ENQUIRY INTO THE NATURE OF EXTERNAL EXAMINING

Final report

July 2004 

Research team: 

Andrew Hannan

Professor of Education and Research Co-ordinator for

 Educational Development, University of Plymouth                                                  
Harold Silver

Visiting Professor of Higher Education, University


of Plymouth

CONTENTS

	Executive summary


	3

	1. Introduction


	7

	2. Why be an external examiner?


	12

	3. Downside… upside


	15

	4. Attributes


	18

	5. Student learning


	23

	6. Induction


	24

	7. Roles


	28

	8. The power and influence of external examiners


	36

	9. Reports


	40

	10. Recognition by home institution


	45

	11. Improving the function, supporting external examiners


	47

	Appendix A: interview schedule for individual external examiners
	57

	Appendix B: interview schedule for administrators/managers
	60

	Appendix C: interview schedule for external not employed in HE
	62

	Appendix D: agenda for focus group discussion
	63

	Appendix E: invitation to participate
	64

	Appendix F: ethics protocol
	65


AN EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1
Introduction
This project was undertaken between January and July 2004.  It focused on the nature of external examining in 12 institutions of higher education (HE) from across the UK, three of which were colleges of HE, four of which were ‘old’ (pre 1992) universities and five of which were ‘new’ (post 1992) universities.  There were 34 interviews with individual external examiners and 12 with members of staff with managerial/administrative responsibility for examining arrangements (one of these taking place with two people who shared this role).  In addition information was gathered from a total of 11 people who attended three focus groups (one of five people and the other two of three people each), 15 who attended a subject centre ‘expert seminar’ and five who were present at a professional development event (one of whom also attended a focus group).  

The 34 external examiners who were interviewed individually came from 30 different institutions.  Sixteen of them (47%) were from old universities, 13 (38%) from new universities, four (12%) from colleges of HE and one (3%) was a practitioner not employed by an HE institution.  Twenty were male and 14 female.  They examined across the HE curriculum (nine in arts and humanities, ten in social science and business, nine in science, technology and engineering and six in professional areas such as law, education, social work and health).  

Amongst the interviewees nine of the ten externals at old universities were from similar institutions, with only one coming from a new university and none from a college of HE.  In contrast five of the fourteen externals at the new universities were from the pre 1992 sector, with three from colleges of HE, five from other new universities and one from industry.  Colleges of HE externals came mostly from new universities (seven of the ten), with two from old universities and one from a college of HE.   

2
Why be an external examiner?
Academics assume that external examining should and will continue.  Their reasons for willingness to become external examiners include: reciprocity across higher education; curiosity about or interest in other courses and institutions; importance for one’s cv and academic reputation; bringing intelligence back to one’s department.  These may be combined and since motivations are so disparate there may be a danger in treating present and potential external examiners as a homogeneous group.  This is important for considering uniform or customised forms of support.

3
Downside… upside
The reasons given above for becoming an external examiner were generally realised in practice.  The main ‘downside’ experience was expressed strongly as related to time and timing.  The amount of time expended in the activity, and the fact that examining and examination boards in the host and home institution coincided, were difficulties somehow to be coped with, but generally ignored by the home institution.  

4
Attributes

External examiners general saw two kinds of necessary attributes: a) a combination of academic expertise and sufficient experience, and b) personal qualities of flexibility and an ability to establish interactive relationships.  Experience was gained in one’s own institution through teaching, assessment and membership of boards and committees, but also through watching one’s own external examiners.  There were mixed views about the importance of national contexts for the role, except that these had been translated into one’s own practice and were carried naturally into the external examiner role.

5
Student learning

There were very mixed views about the value of familiarity with theories of student learning (though those of assessment were more highly rated).  Responses to questions consisted of much silence, evasion and guilt, a small amount of hostility to theory and a somewhat larger amount of support.

6
Induction

Of the 12 institutions participating in this project only one had no formal induction programme at all for newly appointed external examiners.  Two others had no institutionally-provided programme, leaving any provision for schools and departments to decide, with obvious differences across the institutions.  The other nine institutions all arranged induction programmes, generally one-day events introducing the workings of the institution and providing an opportunity to meet with department or programme staff.  Three of the four old universities had little or no induction programme; all of the colleges of HE and all but one of the five new universities had substantial institutional programmes.  External examiners saw induction events as everything from useless to valuable.  Attendance was described by administrators as variable; in one case it was 50 per cent, and that may be typical.

7
Roles

Helping to maintain comparable standards and fairness to students remained an aim of external examiners, but standards, fairness and how the external actually operates are not uniform and straightforward. The nature of the roles is assumed though there are issues in practice, including the disappearing but not yet disappeared practices of changing individual students’ marks and conducting vivas; the extent of the advisory role; relationship with internal moderation processes and QA procedures.  There was increasing commitment to the role of ensuring ‘due process’ and internal consistency, working with the programme team.  Experience was seen as the main instrument for seeking comparability of standards.
8
The power and influence of external examiners

External examiners operated from different kinds of power base, in the sense of being supported by regulations that defined what they could and could not do that afforded them varying degrees of formal authority.  In all cases they had the power to make comments in their reports that they could follow up in subsequent years, although institutions seemed to differ in the extent to which they felt obliged to respond to these.  When they felt that they were not being listened to they usually had recourse to a higher authority, often the vice-chancellor, although some were simply treated on an equal basis to internal examiners when decisions were made.  The key to real influence, however, seemed to be the careful construction over time of a relationship that allowed for both a proper element of distance to enable rigorous scrutiny, backed up by the existence of formal powers, and the growth of a sense of trust and collegial sharing relying essentially on respect for the external examiner based on personal commitment, experience and expertise.

9
Reports

Overall, reports were seen as a necessary device for ensuring some continuity in external examining.  They were reference points that could chart the progress made or, perhaps, the lack of it.  They provided a means to raise issues to those higher up the institutional hierarchy if the informal relationships between external and course team or department had broken down.  It was realised that these formal documents already had a public status and they were thus used circumspectly, with much else going on informally the outcomes of which, happy or otherwise, were recorded in the reports themselves.  The move towards more widespread publication through summaries of reports appearing on the internet was not seen by most as a great threat to this arrangement, although there was some suggestion that more than usual would go on behind the scenes.

