given on the following graphs.

Table 4.1: Means and Middle 60% Ranges by Field of Study for All Students*
(GSA Exit 2000, GSA Entry 2001, GSA Exit 2001, GSA Semester 1, 2002)

Field Report Argument
Problem
Solving

Critical
Thinking

Interpersonal
Understandings

Mean Range Mean Range Mean Range Mean Range Mean Range

Arts / Hum 403 334 - 474 414 334 - 490 376 283 - 467 430 337 - 509 448 368 - 528
Business / Com 364 289 - 436 352 280 - 429 372 277 - 462 365 273 - 448 378 295 - 455
Computer / IT 358 291 - 429 349 276 - 426 397 302 - 481 375 281 - 458 384 307 - 468
Educat / Social 351 290 - 410 363 307 - 419 325 242 - 395 347 263 - 413 394 307 - 468
Eng / Arch 367 290 - 447 356 283 - 421 439 340 - 524 386 292 - 479 389 304 - 468
Science / Maths 389 317 - 460 384 315 - 452 423 338 - 503 416 332 - 504 417 339 - 491
Law / Legal 438 373 - 518 442 376 - 516 427 302 - 544 466 362 - 562 469 379 - 563
Med / Dent 420 349 - 488 417 351 - 481 463 393 - 549 456 385 - 527 461 391 - 530
Nursing 346 287 - 415 361 278 - 435 336 258 - 417 357 281 - 421 403 339 - 468
NP** / Other 354 273 - 427 351 276 - 447 348 258 - 425 357 281 - 439 354 267 - 447

All Students 378 305 - 453 377 304 - 452 393 295 - 481 395 299 - 481 409 323 - 491

* See the following graphs for N.
** NP means not provided.

Ranges for a field of study are affected by differential participation rates of students from different year
levels, gender and whether they are from an English-speaking background.

4.2 Inter-quartile Ranges by Field of Study, All Students

The following graphs (4.1 to 4.5) provide information on inter-quartile ranges for student populations in all
tests to date. The box for each field of study gives the inter-quartile range. The line across the box is the
median. The whiskers give the range of other scores up to a maximum of 1.5 inter-quartile distance. The
circles give scores outside the whisker range and the asterisks are extreme values where there is just one
single extreme score.

These figures indicate that, although the median scores for all fields of study are generally within Level 2,
several fields of study have substantial proportions of students with scores in the Level 3 or Level 1 range. It
must be noted that these results do not take into account the effect of other significant variables such as year
level, which are considered in the Validity Study.
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Figure 4.1: Inter-quartile Ranges, All Students, Problem Solving

Figure 4.2: Inter-quartile Ranges, All Students, Critical Thinking
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Figure 4.3:  Inter-quartile Ranges, All Students, Interpersonal Understandings

Figure 4.4: Inter-quartile Ranges, All Students, Report Writing
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Figure 4.5: Inter-quartile Ranges, All Students, Argument Writing

1474417810463675614331077733N =

Nurs

Med/Dent

Law/Leg

Sci/Math

Eng/Arch

Ed/Soc

Comp/IT

Bus/Comm

Arts/Hum

A
rg

um
en

t W
rit

in
g

800

700

600

500

400

300

200

100

0

Level 1

Level 2

Level 3



_______________________________________________________________________________________
15

5 Year Level Comparisons

5.1 GSA Score by Year Level for First Degree Undergraduates

Year level comparisons should be based on testing the same student at different year levels or by the use of
properly matched year level samples, which is not yet possible. Figures 5.1 to 5.5 present data (means with
95% confidence range) for first and third year students who participated in GSA tests and who indicated they
were undergraduates in Business/Commerce, Arts/Humanities, Computer/IT and Science/Maths. N for each
group is given on the graphs.

These are the best comparisons currently available with respect to score change with year level. Although, the
data need to be interpreted carefully because first and third year groups are not matched in a systematic way
and student failure or dropout may be a significant factor, these results are consistent with improvement of
performance with year level.

The figures indicate that third year mean scores are significantly higher than first year mean scores for all
fields and dimensions. However, there are some differences in magnitude that may be significant. More
appropriate samples are required to confirm and clarify the meaning of such observations.

