
Part 9

The External Examiner System


1
Introduction

1.1 The external examiner system is the process by which we assure ourselves that the academic standards of our programmes are comparable with similar programmes offered elsewhere and that the assessment process has been conducted fairly, in accordance with the approved structure, content and regulations and without prejudice to any student.  Detailed below are the rights and responsibilities of external examiners and the procedures for their appointment.  

1.2 UEL retains responsibility for the appointment, briefing and payment of all external examiners, whether appointed to on-campus provision or to programmes and modules delivered in collaboration with a partner. All reports are submitted to UEL.

2 The Rights and Responsibilities of External Examiners

2.1
External examiners are appointed to Field or Award Boards as appropriate. In limited circumstances, programme examiners may be appointed, in which case their role may encompass both field and award roles. (This is limited to programmes outside the modular framework, for example PGCE programmes, and a small number of collaborative programmes approved via the validation model). Whilst the remit is different depending on the Board to which they have been appointed, external examiners should:

2.1.1 be able to judge each student impartially on the basis of work submitted for assessment, without being influenced by previous association with the programme, the staff or any of the students;

2.1.2 be able to compare the performance of students with that of their peers on comparable programmes of higher education elsewhere;

2.1.3 approve the form and content of proposed assessment tasks which are prescribed as counting towards the relevant award(s) in order to ensure that all students will be assessed fairly in relation to the programme/module specification and regulations and in such a way that examiners will be able to judge whether they have fulfilled the objectives of the programme/module and reached the required standard;

2.1.4 attend relevant Assessment Board meetings and have access to all assessed work.  They should contribute to decisions on awards and ensure that those decisions have been reached by means according with UEL's requirements and standard practice in higher education;

2.1.5 see samples of students’ work in those modules for which they have designated responsibility, in order to ensure that each student is fairly placed in relation to other students;

2.1.6 have the right to moderate the marks awarded by internal examiners in accordance with UEL’s policies regarding assessment;

2.1.7 ensure that assessments are conducted in accordance with approved regulations;

2.1.8 participate as required in any reviews of decisions about individual students' awards taken during the examiner's period of office;

2.1.9 report back to UEL, at least once annually or as may otherwise be prescribed, on the effectiveness of the assessments and any lessons to be drawn from them (see section five below);

2.1.10 comment on the overall development of the modules or programme.  However, in order to protect their independence, they should not concurrently act as consultants to a programme team on programme design, act as external advisers or be members of a panel established to review any programme containing modules they examine.

3
The Appointment of External Examiners

3.1 External examiner appointments must be approved on behalf of the Academic Board by the External Examiners' Sub-Committee of the Quality & Standards Committee on the recommendation of the relevant School Board.  All nominations are scrutinised against clearly specified criteria agreed by Academic Board.

3.2 New examiners take up their appointments on or before the retirement of their predecessors.  External examiners should remain available after the last assessments with which they are to be associated in order to deal with any subsequent reviews of decisions. Nominations for replacement or extension of contract should reach the External Examiner's Administrator a minimum of three months before the expiry date of the contract of the External Examiner being replaced.
3.3 Normally, appointments will run from October to September.   An examiner's normal term of office will be one which allows the examiner to assess four successive cohorts of students; this will normally mean four academic years but may be longer where, for example, continuous assessment is involved from an early stage or, in the case of new programmes, where the first output will not occur in the first year of appointment. External Examiners’ sub-Committee will not approve extensions to contracts for external examiners who have annual reports outstanding. 
3.4 External examiners should not normally hold more than the equivalent of two substantial undergraduate appointments at the same time (including such appointments at other institutions).  The Sub-Committee will expect to see convincing arguments in support of proposals for a heavier workload for an examiner.

3.5 Where a module is offered at more than one centre of delivery, for example in collaboration, the external examiner should be appointed to examine the module at all centres of delivery. The examiner will be sent samples of work from each centre of delivery (separate detailed guidance is available) and will be required to comment on standards and processes at each centre. 

3.6 In approving the appointment of external examiners, the Sub-Committee will seek to ensure that the external examiners are competent and impartial, and that the Assessment Board(s) as a whole maintains an appropriate balance and diversity in order to ensure that students are fairly assessed.

3.7 New external examiners must be briefed on their task as soon as possible after appointment, preferably by visiting the institution to meet staff in the relevant school.  The briefing will cover: the dates of examiners' meetings; the examiner's role in relation to the examining team as a whole; module specifications and teaching methods; the methods of assessment and marking scheme; modular regulations.  In addition, all new examiners will also be invited to attend an institutional induction day organised by Quality Assurance and Enhancement.

3.8 Institutional guidance to external examiners on their role is provided by an External Examiners’ Manual sent to every examiner at the beginning of his/her term of office.