10
Recognition by home institution

In general there was very little internal recognition granted to examiners for the examining they carried out externally in terms of such matters as workload allocations.  However, some institutions appeared to take seriously the value of such activity by viewing it positively through the promotions process, although this was never a crucial factor.  

11
Improving the function, supporting external examiners

The themes of improving the function of external examining and supporting external examiners produced some of the most serious and varied responses. Only a tiny minority of respondents thought unequivocally that the system needed to be improved and that external examiners needed formal training and more extensive support.  A larger minority thought that no changes of any kind were needed.  Categorical, unreserved views were not in the majority.  There was some support for defining the purpose of external examining more clearly as a prerequisite for considering change, but it was emphasised that diversity in the system made an operational definition difficult to achieve.  Support for all but very limited forms of training and accreditation was extremely small, though interest in informal and ‘on the job’ approaches was much greater.  However ‘generic’ the issues might be, there was little support for generic solutions.  Formal ‘training’ could be a deterrent to recruitment.  Some kind of voluntary initial preparation for new external examiners was seen as of possible value, perhaps by some form of ‘e-facilitating’.  If the predominant qualification for external examining was suitable experience in one’s own institution, then there could be a role for the home institution in enabling broad experience to be obtained.  Remuneration was an issue, partly because of its low level and partly because of the wide differentials between payment for equivalent duties in different institutions.  At least minima and understood criteria were needed nationally.

The prior experience and motivations on which academics base their ability to work as external examiners are personal and varied, and so are the situations in which they operate as external examiners. Any national initiatives would need to take these into account.  Academics’ home institution or subject-based body may have a role in helping to prepare external examiners, but there was very little evidence of such involvement currently taking place. 

************************************************

FULL REPORT

1
Introduction

The project of which this is the final report was commissioned to begin in January 2004.  The commissioning brief for the enquiry was issued by the Learning and Teaching Support Network (LTSN) Generic Centre on behalf of a consortium consisting also of Universities UK (UUK), the Standing Conference of Principals (SCOP), the Institute for Learning and Teaching in Higher Education (ILTHE), the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) and the Association of Colleges [LTSN and ILTHE have since become part of the Higher Education Academy].  This consortium was promoting a consultation and programme of development work aimed at improving the support given to external examiners and the function of external examining, a programme which included the present project.  Following bids for the project, the commission was offered to Andrew Hannan, Professor of Education and Research Co-ordinator for Educational Development, University of Plymouth, and Harold Silver, Visiting Professor of Higher Education, also at the University of Plymouth.  The final report was to be submitted by 31 August 2004.

The background to this range of initiatives lay in a report to HEFCE in January 2003 from a Teaching Quality Enhancement Committee (TQEC), which had been established by HEFCE and UUK to review arrangements for the support of quality enhancement in learning and teaching.  Its report specifically on external examiners described the system as ‘a crucial component of the operational quality assurance arrangements within the sector and institutions’.  External examiners performed the task ‘for minimal remuneration… as a service to the relevant peer community’.  The report made a number of recommendations, in the context of extensive changes in higher education and its contexts.  A note to the Committee from HEFCE the previous year had suggested the possibility of developing ‘a form of “college” or “academy” of external examiners’, membership or fellowship of which might result from various kinds of training that would confer accreditation.  The Committee considered, however, that ‘imposing compulsory accreditation on the system of external examiners risks losing the expertise and goodwill of a great many’, and advised against ‘interfering with the nature of the contractual relationship between HEIs and their appointed examiners’.

The ‘invitation to tender for an enquiry into the nature of external examining’ issued by LTSN on behalf of the consortium contained an elaboration of ‘key questions for the enquiry’ and some ‘possible enquiry themes’.  The former consisted of:

· How have external examiners developed their capacities for external examining?

· What do external examiners actually do when they evaluate and comment on academic standards?

· What do external examiners do to fulfil their wider external examiner role?

· What types of support and professional development would help them fulfil their role?

The suggested themes included external examiners’ motivation; their beliefs about students’ learning and assessment; the experience, skills and capacities that prepared them for the role and their view of the role; the ways in which they engage with the institutions where they operate and with other external examiners; the information/evidence they need and the way in which they use it; their deliberation, decision making and giving of advice (and how the last is received); their views on the political and administrative contexts of their work.  Finally, picking up on the previous history of the proposed study, the themes included:

· How they think external examining might be improved (encouraging radical ideas).

· How external examiners might be supported by institutions.

· The things that LTSN Subject Centres/disciplinary communities might do to help them as external examiners and the role of external examining.

To conduct the study the co-directors proposed to focus on a small number of external examiners at twelve higher education institutions covering all of the United Kingdom, to conduct most interviews by telephone, but also to arrange focus groups in two pilot institutions.  The focus was to be on undergraduate programmes.  All the institutions approached agreed to take part in the project, by providing details of a sample of external examiners, by making available an appropriate senior member of staff for interview and to make initial contact with them.  At the pilot institutions focus groups were of members of staff of those institutions who acted as external examiners elsewhere.  Participation in other relevant events was also sought and agreed.  These included an ‘expert seminar’ on external examining conducted by one LTSN subject centre; a professional development event focusing on external examining; attendance and participation in an external examiner working group and an institutional working group which were part of the overall programme of work sponsored by the consortium, and involvement in a session on external examining at an LTSN national conference.   Separate interview schedules were developed for the external examiners and for the senior administrative staff, as well as discussion topics for the focus groups and other events, and protocols concerning confidentiality, anonymity and related matters.  The visits to and discussions and interviews at the pilot institutions helped to determine the final shape of the schedules and the various balances to be borne in mind in sampling external examiners in individual institutions and across the study.