Figure 5.1: Mean Score by Field of Study for First and Third Year Undergraduates,
Problem Solving
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Figure 5.2: Mean Score by Field of Study for First and Third Year Undergraduates,
Critical Thinking

Figure 5.3: Mean Score by Field of Study for First and Third Year Undergraduates,
Interpersonal Understandings
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Figure 5.4: Mean Score by Field of Study for First and Third Year Undergraduates, Report

Figure 5.5: Mean Score by Field of Study for First and Third Year Undergraduates, Argument
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6 Fitting multilevel models to the data

In the Validity Study multilevel analyses was conducted on the results from the first two tests Exit 2000 and
Entry 2001. See the GSA Validity Report7 (Hambur, Rowe and Le, 2002) for the detailed analysis.

This study found that apart from the variation in total score at the student level (77%), most of the variation in
students’ results occurred at the field of study level. Further analysis then explored the effect of Course Year,
ESB, Age, Sex, Course Delivery and School Type when the field of study was accounted for.

The results of this analysis indicated that:

• English-speaking background (ESB) and Year Level have significant effects on student
performance on all five dimensions (in favour of ESB students and those in higher year levels).

• Sex is significant for Interpersonal Understandings (IP – in favour of females) and Problem
Solving (PS – in favour of males).

• Age is significant for IP (in favour of mature age students), and for PS and Report (in favour of
younger students).

7 Relationship between performance on the GSA and other measures of student
Achievement

In the Validity study cited above an investigation of the associations between students’ GSA scores Tertiary
Entrance Rank, TER (or Tertiary Entrance Score, TES) and Grade Point Average, GPA (or weighted mean)
was undertaken. For this investigation, the GSA Exit 2000 student sample was used (predominantly third and
fourth year students) from 11 universities.

Due to marked variations in the methods used by institutions to calculate students’ TER, TES, GPA and
‘GPA-like’ scores, the analysis was completed at the institution level.

The findings indicated that GSA performance was a stable predictor of GPA for most institutions and the
predictive value of GSA tended to be as good as TER, or better. For those institutions where GSA lacked
predictive value, TER was generally not useful either.

8 Conclusion

The GSA test assesses a number of key generic skills. The test has been offered to entry and exit
undergraduate students at twenty-nine Australian universities since October 2000. Analyses of the test results
and the Validity Study have confirmed that the field of study and year level are amongst variables related to
test performance. More representative student samples are required to confirm these results.

                                                            
7 Graduate Skills Assessment: Stage One Validity Study, Hambur, S., Rowe, K. and Le, L., Higher Education Division, Department

of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, Canberra, 2002.
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 APPENDIX 1 Problem Solving Unit

Unit 1

Simon is responsible for scheduling the weekly meetings of four sporting clubs at his campus. The
meetings are to be held at lunchtimes, Monday to Friday. Each club has one meeting each week.

All the clubs are able to meet in any lunchtime when they do not have training. The clubs train at
lunchtime(s) on the following days (Table 1):

 Table 1

Club Training Days

Netball Mondays and Wednesdays
Mountaineering Tuesdays
Triathlon Mondays and Thursdays
Orienteering Fridays

• People who join a club must attend all training sessions for that club.

Q1 Simon draws up four possible schedules for the meetings, shown below.

Which one of these schedules does not involve a clash with a club’s training?

A D
M Tu W Th F M Tu W Th F

N * N *
M * M *
T * T *
O * O *

B E All four schedules involve a clash.
M Tu W Th F

N *
M *
T *
O *

C
M Tu W Th F

N *
M *
T *
O *
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APPENDIX 2 Critical Thinking Unit

Unit 2

Questions 2 - 4

If the drinking water in a particular area is naturally low in minerals, sodium fluoride can be added to
the water supply in order to help children develop healthy teeth. The following passage is adapted from a
magazine article on fluoridation of drinking water.

The pro-fluoride lobby tends to be passionate about fluoridating water supplies because they believe the
benefits — in reducing caries1 — are so self-evident. The anti-fluoride brigade can be just as forceful in
putting their concerns, which often reflect mistrust of scientific assurances about the safety of
fluoridation.

Ironically, public support for fluoridation seems to have fallen at the same time as caries rates in
children have declined — in 1977, 90% of 12-year-old Australian children had caries, compared with
46% in 1994. Water fluoridation can’t take all the credit for this improvement, but a comparison of caries
rates in Brisbane (the only capital city not to fluoridate water) with fluoridated Townsville highlights its
important role.