3.9 The fee payable to an external examiner is at the discretion of the School, but should take into account the current guidelines provided by the External Examiners Sub-Committee.

3.10 If termination of the appointment of an external examiner is considered desirable, grounds for such a decision must be clear and incontrovertible and the consent of the Academic Board will be sought, via External Examiners sub Committee and Quality and Standards Committee. Appropriate grounds will include non-submission of reports, or a change in circumstances compromising the impartiality of the external examiner.

4
Criteria for the Appointment of External Examiners


The following are the minimum criteria for consideration of proposed external examiners.  The notes beneath each criterion provide a checklist of issues considered both in selecting and nominating external examiners and are used during scrutiny of nominees for approval.

4.1
An external examiner's academic/professional qualifications should be appropriate to the awards/field to be examined.


Both the level and the subject of the examiner's qualifications should generally match what is to be examined in the Field Board.

4.2
An external examiner should have appropriate standing, expertise and experience to maintain comparability of standards.


Standing, expertise and breadth of experience may be indicated by:

· the present [or last, if retired] post and place of work;

· the range and scope of experience across Higher Education/ professions;

· current and recent active involvement in research/scholarly/ professional activities in the field of study concerned.

4.3
An external examiner should have enough recent external examining or comparable related experience to indicate competence in assessing students considered at the Field Board. The examining experience will normally be in an external context.


If the proposed examiner has no previous external examiner experience at the appropriate level, the application should be supported by either:

· other external examining experience;

· extensive internal examining experience;

· other relevant and recent experience likely to support the external examiner role.


Proposed examiners without experience as external examiners should, where possible, join an experienced team of external examiners. Where there is only one external examiner they should work initially alongside another experienced external examiner in a related area. This initial period should include involvement in the final stages of assessment for the award.


Where external examiners from outside the UK higher education system are recommended, External Examiner sub-Committee will expect to see evidence of the proposed examiner’s knowledge of the UK HE system and the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications.
4.4
External examiners should be drawn from a wide variety of institutional/professional contexts and traditions in order that the Award/ Field Board benefits from wide-ranging external scrutiny.


There should not be:

· more than one examiner from the same institution in the team of external examiners in a field or associated field;

· reciprocal external examining between awards/fields or departments/Schools;

· sequential replacement of an external examiner by an individual from the same institution;

· an external examiner in the field from an institution which has been the source of external examiners in the recent past [normally three years].

4.5
Examiners should not be over-extended by their external examining duties.


The examiner should not currently hold more than the equivalent of two substantial undergraduate external examiner appointments. A field examiner should not be allocated in excess of 15 modules.


If the examiner appears to exceed this norm, the school must provide supporting arguments, for example, that the phasing of examinations alleviates the workload during an academic session.

4.6
There should be an appropriate balance and expertise in the team of external examiners for each field.


The proposed examiner should complement the external examining team in terms of expertise and examining experience.  There should be an appropriate balance between academic and professional practitioners.  If the field contains modules associated with programmes leading to a professional award at least one practitioner with appropriate experience should be in the team.  The phasing of appointments to the team should be structured to ensure continuity.


Award Board examiners should have sufficient external examining experience to take an overview of the range of awards for which the Board is responsible.

4.7
External examiners should be impartial in judgement and should not have previous close involvement with the institution which might compromise objectivity.


Over the last five years, the proposed examiner should not have been:

· a member of staff, a governor, a student, or a near relative of a member of staff associated with the field or award;

· an external examiner on a cognate field or award in the institution;

· involved as external examiner for the modules or associated awards when they were approved by another validating body.


The proposed examiner should not be:

· personally associated with the sponsorship of students;

· currently a member of staff teaching on a programme leading to a UEL award at a collaborative partner institution;

· required to assess colleagues who are recruited as students in the area associated with the Board;

· in a position to influence significantly the future employment of students in the area associated with the Board;

· likely to be involved with student placements or training of UEL students in the examiner's organisation.

5
External Examiners' Annual Reports

5.1 The reports provided by external examiners are an integral part of the quality assurance and enhancement processes.  They form part of the documentation requirements for the Review & Enhancement Process and periodic Academic Review.  In all cases, a Field Committee is required to demonstrate how it has responded to the views of external examiner(s).  This helps to assure existing standards and, where possible, introduce changes which will enhance the quality of the programmes.  The guidelines issued to external examiners concerning the format of their report are also provided below.
5.2 Providing the report is a contractual requirement for external examiners.  Reports are received by Quality Assurance and Enhancement, which authorises payment of the external examiner's fee.