Although no institution, organisation or interviewee was to be identified in the text, the institutions principally involved in the project were to be made known.  They were:

Bradford College



University of Edinburgh



University of Hertfordshire



University of Kingston



University of Lincoln



University of Manchester



University of Newcastle



University of Plymouth



University of Reading



University of Ulster



University of Wales Institute Cardiff



Worcester University College

The intention was to ensure that these reasonably represented the range of institutions in the United Kingdom, in terms of location, size and historical type.  Of course, those who were external examiners at these places themselves came from a much wider range of institutions; 30 in total.

Telephone interviews were to be recorded by notes and, where advance agreement was sought and given, by tape.  Some tapes were fully transcribed, others were partly so, or were used as back-up for notes.  Institutions were asked to provide appropriate documentation, mainly of the kind provided for external examiners.  As far as possible the total picture derived from the study was drawn from external examiners who were varied according to subject, seniority, gender and type of home institution. There were 34 interviews with individual external examiners, 12 with members of staff with managerial/administrative responsibility for examining arrangements in their institution (one of these taking place with two people who shared this responsibility),  a total of 11 people attended three focus groups (one of five people and the other two of three people each), 15 attended the subject centre ‘expert seminar’ and five were present at the professional development event (one of whom also attended a focus group).  The analysis of the data collected, which made use of N5 software, took account of these main differences.  Responses from different informants were first grouped according to theme, roughly corresponding to the issues raised in the interview schedules (see appendix A), before some of these were combined under more general headings.  These were then read several times to identify the positions taken and points made, with quotations being chosen to illustrate the account that was constructed.  Although the data were essentially qualitative in nature, sufficient commonality was evident to give some indications of frequency.  The characteristics of the external examiners who were individually interviewed were coded with regard to their home institution and the kind of institution for which they were externals (old, new or college of HE), the subject of the course they examined, their gender, the number of years they had taught in HE and whether or not they had previous experience as an external examiner.  The information gathered is presented in the tables below, with percentages given in brackets:

Table 1
Type of institution

	
	old (pre 1992)
	new (post 1992)
	college of HE
	total

	institution at which external
	10 (29%)
	14 (41%)
	10 (29%)
	34

	own institution
	16 (49%)
	13 (39%)
	4 (12%)
	33*


* There was also one external examiner not employed by an HE institution

Table 2
Gender

	male
	female

	20 (59%)
	14 (41%)


Table 3
Subject examined

	arts & humanities
	9 (27%)

	social science & business
	10 (29%)

	science, technology & engineering
	9 (27%)

	professional qualification (law, education, social work or health)
	6 (18%)


Table 4
Years teaching in HE

	less than 10*
	2 (6%)

	10 to 19
	6 (18%)

	20 or more
	15 (46%)

	no information
	10 (30%)


* There was also one external examiner not employed by an HE institution

Table 5
Previous experience of external examining

	none
	8 (24%)

	1 or 2
	7 (21%)

	3 or more
	14 (41%)

	no information
	5 (15%)


It should be noted that the above tables do not include the interviewees who were responsible in each of the 12 institutions for examining arrangements and those externals present at the three focus groups, the staff development group and the expert seminar.

There are several important points to be made before reporting on the analysis:

a)
This was a relatively modest, brief study in which the field work had to be completed in five months (which contained the Easter period).  It had to cope with the silences of external examiners who failed to respond to invitations to be interviewed, and those who were not available at an agreed time and had to be re-scheduled.  Dealing with small numbers made the study a prey to postponements due to illness or overseas visits or other human or academic interruptions.  Since the majority of those approached agreed to be interviewed the most serious problem was that of finding dates and times for the interviews in the otherwise busy diaries of interviewee and interviewer.

b)
The interviews with senior staff responsible in some way for external examining in the institutions proved to come from administrators with very different backgrounds and at very different levels of responsibility.  The choice of these ‘contact persons’ was left to the institutions, and as a result there were interviews, for example, with pro-vice chancellors and with university or college examinations officers or heads of quality assurance.  In some cases administrators had an academic background, had been or still were external examiners, and others had no such experience.  Their perceptions of external examiners and their roles therefore came from somewhat different positions in the institutional systems and cultures.

c)
Not all questions in the schedules produced responses that were as helpful as anticipated, and in some cases the scheduled questions were not asked.  In the first category, for example, were responses to questions about whether interviewees were working alone or in teams (except for useful information about practitioner external examiners).  In the second category were questions about, for example, change over time where an external examiner was only in the second year of a first examinership.  

d)
Some data needed little or no analysis since responses to a question were relatively uniform.  The reasons for being invited to serve were one such question with only minor differences in the responses.  They were invited by phone, letter or email as a result of being known to someone in the department concerned, having met someone on a quality assurance panel, or having some similar contact.  ‘How did you come to be an external examiner at this institution?’ was invariably answered with ‘I had a phone call out of the blue’, or ‘someone emailed me’, or ‘someone asked me at a conference’.  The overall picture is not unimportant, but the modalities of the invitations proved to be relatively trivial.

e)
In what follows the identity of informants is given by a code where ‘X’ refers to an external examiner and ‘R’ to a person responsible for the management or administration of the examining system, followed by a number unique to that individual.  The subject examined is given for externals.

Taking account of all these differences and typologies was a crucial feature of the analysis, though in relation to complex issues there were often only few respondents and responses that could be placed in particular categories.  It was important, therefore, to ensure that the priority questions received fullest attention, and the tableaux below vary with regard not only to the categories but also to the priority to be allocated in the light of the key questions and themes suggested for the study or significantly emerging from the pilot interviews and focus groups, or at other points in the study.  Where relative unanimity emerged, it was important to highlight its strength.  Where basic disagreement surfaced it was important to suggest not only its strength but also, where they were reasonably clear, its causes.

Finally, one of us was involved in a research study of external examining ten years ago, and although there were at that time calls for the system to be ‘strengthened’ there was ‘little or no support for abandoning external examining’.  Much has changed in the contexts of external examining since that study reported in 1995
, but there is again no support for it to be abandoned.

