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Report of an English Subject Centre Forum on External Examining in English

19th February 2010, Senate House, University of London

1. Introduction

On Friday 19 February, the English Subject Centre organised a Forum on External Examining in London.  The purpose of the meeting, which focused on BA level degrees in English literary studies, was to address the implications for the discipline of a period of rapid change both in public perception and institutional imperatives regarding the process of external examining.  Out of ten invited colleagues, seven were able to attend and were drawn from a range of institutions.  These were: David Amigoni (Keele), Scott Brewster (Salford), Jean Chothia (Cambridge), Martin Coyle (Cardiff), Elspeth Graham (Liverpool John Moores), Chris Ringrose (Northampton),  Sue Vice (Sheffield), and Jane Gawthrope, Nicole King and Ben Knights, from the English Subject Centre. 
The contexts for this event included the heightened public debate over external examining in relation to ideas about the robustness and comparability of standards (for example in last summer’s report of the Parliamentary Select Committee); the HEFCE report on quality and standards; and the response of the universities in the form of the UUK review of external examining. External examining also plays an important role, alongside a strengthened QAA, in the vision for the student experience outlined in the Government’s recent framework paper, Higher Ambitions: the Future of Universities in a Knowledge Economy. 

It is clear to the English Subject Centre that external examining, which originated in relatively small and somewhat informal university communities, is now seen as a major element in institutional self-regulation within a mass HE system, and, together with the QAA, as playing an overt role in quality assurance. In addition, it is clear 

· That different institutions make very different demands; 

· That the role of the external differs widely across the sector;

· That already stressed individuals undertake the role out of loyalty to colleagues and the profession;

· And that all the time the pressures on individual externals continue to increase.

It is also probable that the assumptions about external examining entertained by the government and its agencies (and also to some degree perhaps by the university-going public) do not altogether accord with the realities on the ground. The February 2010 forum was convened, in part, to articulate those realities.  

2. The changing role of the external examiner and what is understood about the process of external examining (and internal moderation)
In the post-Dearing world, the role of the external examiner has been steadily changing. The changes have been long drawn-out, so that what Professor Philip Martin remarked six years ago is still in process of becoming true:
A decade ago, the External Examiner’s role was largely taken up with the verification of grading and marks, and with the classification of individual student results through profiling. In recent years, those elements of scrutiny have been displaced by moderation of scripts (sometimes, indeed often, under the instruction that marks cannot be changed), the checking of formal procedures, and advice on how to avoid appeals or deal with problem students. Some Examiners have felt that their roles have been reduced – in a system where the computer averaging of marks prevails – to rubber stamping .... (2003: 15)

That dynamic is set to continue, and at the same time, the responsibility resting on the external examiner will continue to increase. While many of the problems and dilemmas are not subject specific, it seemed timely to address the implications for our discipline of a period of rapid change both in public perception and institutional imperatives. 

2.1 New definitions of the role

Overall, the group agreed that the external examining process has steadily improved over the last 10-15 years and is actually much better than it was previously.  There are now more checks and balances in place to prevent external examiners exerting undue influence on a particular module or mark. Systems for ensuring that external examiners’ recommendations are acted upon are well established.  

Today the role of the external examiner is very much as an informed observer and critical friend. The external examiner can look across the range of modules on a programme/in a department and formulate a critical overview that is very useful to departments.  Indeed, even when the teaching and internal systems of moderation are working smoothly, the external can, for instance, help a department eliminate unnecessary duplication or inconsistencies across and between particular modules because of her unique perspective.  

Attendees, who spoke both as heads of department /schools and as external examiners themselves,  were in agreement that external examining today is mostly the ratification of grades and departmental processes rather than  a process of ‘drilling down’ through a particular student’s work or progress through the degree.  In some instances this opened up the role of the external examiner to become an advocate of the department/programme and raise questions to Deans or Heads of School on the department/programme’s behalf.  But the contours of external examining in 2010 also suggest losses:  there is now little to no room for discussion of the subject of teaching or student work within the exam board format.  The erosion of the external examiner’s ability to intervene in marks was understood by one participant to be problematic too.  In short, the process-driven exercise that external examining has become unfortunately masks much of the richness of student work and leaves few opportunities for the external examiner to call attention to excellent teaching.