5.3 Senior staff of Quality Assurance and Enhancement, read all External Examiners' reports on receipt and identify areas where a response is required.  This information, together with the original report, is sent to the relevant Field/Programme Leader and copied to the Dean of School, School Leader for Quality Assurance and School Registrar. In the case of reports relating to collaborative provision, Schools are responsible for sharing these with staff in partner institutions. Where fundamental issues are raised by an external examiner, the Deputy Vice-Chancellor contacts the Dean of School directly for an immediate response.

5.4 Any issues of institutional significance that require a response from a member of staff not attached to a School (eg: the Dean of Modular Programmes), are identified by the Head of Quality Assurance and Enhancement and the relevant member of staff is asked to respond.

5.5 Where an external examiner is unable to confirm one or more of the statements in Part 1 of the report (see 6.2 below), an action plan will be submitted to Quality and Standards Committee, identifying the actions that will be put in place to address the examiner’s comments. The School Quality Standing Committee must approve this action plan. Where the action relates to provision at a collaborative partner, the action plan must be drawn up in collaboration with the partner. The action plan will be monitored by the School Quality Standing Committee and Quality and Standards Committee until all actions are completed.

5.6 Each School is responsible for ensuring that timely and adequate responses are made to all external examiner reports.  This includes responses to external examiners for collaborative provision. To this end, the School Quality Standing Committee designs, manages and maintains School based systems for receiving, responding and implementing any actions that arise from external examiners' reports.  This will include a process to ensure that responses or feedback from collaborative partners are incorporated into the response from the School to the external examiner. The Quality & Standards Committee will approve such processes, prior to their implementation.

5.7 All responses to external examiners are lodged with Quality Assurance and Enhancement and are read by the Head of Quality Assurance and Enhancement
5.8 An annual overview report of issues arising in external examiners reports is prepared by the Chair of External Examiners Sub-Committee for consideration by Quality and Standards Committee. 

6
The Format of External Examiners' Reports

6.1
Each external examiner is asked to produce an annual report which addresses the following quality assurance issues, according to their role as Field or Award Board examiner. Standard report forms are provided. Where modules are offered at other centres of delivery, eg collaborative partners, it is important that the examiner is provided with information to enable them to comment on matters relating to each centre of delivery.
6.2
The form is in two parts, with Part 1 requiring the external examiner to confirm that:

· the standards set within the field, (as evidenced by the modules reviewed) are appropriate at the level, in the subject;
· the marks awarded for student assessments are appropriate and comparable with marks that would have been attained at other institutions with which the examiner is familiar;

· the processes for assessment, examination and the determination of credit for modules are sound and fairly conducted.
6.3
Where the examiner is unable to confirm one or more of these statements, the School will be required to prepare an action plan for Quality and Standards Committee indicating the actions, together with timescales, that will address the concerns identified. This action plan will be monitored until all actions are complete.

6.4
Part 2 of the report asks for comment on each of the following:
6.4.1
The standards attained by the students

· A comparison between the standards attained by students on the programme/field with those of their peers;

· The strengths and weaknesses of the students and the quality of knowledge demonstrated by them;

· A commentary on general areas such as standards of literacy;

· Comments on the success/failure rate;
· Comments should include issues relating to all centres of delivery.

6.4.2
The standard of the field
· An evaluation of whether the standard of the modules is appropriate according to subject and level.  External examiners may wish to refer to documents within the QAA Academic Infrastructure, University regulations governing the standards of awards, professional body accreditation requirements and other relevant information. 
6.4.3
The design and structure of assessment (Field examiners only)
· The appropriateness of the assessment;

· The extent to which assessment methods are appropriate to the learning outcomes;

· The fairness of assessment methods;

· The extent to which the proposed assessments address all stated learning outcomes.

6.4.4
The general conduct of assessment

· The way in which the assessments were carried out;

· The arrangements for approval of examination papers/coursework assignments;

· Arrangements for access to relevant materials;

· The suitability of procedures in place for the moderation of papers;

· The operation of the Assessment Board;
· Ability to distinguish between students at each centre of delivery.

6.4.5
Marking (Field examiners only)
· The accuracy and consistency of internal marking;

· The systems and procedures used for marking overall;

· Arrangements for second and anonymous marking;
· Arrangements at all centres of delivery.

6.4.6
The Field or Modules
· Observations concerning the modules or field which have been highlighted by the assessment process. 

6.4.7
Previous reports

· Comment on whether matters arising from previous reports been satisfactorily addressed.

6.4.8
Other comments

· Any other reflections that are appropriate. 
6.4.9
Final report

At the end of their term of office, examiners are asked to add to their annual report a brief summary of their findings over the period.

Manuals, Forms and Guidance notes relevant to Part 9 

· External examiner manual

· External examiner website
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