2
Why be an external examiner?

All interviews and participants in focus groups and other events accepted the need to agree to act as external examiners.  Some reasons for doing so were fairly consistent through the responses, mainly to do with either reciprocity or curiosity about experience elsewhere, though there were a number of other more personal reasons.  

Reciprocity

The sense of involvement in a higher education system or culture and the concomitant need to give and receive service was prevalent, regardless of subject or seniority.  

As a sort of duty… a quid pro quo. (X38.engineering)

If I don’t do it the system won’t work, and others will not take part in it. (X39.history) 

As a method of quality control… it only works if everybody is prepared to put something into it.  (X10.clinical skills)

One is expected to do it because others do it for us, a question of reciprocity. (X29.law) 

Given that the system needs external examiners then obviously you need to be an external examiner… this is my contribution to the system. 

(X9.computer science)  

We all recognise that if we don’t do it for other people no one’s going to do it for us.  (X33.health and social care)

The implication of these kinds of comments is that there is a system, the system will continue, and it is built on professional commitment to what the system represents.  It is the first illustration here of the ways in which external examiners discussed aspects of the system with neither resistance nor reservation about its presence throughout UK higher education.  Whether they wished to contribute was here less important than their acceptance of it as a fact of their professional lives:

It’s a good system and deserves to be supported. (X42.marketing)

Interest

Many of the interviewees argued instead, or additionally, from their interest in how courses were run in other institutions.  This might relate to parallel or similar courses:

At my university we have a joint honours degree similar to the one where I am external examiner, though this one is different in various ways and I was interested to know how it worked. (X28.history)  

The experience would be useful for myself and the department.  It was the only other department in the country which had this sort of joint degree and the opportunity to compare was welcome. (X37.biological sciences)  

It might also relate to curiosity about something quite different:

My initial reason… was interest, because it is an inter-professional course and I wanted to see how inter-professional courses were organised, how they managed to bring four or five schools together…  I was interested in how the course was structured, how it was managed and how it was awarded… how they manage to get a sense of academic community and how that academic community is developed in times of change and stress and so on. (X31.education, focus group)

Every aspect of a particular course might be a source of interest to an external examiner:

It’s interesting seeing students’ work, attending exam boards, following their procedures, finding out what is happening elsewhere. 

(X4.management studies)   

Curiosity could obviously be related to what might be gained from ‘elsewhere’ or what might be contributed.  One professor who had spent most time in higher education in research and had little experience of teaching wanted to get to know more about courses, to experience how others ran their degrees.

On the other hand one interviewee was interested in what was happening in his field, but also:

I believe in healthy competition and wanted to help programmes in process of development.  It’s not a case of “how we do it”, but of understanding what they have and offering them a steer. (X25.art and design)

As a sharing experience it could, and frequently did, involve giving and receiving:

I like it for its breadth, as in my own faculty, I enjoy sharing information and interest.  I am grateful to other external examiners for what they do at my own institution.  (X52.e-commerce)  

It was a really interesting opportunity to extend my own experience, at the same time as contributing something to an interesting programme. 

(X2.fine art) 

An external examiner might value feeding back good practice to his or her own institution,  helping younger colleagues at another institution, taking advantage of an opportunity to meet colleagues other than at a conference or to meet other students, or engaging in what was seen as the important activity of networking.

Commonly, there was a clear view of external examining as part of professional or career development:

It’s a form of professional development, maintaining awareness at course level, for example in relation to inclusion. (X5.art and design)  

It is also very much personal professional development, actually having perhaps an influence on a professional pathway as well. 

(X40.occupational therapy, focus group)  

I had been looking for an external examinership.  I hadn’t done it before and felt I ought to – good for the cv… The question of cv is important. 

(X51.health care)  

Others echoed the relevance to the cv.  One member of a focus group first did it partly because ‘it should look good on a cv’, and another agreed: ‘it did occur to me that it might be useful for my cv’.  Some of these comments were made by relative newcomers to external examining, but they are not unlike the reflective comments of a more senior academic, whose explanation of first agreeing to act as external examiner included ‘a sense of responsibility to one’s colleagues working in other institutions’, but also:

It was clear to me from the appraisal that I’d had from colleagues in my own institution, that becoming an external was part of establishing one’s cv and one’s role as a major figure in the profession.

Although he had been promoted before accepting the current examinership this was ‘clearly an additional plank of wood’ (X8.ancient history).   (These issues are also discussed in section 10 on ‘Recognition in own institution’, with particular reference to promotion.)

The motivation of ‘interest’ was almost universally expressed, though clearly in different forms, ranging from sheer curiosity to what might be contributed or gained.  The two themes of reciprocity and interest ran to some extent in parallel, but in some ways they can be represented as two sides of the same coin, at the levels of commitment to the system and of the ways in which this was translated into personal practice.

Other

Accepting invitations to act as external examiner is also explained by other, largely personal and positive motives.  These include doing it ‘as a favour’ - no doubt a synonym for reciprocity (X36.economics): regarding it as ‘something valuable in addition to one’s regular work’ - possibly a synonym for professional development (X24.criminology); being ‘stuck with your own courses you become very isolated’ (X47.biomedical science);  ‘not for the money but as a service to the community’.  A note of part of a focus group discussion indicates the range of explanations:

(X55.planning)
Spying.  Stealing best practice.  A small field – I have to do it for others and likewise others for us.

(X57.psychology)
You can help them.  It’s not just rubber stamping.

(X54.planning)
It’s not just about limited matters, it’s also about how others cope with change, overall practice, how it works with a different staff:student ratio.

(X56.English)

The pay is not enough.

(X55.planning)
At (another institution) the pay is abysmal.  It looks good on your cv.

(X53.English)
There is esteem attached to being an external examiner.  It’s important for dealing with extenuating circumstances.’  

A note of a staff development workshop does the same:

Professional – see what others do, bring ideas back, tests your own academic reach.

Academic – better platform, widens knowledge and thoughts.

Career – depends on how external examining is rated in your own institution, where is external examining on the promotions template, number 12 of 15?