The Group observed that outside commentators, such as the authors of the recent Parliamentary Review, generally ignore the multiple layers of assessment and extensive working hours devoted to robust and fair processes of assessment that are undertaken by all departments, before the external examiner arrives.  To take three examples: the issue of double boards (two exam boards a year rather than one), and the extensive internal moderation and double-marking that departments carry out are generally ignored by reports and outside scrutiny of external examining.  Overall, the Group thought that some of the evidence presented to the Select Committee (see Appendix 2) was suspect and did not reflect the general picture.
2.2 Effects of modularisation
The modularisation of the university curriculum has also affected the role of the external examiner. It is quite common for there to be two tranches of marking (first and second semesters), which can have the effect of creating more work for the external and can delay marks getting to students.  For some, the cramped time-scale in which external examiners are expected to carry out their duties (whether once or twice per year) worsens annually. On the other hand, speaking as an external, one attendee commented that he actually preferred receiving scripts at mid-year because this reduced the load of scripts he was responsible for in June and July.  In addition, there are frequently two summer boards (module and programme boards) that externals are expected to attend.
Greater efforts need to be made to ensure that the government, the public and students understand more clearly what the cumulative processes of marking, internal moderation and external examining involve.

3. Resourcing 

In the present moment, student feedback, marking and double marking, internal moderation and external examining are all connected processes.  It is essential to understand marking as part of the developmental experience for students and to recognise the ‘delicate ecosystem’ of how marking is done.  The Forum revealed, not surprisingly, that universities employ a range of approaches to the task of resourcing these related assessment mechanisms.  One attendee commented that lecturers in his/her institution were taught how to mark, how to second mark, how to sample, how to mark on a curve and how to effectively comment as a second marker.  Such training also equips these lecturers with essential skills for external examining too, but requires significant resources in terms of time and commitment.  

The work of external examining is not well paid and none of the attendees work as external examiners for the token sums they are given.  However, all agreed that they would greatly appreciate increased recognition within their home institutions for the work they do as external examiners.  Two specific recommendations were to make staff members’ duties as external examiners part of their work-load allocation or to provide staff with time-in lieu for the hours they undertake as external examiners on behalf of other institutions.

It was noted that in this age of mass higher education, internal and external marking and the training of staff to do both effectively requires time resources that department staff and department budgets have in quickly diminishing amounts.

4. A College of External Examiners?
The Group considered at length the pros and cons of a national college of external examiners which might act as a register of external examiners, offer recognition of the role and offer training and support to individuals.

The following were identified as the advantages of such a college:

· Improved recognition of the role and contribution of external examiners.
· Improvements in pay for external examiners.

· A means by which the comments of individual examiners relating to quality enhancement issues could be pooled in order to identify general recommendations.  At present there is no such mechanism by which the collective experience of external examiners can inform policy-makers and government.
· A college might offer initial training for new external examiners as well as CPD for the more experienced.
· A college might establish mentoring schemes for new examiners.
The following were identified as disadvantages of a college or difficult issues in establishing one:

· How would members be nominated? By themselves, their discipline, their home HEI or one they had examined for?

· Would membership be compulsory or optional?
· How might disciplinary differences be accommodated within the structure of the college?

· A college might create a separate cadre of professional examiners, out of touch with teaching and research in their disciplines.
· A college would introduce a further bureaucratic layer on top of institutional selection and induction, and be costly to administer.
On balance the Group felt that the disadvantages of a college outweighed the advantages.  As an alternative to a college the Group identified a number of ways in which the role of the external examiner could be reinforced.  These centred on giving more recognition to external examiners within their home institution and might include:

· greater openness and awareness amongst colleagues about external examining work being undertaken

· taking account of external examining in promotion procedures

· giving academic benefits such as time in lieu to those undertaking external examining

· encouraging more junior staff to take on the role and giving them opportunities to develop relevant experience, for example on smaller MA programmes

· systems for external examiners to feed back what they have learned to their home institutions

It was also suggested that the QAA Code of Practice which, although frequently referenced in documentation, was little used by external examiners themselves, could be ‘beefed up’ to make it more useful in benchmarking an HEI’s standards and practices against national ones. 