1  Caries: tooth decay

Q 2 The passage implies that caries rates

A have fallen in Brisbane since 1994.
B are higher in adults than in children.
C have increased in Brisbane since 1977.
D are at an unacceptable level in Townsville.
E are higher in Brisbane than in Townsville.

Q 3 Which one of the following claims about fluoridation in Australia is supported by evidence presented in the
passage?

A The anti-flouride lobby denies that fluoridation reduces caries.
B The pro-fluoride lobby represents wealthy and powerful interests.
C Caries rates in children have declined in most capital cities since 1977.
D Advocates of fluoridation place too much trust in scientific assurances.
E The number of Australians supporting fluoridation has fallen by 44% since 1977.

Q 4 The word ‘ironically’ (line 5) suggests that the writer was expecting public support for fluoridation to

A vary according to people’s age and education.
B be greater in capital cities than in regional centres.
C fall as the incidence of caries in children was reduced.
D rise if fluoridation reduced the rate of caries in children.
E vary according to the media exposure gained by the pro- and anti-fluoride lobbies.

5

10
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APPENDIX 3 Interpersonal Understandings Unit

Unit 3
Questions 5 - 7
Raelene, Carlos, Betty and Andy have a tertiary studies project to complete within a very tight deadline.
They are all accountable for the final product, and all must demonstrate their individual contribution.

Betty: There’s so much to do and so little time! Let’s meet together socially first so that we can
really get to know each other. Or should we brainstorm some ideas first?

Raelene: Well, I think we should first work out what each of us is going to take responsibility for.
What would you rather do, Andy?

Andy: As little as possible!

(Group laughter.)

Raelene: Yes, but what contribution can you make? Are you better at writing/editing, or research, or
talking to people?

Andy: Oh, whatever. I’m comfortable with any of those. I’ll just do what I’m directed to do.

Raelene: Carlos? What about you?

Carlos: Well, I don’t really like talking to people on the phone so I’d prefer to do the research.

Betty: Oh, I thought I could do that. Perhaps Carlos and I could both do the research and Andy
could do the phone contacts. Raelene, you could do all the writing up and presentation.

Raelene: Well, we probably only need one person to do the research so it might be better if Carlos
does that and if you and Andy do the phone contacts.

Betty: Well, I’d really prefer to do the research. That’s something I’m good at. Carlos would be OK
with Andy helping him.

Andy:  I don’t care what I do or who I work with. Just tell me, someone, so I can go and have my
lunch!

Raelene: Look, to get the project done in time we have to make sure everyone has a specific task.
Carlos, you’re probably better off doing the research and Betty, we need someone confident
for the telephone communication side of the project. Andy doesn’t mind what he does so he
could help you with the phone calls. How does that sound?

Q 5 Which one of the following responses from Betty would best meet the group’s needs now?

A Betty challenges the leadership role that Raelene seems to have assumed on the grounds that she, Betty, would
be a better leader.

B Betty rejects Raelene’s suggestion on the grounds that Raelene is the best person in the group to do the
telephoning.

C Betty accepts the suggestion and begins thinking about the people she and Andy need to contact.
D Betty repeats her suggestion of the group meeting socially to talk through the issue.
E Betty reluctantly gives way and then sits back waiting for instructions.

Q 6 The most effective way for Raelene to maintain Betty’s support, while still meeting the requirements of the
project, would be to

A take over Andy and Carlos’ work loads so that they are free to assist Betty.
B offer lavish praise, even if the quality of Betty’s work is disappointing.
C give constructive feedback to Betty as needed.
D leave Betty alone for the rest of the project.
E provide close supervision for Betty.
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Q 7 Which one of the following assessments is most accurate in relation to Betty?

A Strengths: relaxed and easy-going, adaptable
Weaknesses: reluctant to participate or to commit to something

B Strengths: cheerful, persuasive, able to convince others of held views
Weaknesses: tendency to be argumentative, aggressive

C Strengths: weighs up situations carefully, cautious
Weaknesses: shy to the point of being uncomfortable with others

D Strengths: willing to commit wholeheartedly to a project
Weaknesses: tendency to take on other people’s workloads

E Strengths: confident, assertive, willing worker
Weaknesses: inclination to be forceful, persistent
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