(X31.education)

Discussion in an ‘expert seminar’ produced the following items:


Extension of one’s role, links with internal role; professionalism; power and 


authority; networking; quid pro quo; 
getting knowledge of other institutions, 


ideas for your own courses; for your cv; personal development; good practice.

Whatever the explanation, the underlying message was that people do it because it’s an important part of the system and of one’s personal experience within it.

3
Downside… upside
Not all interviewees thought that external examining had been attended by difficulties, though most associated any difficulties mainly with time and timing.  More than half of interviewees and many participants in focus and other groups mentioned the problem that examination periods at the home and host institutions coincide:

It is a considerable extra burden at a time when one has one’s own scripts to deal with. (X29.law)  

Most difficult is the time issue, it happens at a time when one’s own workload is at its peak… big bang at the end.  (X43.radiography) 

Prominent though the time issue was it was not insurmountable, and was ameliorated in the case of programme external examiners, those who were not currently programme or module leader, and to some extent where externals had the option of receiving scripts by post or of arriving before the board meeting to scrutinise them.  Some interviewees thought that the difficulties were not unreasonable:

The main difficulty is timing, since the boards meet at roughly the same time as in my own institution.  A great deal of juggling is required, but it can somehow be made to work. (X4.management studies)

Time to do the work at all, during as well as at the end of the academic year, was as prominent an issue as timing:


Time is the main problem, but external examiners cannot complain about that.  


They volunteer to do it and have to accept the difficulty. (X51.health care)  

One comment summarises the views of many interviewed – and suggests that the same would apply to those who were not:

The main difficulty is finding an appropriate amount of time actually to do the work in the way one wants to, and although I certainly manage it can be hard because of the nature of my job, and I don’t know a colleague that doesn’t have that problem.  I don’t think there are many downsides to it apart from that it is extra work and it’s not really work that one’s own institution takes into account because it’s one of those things that’s invisible.  

(X33.health and social care)  

There was general agreement at one of the focus groups that time was indeed the main problem: ‘it’s a huge commitment’, ‘it peaks at a time when it’s crazy in your own department’, ‘it can be a bit easier when it’s modular, when things spread across the year’, ‘the trouble is you can’t always predict when things are going to happen’.  Additionally:

(X57.psychology)
The size of samples can be a problem, but you do have discretion over it.

(X55.planning)
They do pre-sampling.

(X57.psychology) 
But it can still be too much, and I have to “sample the sample”.

(X54.planning)
The extra time commitment relates to pay.  There is no internal work model in the university… it has to be extra to employment.

(X57.psychology)
Externals have discretion over the volume of work.  If the pay is modest it is possible to spend a modest amount of time.

(X55.planning)
The job has become different:  while there were once 40-50 students’ scripts for the Shakespeare paper it then became 150 and now it’s 250. Scale affects the job.

Other difficulties that received only single mentions in the project were nevertheless offered as important.  One external commented on the smooth, supportive practical operation of the visited department, but at the same time ‘the University administration is very bad, things don’t arrive, changes can be a nightmare’.  Confusion over a form to be completed nearly led to the external examiner’s resignation (X22.psychology).  Another external mentioned the difficulty of working with inexperienced ones, having often been used as someone who ‘knows the ropes’ to hold them back from ‘saying things they ought not to say’ (X5.art and design).  One external described the difficulty encountered at a previous institution, where there was pressure on staff to pass students ‘who should not have been there in the first place’ (X24.criminology).  Another described having to respond to the difficulties, some of them personal, of a department going through ‘a difficult time, under pressure because… it was held not to be viable financially’ (X38.engineering).  

These were difficulties relating to the institution, the processes, the structures.   Others reflected on more personal problems.  However helpful a host institution was with accommodation and other support, it could still be a long way to go (X23.social work).  ‘The difficulty lay in being expected to go and spend the night and look at papers, and I’m not particularly happy with that because it takes a lot of extra time.  I’d rather be sent the papers… they’ve agreed to take email comments. I’m going to resign next year’ (X36.economics).  ‘Validating questions’ was found difficult by one external examiner (X3.management studies).  ‘Getting the tone of constructive criticism right isn’t always easy and a lot depends upon the character of the colleagues in the institution you are external for’ (X8.ancient history).  

Despite this variety in the difficulties mentioned it is clear that external examiners did not discuss external examining itself as a difficulty.  The downsides they experienced were problematic, but they could be either managed or tolerated (with minimal exceptions).  Silence on the part of external examiners who did not comment on these issues, or responses by those who thought there were ‘no difficulties’, possibly indicated that any difficulties experienced were too minor to mention in the context of the broadly satisfactory experience they were discussing.

The upside of the experience of external examining, the perception of benefits, overlaps somewhat with the reasons given for doing it, since no one was saying that the intentions had not been fulfilled.  Underpinning the discussion of difficulties was a view of the positive features of external examining and the benefits derived.   Several of the responses about benefits confirmed such reasons for becoming an external examiner as reciprocity, interest in how other departments ran their courses and the chance to meet colleagues (e.g. X8.ancient history and X3.management studies).  In addition to the ‘unique insight into other programmes’ (X43.radiography) there were positive outcomes for one’s own department: 

… other people in the department call on my experience; they ask how such and such works in places where I am an external examiner.  So initially I benefit, and then others benefit from my experience.  

(X4.management studies).  

Some benefit was expressed in terms of enjoyment, interest in what people ‘are and should be doing’, enjoying ‘sampling the marking and reading what young students are saying in their projects’ (X24.criminology).  It was not only ‘good to talk to people’, discovering that things can be done better than at one’s own university, but it was also possible to discover the potential of joint conference presentations or research (X22.psychology).  A fuller account of the positives and the benefits came from health and social care:

I think there are lots of positives which is probably another reason why people do it, seeing life from the inside of another organisation, albeit from a marginal position.  Reading students’ work on the whole is a delight because that’s what we do this for and so you do see that people are in fact learning… you not only get an insight into that institution but more particularly into the curriculum that they’re offering.  You get a picture of the fact that there is some very good work going on in universities in this country… meeting with other colleagues and talking about subject relevant issues, how their institution is dealing with the endemic problems in higher education.  (X33)

There were fewer explicit comments on the upside than on the downside, given that much of the sense of benefit was dispersed across the responses in interviews and discussions.