5. “Who in their right mind would do it?” Recruiting and Developing External Examiners 

In the course of discussion several themes emerged in relation to the experience, recruitment and preparation of external examiners. The need for examiners to be closely connected to disciplinary practice rather than ‘teaching and learning bureaucrats’ has been noted above. 
Difficulties in recruiting external examiners were attributed to the lack of recognition for the role, the huge volume of reading and other work to be undertaken in a very short timescale (at a time when there are enormous assessment pressures in their home department) and the lack of financial reward.  It was felt that the system survived on the loyalty and good will of those who undertake external examining out of sense of duty to colleagues and the academy. Recruitment of new external examiners might be increased if the personal benefits of the role (broader horizons, networking opportunities, exposure to more diverse practices) were given more emphasis.

It was noted that it is particularly difficult to recruit external examiners who are experienced in Creative Writing, possibly as a result of the fact that those teaching Creative Writing are sometimes professional writers rather than academics, and therefore do not have the same levels of experience or interest in academic processes. 
Whilst the Group recognised the need for an external examiner to be an ‘all rounder’, capable of covering a range of periods and forms of assessment, it also challenged the level of seniority required of external examiners by some institutions. Requirements for seniority make it difficult to introduce more junior colleagues, and the Group’s view was that seniority was less important than independence. (For the same reason they counselled against using former students or ex-colleagues as external examiners.)  They also said that it was important for external examiners to have teaching and learning experience.
Training for external examiners is almost entirely ‘on the job’ but the Group saw advantages in having a disciplinary-based annual forum to discuss issues of common concern and where novice examiners might learn from the more experienced. Such a forum might also be a conduit for greater alignment in what external examiners do. It also thought that home departments could do more to prepare their own junior staff for the role of external examiner, and the Subject Centre might produce resources to support new and potential recruits. 
In terms of the induction of new examiners, having a ‘team’ comprising novice and senior examiners was endorsed.  The Group did not find HEI-organised inductions for external examiners helpful in that they were usually a PR exercise trumpeting the HEI’s achievements; informal inductions from the department were, however, generally welcomed as useful.  
6. Proposals
The Group did not go as far as determining a set of recommendations, but the following ideas emerged that merit further discussion amongst the discipline community and HE policy makers:

1. Given that the external examining process is not well understood by politicians, policy-makers, parents and students, the sector should make a clear statement about the functions, limitations and, especially, the virtues of external examining and its place within assessment and quality enhancement regimes.

2. External examining should be better resourced both in terms of financial reward and time-in-lieu for undertaking it.

3. The contribution made by external examiners should be more widely recognised within their home institution e.g. by crediting it in promotion procedures.  External examiners should be encouraged and supported in carrying out their role by their home institutions, and systems for home institutions to learn from the experiences of their examiners should be in place.
7. Role of the Subject Centre(s)
The potential roles for the Subject Centre in supporting external examiners mentioned throughout this Report are collated below:

· Organising an annual forum for external examiners to share experience and discuss common concerns.

· Generally promoting disciplinary dialogue on assessment processes of which external examining is a part.

· Providing supporting resources for new and potential external examiners. (The Engineering Subject Centre’s guide to External Examining was commended.)
Appendices
The documents below were sent to Group Participants in advance of the meeting.    We include them here because they forms the background to the Group’s discussion and because of their intrinsic interest.
Appendix 1: Introductory Notes by Prof. Ben Knights, Director of the English Subject Centre

Forum on External Examining in English / Literary Studies

Friday 19 February 2010, 11.00 – 4.00

Introduction
The contexts for this event include the heightened public debate over external examining in relation to ideas about the robustness and comparability of standards (for example in last summer’s report of the Parliamentary Select Committee); the HEFCE report on quality and standards; and the response of the universities in the form of the UUK review of external examining. External examining also plays an important role, alongside a strengthened QAA, in the vision for the student experience outlined in the Government’s recent framework paper, Higher Ambitions: the Future of Universities in a Knowledge Economy. It is clear that external examining, which originated in relatively small and somewhat informal university communities, is now seen as a major element in institutional self regulation within a mass HE system, and, together with the QAA, as playing an overt role in quality assurance. But leaving aside for a moment the current sensitivity of the debate about standards, and the overwhelming pressure to provide prospective students with ‘quality information’, it is clear 

· That different institutions make very different demands; 

· That the role of the external differs widely across the sector;

· That already stressed individuals undertake the role out of loyalty to colleagues and the profession;

· and that all the time the pressures on individual externals continue to increase.

