BAAO Junior Astro Competition Nov 2021
This is the third year of running this competition. The software is that used for the Physics Year 10
competition, which is itself taken from the Biology Olympiad. It was originally written in 2006 and
despite some extensive revisions, is now at the end of its use. It is to be replaced. Difficulties in
extracting the data and teachers not being able to see results shorty after their students had finished
was annoying but since the competition is open for three weeks, this may not in fact be a bad thing.
The students who took part in this competition should be praised not only for their success in using
their imagination to come up with ideas to answer some quite tricky questions, but also for their
sense of adventure and purpose in being willing to give it a go when it may not be a subject they are
currently studying. To be willing to try this out can be an important step in developing the right sort
of attitude to difficult academic matters.
An analysis of individual question is not being provided here. We would prefer that students are not
prepared on the particular previous year’s questions from this competition as it then loses its
broader purpose of enthusing and challenging students in the subject through their own interests
and effort. To have to rewrite 60 questions each year is a burden, and for the students the purpose
of the competition is lost if it is just another training and preparation exercise. We want them to
observe the sky, read around the subject, see it in the newspapers in its broader non classroom
aspects, and to see this as a fun competition and working with their friends rather than an exam
preparation exercise. What we want to come out of it is interest rather than success: to follow up
some of the ideas and see that they can work things out from scratch rather than just know the
facts. To that purpose we would be grateful if teachers did not give out copies of these questions
to next year’s students.
This year as last, the the competition was open to Year 9, 10, 11 students (Groups B, A, C). these
groups are declared by the students when they login. They are not accurate, but probably most
students get it right. When the grade boundaries were set, and then subsequently checked against
the self-declaring Year 10 cohort in Group A (51% of the entry), there was little difference in the
percentages in each medal group.
The Teacher tests and test account entries have been removed as many of these are just low
numbers of marks in order to test the system.
Less detils is prvided this year in the report. Theer are no significant difference between Section 1
and Section 2, even if we tried to make them. They would turn out to be the wrong way round, as
they have int eh past.
Entry cohort
After initial cuts there are 957 entries (873 in 2020, 847 2019). The number of schools entered is 36
(33 in 1020, 28 2019). 77 students have only taken Section 1, whilst a small number of students
(approx 10) who forgot their password were given a second account so that their Section 1 and
Section 2 marks could be added subsequently.
Table 1. Declared gender:
Male 591
61.8 % (46.0 % in 2020)

Female 324
33.9 % (53.4 % in 2020)
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(915 total) 957 entries
Undeclared 4.4 % (0.6 % in 2020)

Table 2. Group entries
Group
A
B
C
Total

Year
Y10
Y9
Y11

Entered
492
252
213
957

Mean mark
27.1
26.4
28.8

Grade Awards

Figure 1. Mark distributions for the three year groups entered in 2021.
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Overall the average score of the two papers from all candidates is 27.3 / 60 (45.5 %), (23.8/60 = 40.0
% in 2020 and 25.7/60 = 43% in 2019).
The grade boundaries are given in Table 3. These are based on all results, but the percentages are
shown for the Group A results also. It may be noticed that the competition appears to be reasonably
consistent over the two years (and three in fact).

Boundaries from
2019

2019 %
candidates

37-60

9.4 %

Silver

28 – 35

292

30.6 % 31.6 % 25 – 31 27 %

29-36 24.0 %

Bronze

15 – 27

472

49.4 % 46.5 % 14 – 24 50 %

16-28 59.4 %

Participation

0 – 14

43

4.5 %

0-15

955

100 % 100 %

6.3 %

2021 %
candidates

Boundaries from
2020

15.5 % 15.5 % 32 – 60 15 %

2021 Group B &
C candidates

148

No. of
candidates

36 – 60

Range

Gold

Award

% of total
candidates

Table 1. Grade Boundaries and candidate numbers in each award level.

0 – 13

8%

7.2 %

Figure 1. Total candidates and numbers in each Year Group entered by the 36 schools.
In general, schools do not enter large numbers in the year group. The competition is approachable
by a wide range of students and, being somewhat anonymous, allows students to participate
without worrying about the risk of failing. It is to be hoped that in the future schools will enter a
larger number of candidates and reduce the safety aspect of only putting in candidates whom they
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think will succeed, simply encouraging more to have a go. Whilst 957 students is a good number, we
would certainly hope we will be able to build upon this. Students need these competitions to
encourage a self-belief in their ability to work out possible answers from the clues given. They
should leave the competition discussing some of the questions and wanting to find out more. If that
is the result than it has been a success.
Comparing the two papers appears to indicate that they were of similar difficulty. It is difficult to
judge the level of the paper in advance. With hindsight it is much easier.
This is third year of the competition and there is interest from students. We hope that numbers will
continue to increase and that it will encourage students to observe the night sky and follow up on a
subject in which they already have some investment in knowledge and skills.
We do not want students to prepare for this as an exam and so we do not send out the questions
and answers for the past years. We would ask that teachers do not issue copies of the questions
either.
Robin Hughes December 2021
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