4
Attributes

Characteristics

Underlying responses to questions about the attributes needed to make a good external examiner were, first, experience (in one case only this meant ‘just experience’ (X29.law) which generally meant sufficient experience to deal with problems that may be critical or routine.  Most references to experience were linked to the home institution, though you may have to ‘leave behind your own teaching experience and put yourself in their institutional framework’ (X5.art and design), and this might be described as becoming ‘more of a quality assurance type person’ (X46.interior architecture).  The second main attribute was rarely mentioned because it was either assumed or mentioned in connection with the reasons for becoming an external examiner – ‘academic expertise’ or ‘subject knowledge’ (X3.management studies, X26.theatre):  

You do need to be knowledgeable in your field… You have to be knowledgeable about what would be required standards, and of course for comparison between institutions. (X51.health care)  

Comments such as these did not suggest that knowledge across the subject range covered had to be in depth, but combined with experience it made it possible to make reasonable judgments across the range, in the interests of fairness to students and openness and honesty about standards.

Both concepts could be, and were, extended.  Experience became experience-plus.  In addition to being aware of processes in one’s own institution it was also helpful, suggested two scientists, to be ‘reasonably research wise in one’s area, well up with the research side of the subject as well as the teaching side’ (X19.chemistry).  It was ‘good to have a broad range of teaching experience, and to some extent research experience’ (X37.biological sciences).   Previous external examiner experience was helpful (though obviously there was a ‘Catch 22’ involved in this for new examiners).  The combination of academic expertise and adequate experience, however, required personal characteristics that made it possible to operate effectively, in addition to the obvious value of having an eye for detail or being efficient and conscientious.  These included, as many interviewees indicated in various vocabularies, the ability to be flexible, to be approachable and ‘listen to people’s reasoning’ (X14.religious studies) and to respond quickly, to exercise tact and diplomacy, to be adaptable:

One needs to be a person of good judgment and confident in your judgment, and you need to ally that with a sense of moderation in that you’re obviously scrutinising the work of internal examiners and you’re assessing the extent to which marking has been appropriate, so one’s all the time making judgments about students and other colleagues and one has to have confidence in one’s ability to make those judgments…  You need to avoid being dogmatic in your approach to the subject, you need to be open to new approaches. 

(X8.ancient history)  

Not being dogmatic was also expressed as not being ‘too heavy handed’.  This external had seen others ‘interfering’, attempting to influence the assessment process too directly.  The right way was to give support, be open and honest, establish the right relationship (X2.fine art).  

Much of the discussion was therefore about details of such an ‘open’ or ‘flexible’ approach and what it meant for the individual external examiner.  An examiner in commerce thought the most important were ‘people skills, not just technical skills’(X52); a computer scientist thought it needed to be ‘a degree of empathy’  in order to be able to give sensible advice when asked (X9); ‘Friendly but impartial’ was the description of a health care examiner: ‘you may need to be critical… you do need to keep a bit of distance’ (X51).  An attempt at a broad description of what was needed came from an external in theatre studies:

Subject knowledge, doing some teaching at a variety of levels, ideally in a number of institutions.  I suppose idealistically you might say objectivity but I know that’s not possible.  Some sort of sense of fairness, but I don’t how on earth you would judge it.  I actually think negotiating skills are quite useful and a willingness to engage with it all.  (X26)

The ‘all’ was addressed by many examiners in the sort of terms above, to do with relating to people, working with a team, listening, making appropriate personal and professional judgments.  

A small number of respondents added to such approaches the need to be sensitive to changes in higher education and to the principles and theories relating to their work and its contexts.  The subject centre ‘expert seminar’ produced comments about the need for external examiners to be aware of changes in the system generally as well as in the particular institution, regarding such matters as continuous assessment, student numbers, the proportion of thirds and fails…  It was important to have ‘a reasonably good knowledge of the wider framework of higher education’, so as not to have ‘a very fixed view of, say, what a project report should look like or an essay answer in an exam’ (X34.biology).  With regard to theory, the focus was seen by the few who mentioned it in relation to the issue of attributes as being on assessment:


I think you do have to have a reasonable knowledge and understanding in terms of assessment and to be up to date about modern educational theory, in order to address assessment… I think the most important thing is having a reasonable understanding of modern educational theory and being constructive in your approach. (X10.clinical skills)  

There are hints above of some of the ‘heavy handed’ or similar approaches to external examining that were thought inappropriate.  The biologist’s comments above about not having a ‘very fixed view’ were followed by a reflection on more than 20 years of witnessing other external examiners:

You get the ones who are helpful, whose primary aim is to help the course and try and make constructive suggestions, and you get those who come along who are somewhat destructive, they’re looking for faults basically.

The former sort are those who understand ‘the national academic framework’, have a ‘wide grasp’ and understand ‘the wide context’ (X34.biology).  

Acquiring the experience

Having experience and knowledge relevant to external examining raises the question of where and how these take place.  The reference is primarily – but by no means only - to one’s home institution, but that can be pinned down more precisely.  What is acquired in the home institution tends to fall into two categories – participation in internal teaching and assessment processes, and contact with one’s own external examiners.

Experience in the ‘home institution’ includes ‘a broad range of teaching experience’ (X37.biological sciences), familiarity with ‘standards and techniques of assessment’ (X39.history),  experience of committees within one’s own institution (X34.biology).  Within that internal context, other experience has sometimes counted:

I learned it on the job… the best training I had was through watching my peers who were CNAA specialists in internal validation boards.  I learned how to unpick courses and put them back together again… I’m not sure how anybody builds up experience otherwise. (X48.education)

Another interviewee, from the social sciences, described a period spent in further education, ‘which was rigorous regarding staff development’, doing City and Guilds courses, being involved with curriculum structure and development (X23).  The internal experience, for an external in medicine, was linked with a long interest in medical education, resulting in a PhD on the subject, and becoming a member of the Institute for Learning and Teaching (X10).  Someone in health and social care learned by doing ‘a year’s part-time teacher training but basically through experience, particularly with more experienced and very good colleagues’ (X33).