It is also probable that the assumptions about external examining entertained by HMG and its agencies (and also to some degree perhaps by the university-going public) do not altogether accord with the realities on the ground. 

At the same time, in the post-Dearing world, the role has been steadily changing. The changes have been long drawn-out, so that what Philip Martin remarked six years ago is still in process of becoming true.
A decade ago, the External Examiner’s role was largely taken up with the verification of grading and marks, and with the classification of individual student results through profiling. In recent years, those elements of scrutiny have been displaced by moderation of scripts (sometimes, indeed often, under the instruction that marks cannot be changed), the checking of formal procedures, and advice on how to avoid appeals or deal with problem students. Some Examiners have felt that their roles have been reduced – in a system where the computer averaging of marks prevails – to rubber stamping .... (2003: 15)

That dynamic is set to continue, and at the same time, the responsibility resting on the external will continue to increase. While many of the problems and dilemmas are not subject specific, it seems timely to address the implications for the discipline of a period of rapid change both in public perception and institutional imperatives. We shall focus on external examining at BA level, but this need not exclude insights drawn from other levels. We have sought to achieve a group of 9 – 10 colleagues coming from a range of different institutions, together with three members of the Subject Centre staff. We shall, as I said in the invitation, concentrate on literary studies, but not to the exclusion of cognate subjects – English Language, Creative Writing, Drama, and so on – which are in any case often studied alongside Literature, and modules in which may well feature in the same assessment boards.

Suggested framework for the day
The object of the day is to foster a dialogue drawing on the expertise and experience of participants. It does not seem appropriate in these circumstances to lay down too prescriptive a structure. What follows is therefore intended to be suggestive and to propose a sequence of questions, rather than to squeeze discussion into boxes. After introductions, we will re-visit and review this broad agenda. 

1. We suggest spending at least 30 minutes at the beginning pooling experiences and participants’ sense of how external examining is changing.

2. Contexts: we might explore a series of contextual circles: the pressures of the larger (political, social) environment; the divergent expectations of different kinds of institutions – residual and dominant models; changes in assessment practices that have followed modularisation; the shifting balance between timed examinations and coursework, and the rise of new forms of assessment.

3. The question of subject. Does a discursive subject like English (broadly, here, as literary studies) create specific opportunities or problems for externals? One, perhaps obvious one, would be the sheer bulk of assessed material in a subject whose dominant form is still the essay. Another might be the often observed oblique relationship between our subject and the discourse of ‘learning outcomes’ or assessment criteria. Is our power to make qualitative judgments being whittled away? Does a shift towards a more procedural system have subject-specific implications?

4. How do externals make use of the nationally expected ‘reference points’ – Subject Benchmark, programme specifications, QAA code of practice, and so on?

5. Are there unsung benefits to the system, for example as a form of networking? It seems for example that external examining has frequently been a medium through which colleagues and teams have developed their ideas, learned from each other, and heard tidings of innovative practices.

6. The examiners themselves: who are they? How do they experience the tension between their role as colleagues, or ‘critical friends’ of a programme, and their institutional role? How are they recruited? How are they supported or trained? How are institutional programmes for inducting examiners viewed by programme teams and the examiners themselves? What recommendations might we make for the recruitment and induction of new external examiners? Or what recommendations might we want to make to new externals?

7. What messages would we like to convey to the UUK review? Or to our colleagues? What might the Subject Centre contribute?

Outputs
While the Subject Centre seeks to keep abreast of changes in the external examining system, our last formal report on the subject was Philip Martin’s 2003 Report, itself based on a consultation with senior colleagues. One of the aims of this Forum will be to inform further Subject Centre work in supporting colleagues who undertake external examining. Another – at a policy level - will be to help frame discipline specific responses to the UUK review. We would like to think also that this occasion might contribute to clarifying our own ideas as a family of disciplines about the future shape of the external examining system. Subject Centre staff will write up notes on the event which (after circulation to participants) will form the basis of a report for our website, a continuing dialogue with CCUE and other organisations, and a subject-specific contribution to the UUK review.
Appendix 2: References

References are included for orientation and for your interest. We are not expecting you to read them in preparation for the forum!

The Subject Centre’s original report External Examining in English was written by Philip Martin and published in April 2003 (Report Series No. 7, also available on the web at http://www.english.heacademy.ac.uk/explore/resources/external/guide.php )

Select Committee Report Students and Universities http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmdius/170/17002.htm 

Government’s response to SC Report http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmsctech/991/991.pdf 

HEFCE Sub-Committee report on Teaching, Quality, and Student Experience (there’s a summary and full report on the web http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2009/09_40/  )

Government’s Framework Document Higher Ambitions: the Future of Universities in a Knowledge Economy (November 2009) http://www.bis.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/publications/Higher-Ambitions.pdf or http://www.bis.gov.uk/mandelson-outlines-future-of-higher-education  Especially chapters 4 ‘The student experience of higher education’ and 6 ‘Supporting a world class system’. ‘We will ... support  universities’ work to strengthen the role of the external examiner’ (p. 77)

UUK’s external examiner consultation announced  http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/Newsroom/Media-Releases/Pages/UniversitiesUKtoleadreviewofexternalexaminers.aspx   

UUK’s ‘How the System Works’ area http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/PolicyAndResearch/PolicyAreas/QualityAssurance/HowTheSystemWorks/Pages/ExternalExaminers.aspx 

QAA Code of Practice http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/codeOfPractice/section4/COP_external.
The QAA has reviewed the performance of the sector in this area in what are called Outcome reports. The latest Outcomes from institutional audit External examiners and their reports (opens in new window) (June 2008) comments that 'overall....external examining arrangements were generally working well and that comments by external examiners in their reports were making an important contribution to the work of safeguarding academic standards and managing the quality of provision'.
There are various resources on the HE Academy site http://www.heacademy.ac.uk . These include a slightly dated but still useful paper by Norman Jackson ‘New developments in external examining’ http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/resource_database/id112_New_Developments_in_External_Examining
Our colleagues in the Engineering Subject Centre have produced an excellent guide on external examining (see http://www.engsc.ac.uk/teaching-guides/external-examining/index.php where a pdf download is available) which is useful well beyond the Engineering community.

Appendix 3: Extract from the DIUS Parliamentary Select Committee Report Students and Universities  (July 2009)
This extract from the DIUS Parliamentary Select Committee Report Students and Universities  (July 2009)  http://www.parliament.the-stationery-office.co.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmdius/170/17008.htm#a72 was also included in the notes sent to Group participants in advance of the meeting as indicative of the temper and direction of public debate.

External Examiners 

267. When we turned to consider the role and value of the external examiner system, we found it illuminating to start with what the Robbins Report said in 1963 on standards: 

[S]tandards vary to some extent: such variations are in the nature of things. But an autonomous institution should be free to establish and maintain its own standards of competence without reference to any central authority. The habit of appointing external examiners from other universities and the obvious incentive to maintain a high place in public esteem provide in our judgment a sufficient safeguard against any serious abuse of this liberty.[503]

268. The one part of the system that the Robbins Report described nearly 50 years ago that still appears recognisable is the role of the external examiner. External examiners continue to have—or it might be more accurate to say, are perceived to have—a key role in safeguarding standards, although the degree to which this remains true is unclear. As Universities UK explained, universities in this country have a "long history of cross-checking the quality and standards of their own provision with that of other institutions through a system of external examiners" and that the involvement of external examiners was "recognised internationally as a key mechanism for ensuring comparability across the UK higher education system".[504] Professor Trainor from Universities UK in his oral evidence called the external examiner system "a jewel in the crown of UK quality maintenance".[505] He explained that the UK had a "double system, double insurance, […] of internal scrutiny and external scrutiny, and the two join together in the external examiner system".[506] 
269. We received evidence that indicated that this "jewel in the crown" had become tarnished. One academic in his evidence stated: "External scrutiny is supposed to be provided by the external examiner system, a procedure which is too often abused. External examiners are often friends of the module leaders and are frequently asked to scrutinise subject areas with which they are unfamiliar. They are not encouraged to pass adverse comments."[507] Another academic wrote in his memorandum: 