The other aspect of experience at the home institution, one mentioned directly by five of the interviewees, was what was gained from watching one’s own external examiners.  The experience involved ‘watching others, including other external examiners’ (X3.management studies).  It was something he ‘carried with him’, what he had learned from watching other external examiners (X2.fine art).   In the same subject as the latter, one interviewee learned from external examiners in the home institution that ‘they were not always prepared as well as they should have been’ (X5).  One commented on the number of external examiners he had seen focusing on the ‘procedural side of things’, and others ‘more concerned with content… I don’t think there’s a right and a wrong’ (X9.computer science).  ‘I’ve thought quite a bit about our own externals, but the role at the university where I’m an external is significantly different… so there were some differences to how our externals interact with us and how I interact with them.  So I did have quite a hard think about what our externals were doing’ (X18.sociology).  

What one learned in one’s own institution was not the focus of these discussions.  How one learned was the essential focus, and interestingly the theme was below the surface even when not made as explicit as in these situations.  The learning process was a preliminary, not necessarily a bridge, to the first external examinership.  There were other preliminaries, in earlier industrial or educational experience, but important as they were the experiences might not directly carry over to the new situation, and the learning continued: ‘it’s just been experience and a baptism of fire’ (X26.theatre). 

A national context

One element in what an external examiner might carry over from the home institution was knowledge of or views about the national guidelines, benchmarks, codes of practice and qualifications framework that have been elaborated in recent years.  Attitudes were within a wide spectrum.  At one end was the interviewee who thought that national benchmarking, QAA codes of practice and other such developments ‘actually impede the job of the external examiner.  I receive parcels upon parcels of instructions, definitions and so on – it’s a complete waste time’ (X24.criminology).  At the other end there were those who thought it was ‘crucial’ ‘useful’ or some similar epithet to know them, and these were at all levels of seniority.  The one with perhaps the longest period in higher education, in engineering, represented this view:

Nowadays it is essential to know about national developments.  The university requires external examiners to comment on standards and delivery.  As the courses are accredited understanding the national criteria is a primary requirement.  QAA institutional review also requires external examiners to report on them.  (X38)

External examiners did not necessarily see it as ‘their job’ to apply these national standards or criteria, though they might be aware of the fact that the course team was looking at them (X46.interior architecture).  They had to be aware, however, that a question on the form to be completed, as one focus group member pointed out, asked whether the course conformed to the benchmarking statement in the subject area.  Another member responded that ‘it’s not necessarily knowing the benchmark in detail, it’s knowing that the benchmark exists.  They should at least refer to it somewhere in the documentation’.  The fact was that many of these interviewees explained that they acquired a knowledge of, perhaps an intimacy with, the national picture in their own work and it had become part of their basis of operation in the host institution.  It might be implicit, familiar in one’s own institution in relation to QAA, benchmarking and so on, and being carried with one as external examiner: ‘there’s nothing explicit about, it’s just natural’ (X2.fine art).   The knowledge was derived from one’s job, ‘and so you have a basic understanding without having to read up about it because it goes on every year in one’s own institution’ (X19.chemistry).   In addition to the intricate rules and regulations applying to how the course one is looking at is delivered, ‘also intricate, connected with one’s own role as award leader, are the national frameworks in which one is involved in discussion.  You have to keep abreast of them’ (X52.e-commerce).  As a biologist phrased it: ‘you’ve got to have a working knowledge of all of these things so you can fit them in place when you’re examining… and make sure they are matching the guidelines and benchmarks’(X34).

Even when seen as positive this ‘working knowledge’ could be accompanied by reservations or ambiguities.  When one external said there were ‘lots of this sort of thing everywhere, but the important bit is what they send you’ the implication was that it was only the ‘bit’ relating directly to the institution that mattered (X29.law).  The national framework is ‘important in your own institution and in theirs, but there are differences in the way they are applied’ (X50.business management).  A psychologist thought that the ‘policy and guidance developments’ were important so as to understand the ‘framework in which courses are operating’ but pinned it down to the need in this case to know the BPS regulations (X22).  Another psychologist thought it important to be concerned with consistency in marking standards rather than with curriculum, and the curriculum tended to be left to the BPS in terms of degree guidelines (X15).  A management external examiner described the national context as a kind of shield to hide behind:  ‘it is important not to criticise but to be able to say “that is something the QAA wouldn’t like”’(X4).  A radiographer felt that though it was necessary to be aware if the course met the requirements, 

this should have been done at validation.  Does the programme demonstrate the procedures, QAA requirements, professional standards?  Answers to such questions are something you take with you as external examiner from your own experience.  (X43)

A final point about what you take from your own experience is that the knowledge base relating to the national picture is sometimes picked up in a kind of vicarious process.  In one case colleagues ‘filter information as it appears and is relevant to the subject’ (X25.art and design), and in another case, when working at another university, it had been ‘good at circulating such information to staff’ (X23.social work).    One way or another, whether it was useful or an ‘impediment’, the national benchmarks and guidelines were part of the baggage that external examiners took with them into the receiving institutions.  An interesting insight into this process was offered by an external in biological sciences:

In general the national quality assurance procedures have been stressful, but they have made me and my colleagues focus more on what we teach and the ways we teach it.  This has been a benefit and makes it possible to offer suitable advice as an external examiner’.  (X37)

5
Student learning

Very few of the external examiners responded to a question about theories of student learning and assessment.  The purpose of the question was to test how far and in what context external examiners had encountered such theories and if so, how important they considered them to be.  This was not a topic discussed in focus groups or at other events.  The externals who responded fell into several mini-categories.   

Three of them categorically denied such theories any interest or value:  ‘they can’t ever be relevant’ (X29.law), or ‘I don’t think it’s a necessary part of the training of an external examiner to know the theory behind learning and assessment’ (X37.biological sciences).  The third had once addressed such theories when involved with distance learning, but externally examining what might be called ‘simple undergraduate teaching it’s not really relevant’ (X36.economics).