The role of the external examiner is, in principle, supposed to be that of a supervisor and guarantor of certain standards of quality and probity. Sadly, this lofty aspiration is met more in the breach than in the observance because of two main factors. In the first place, many universities have succeeded in severely restricting the scope for action by the external examiner by the manner in which they circumscribe his/her duties in the relevant regulations. In many cases, the external examiner does not monitor the general level of the marks [nor] is given the opportunity to change individual grades, since all he/she is called upon to do is to arbitrate between first and second markers and/or make a decision in borderline cases. […]

[T]here is another way in which the external examiner is unable fully to exercise his role as guardian of standards, in that he/she cannot possibly know what has passed between tutor and student prior to the assessment, or the input which the tutor has had in it (in the case of coursework). For it is the worst-kept secret in the academic world that, for unseen examination papers, most tutors provide their students with the contents of the paper beforehand, or at least give them a list of topics from which the questions will be drawn. The role of the external examiner is therefore predicated on an assumption of academic integrity which, for the most part, does not exist.[508]

270. Professor Brown, former Vice-Chancellor of Southampton Solent University, said that the external examiner system was becoming "outmoded" not only "because of the basic weaknesses in the system" but also because of the growth of multi-disciplinary and modular courses which meant that the external examiner was "not in close contact with the student on a piece of work, which was the original rationale for the system. But then on top of that you have these forces of competition which inevitably will make people cut corners."[509] He also commented that there was "no substitute for an independent, impartial expert view of the curriculum from professional academics who know their subject and that is the gap in our arrangements at the moment and that is what needs to be done".[510] 

271. In 1997, the National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education ("the Dearing Report") recommended that the sector "create, within three years, a UK-wide pool of academic staff recognised by the Quality Assurance Agency, from which institutions must select external examiners".[511] As far as we are aware this recommendation has never been implemented and in the years since the Dearing Report we cannot see that higher education institutions have done much to safeguard or improve the external examiner system. The evidence we received showed that far from being the jewel in the crown that Universities UK claimed it was, it appeared that system might be simultaneously wilting and rotting from within as it has become exposed to the pressures and heat of sector-wide changes, internal pressures and external demands. In our view, if matters continue as they have been the system of external examiners will become outmoded. Whilst it had value in the past in guaranteeing, as Professor Brown put it, that "anyone who takes a British degree is getting a worthwhile qualification with a worthwhile curriculum",[512] we believe that it will be unable to continue to provide an assurance of quality unless the independence, rigour and consistency of the system is reinvigorated and enhanced. 

272. From the evidence that we received we would say that the problems of the external examiner system at present can be summarised as: 

· the remit and autonomy of external examiners is often unclear and may sometimes differ substantially across institutions in terms of operational practices; 

· the reports produced by external examiners are often insufficiently rigorous and critical; 

· the external examiner's report's recommendations are often not acted upon—partly because their remit is unclear; and 

· the appointment of external examiners is generally not transparent. 

273. Notwithstanding these deficiencies, we agree with Universities UK that the external examiner system is fundamental to ensuring high and comparable standards across the sector and that is why we believe that it is worth making the effort to refurbish the system. The starting point for the repair of the external examiner system is the recommendation made by the Dearing Report to the Quality Assurance Agency "to work with universities and other degree awarding institutions to create, within three years, a UK-wide pool of academic staff recognised by the Quality Assurance Agency, from which institutions must select external examiners". We conclude that the sector should now implement this recommendation. Drawing on the evidence we received we would add that the reformed QAA should be given the responsibility of ensuring that the system of external examiners works and that, to enable comparability, the QAA should ensure that standards are applied consistently across institutions. We strongly support the development of a national "remit" for external examiners, clarifying, for example, what documents external examiners should be able to access, the extent to which they can amend marks—in our view, they should have wide discretion—and the matters on which they can comment. This should be underpinned with an enhanced system of training, which would allow examiners to develop the generic skills necessary for multi-disciplinary courses. We conclude that higher education institutions should only employ external examiners from the national pool. The system should also be transparent and we conclude that, to assist current and prospective students, external examiners' reports should be published without redaction, other than to remove material which could be used to identify an individual's mark or performance. 
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