Others brushed the question aside, in some cases perhaps not knowing how to answer it.  Two of these confessed not to have ‘come across’ such theories, or not knowing about them: ‘you just read all the documents that you’re sent, the course handbook, all the modules and that sort of thing’ (X24.criminology, X46.interior architecture).  Two others treated the question with little short of contempt, describing the subject as ‘a hands-on area’ or of interest only to practitioners ‘who do not understand the academic context and expectations, which comes from experience in academic settings’ (X5.art and design).  Other ways of dismissing the question included the fact that in one’s own institution one had ‘probation’ and then ‘you just learn on the hoof every year’ or linking it to the practice of learning outcomes (X19.chemistry, X2.fine art).  One respondent had encountered key skills in various kinds of training, but on theories of learning and assessment ‘there was nothing specific on them’ (X47.biomedical science). 

Another category was one of ‘if’s’ and ‘but’s’.  A management external thought it was ‘something I should know about… How people learn is an important concern…There are a lot of people like me… not knowing about education’ (X3).  Knowing about it, thought an external in theatre studies, ‘might improve examining… but then I think it might improve teaching as well as examining’, though neither was the case in a ‘craft’ environment (X26).  The institution sends information about the nature of the course, but ‘if it’s more modular you need to take that into account’ (X50.business management).  Or it was something new entrants to the profession were exposed to, but ‘old stagers like me didn’t have to’.  Staff ‘do need to have “some thoughts” on the processes of learning’ (X38.engineering).  Important, perhaps, but ‘you run a risk if you do too much of it, so that people turn off and they feel that this has nothing to do with being an external examiner’ (X34.biology).  Or:

It’s not that this is something we shouldn’t know, but I’m not exactly sure how relevant it would be to the job, because at the end of the day you’re being asked to work within whatever parameters exist… You need to have some knowledge of it but whether it affects whether you do a good job or not I’m less convinced.  (X42.marketing) 

Five interviewees were positive, one of whom held a senior position in learning and teaching, and another for whom, as a psychologist, it was a priority research area (X51.health care, X22.psychology).  A historian made an unambiguous statement:

Understanding the learning process is important.  I did a Certificate in Learning and Teaching a few years ago.  As programme external examiner learning is the core of what I am dealing with, the learning process is at the heart of my responsibilities.  (X28)

One external called it ‘fundamental’ (pointing particularly to assessment) (X43.radiography), and another ‘vital’ – knowing ‘how students learn, as practitioner and adviser’ (X52.e-commerce).  

This limited evidence on knowing about student learning could be summarised as -much silence, evasion and guilt, a small amount of hostility to theory and a somewhat larger amount of support.

6
Induction

Of the 12 institutions participating in this project only one had no formal induction programme at all for newly appointed external examiners.  Two others had no institutionally-provided programme, leaving any provision for schools and departments to decide – and with obvious differences across the institutions.  The other nine institutions all arranged induction programmes, in events diversely named conferences, seminars and workshops.  The general pattern was for these to be one-day events (half a day in one case) to be sub-divided so as to give participants (a) an introduction to the workings of the institution, probably in the morning, and (b) an opportunity to meet with the dean, head of department, programme director and staff and others in the afternoon.  Lunch might be a social event bringing in these latter as a preliminary to the afternoon session.  It is common in all these nine institutions for invitations to go not only to newly appointed examiners, but also in some cases to all external examiners and selected internal examiners.  The introduction to the institution is normally presented by one or more key administrators in the institution – possibly a pro-vice chancellor, an academic registrar, head of quality or examinations officer.  In most cases the external examiners, having been appointed, will have already received relevant documentation from the appropriate office, and at some of these events this documentation may be amplified, clarified or discussed.  In only one institution was attendance defined as a requirement (though this could not be stringently applied – one of the interviewees had been in China at the time of the event), but some of those who had been unable to attend at their institution’s event spoke of early contacts of other kinds to substitute for their absence.  Analysis of the data acquired in these respects focuses on the institutions as represented both by the administrative contact for this project and the associated external examiners interviewed.

Institution 1
The head of academic quality described this as a two-part programme for newly appointed external examiners, the second part involving discussions with the department.  The externals are not obliged to attend, but if they don’t the department sets up other contact opportunities.  A ‘reasonably large’ proportion does attend. 

Two externals who were unable to attend, were provided with information, and requested supplementary material.  Another examiner, in his first year at the institution, who did attend thought the discussion of marking, courses and so on useful, and the whole event as ‘exceptional’, and if invited he would try to go again the following year, ‘partly to meet people he met first time round’. 

Institution 2
The pro-vice chancellor responsible for teaching and learning described the two or three events run annually, since this is a multi-campus institution.  He introduces discussion about institutional things, and the external examiners talk to subject heads and course directors.  The induction introduces them to the ‘modus operandi’, as people make assumptions about how things are done, but this way they can discover that they can influence procedures that can be done in different ways (for example, whether or not scripts are sent to them or they come early to the board in order to see them).  They also discuss things that must be done, such as attendance at the board.  The important contact is between the external examiner and the link person in the school.

One external, who had recently attended this ‘preparation day’, found it very useful, bringing him ‘more quickly up to speed than reading the documentation… contact with people brought to life some things that would be boring on paper’.  Another described the first session as being ‘what the institution was all about’.  This, he thought, was ‘probably of limited use… You learn more from the experience of actually doing the job’.  Then he met the department.  It was ‘a well planned day’.

Institution 3
The deputy academic registrar described this as an invitation extended to all external examiners before the appointment, ‘very rarely do we make it a requirement’.  It would become a ‘very strong recommendation’ to attend in the case of someone with little external examining experience, and essential for someone from a profession outside higher education who had not been an internal examiner.  They run the event twice a year, and if someone cannot attend either the associate dean for academic quality or the director of academic quality gives ‘a full briefing to the external on a one to one basis’.  Having experienced externals there as well as inexperienced ones ‘helped the discussion along and made it richer’.  The morning discussion is based around a presentation and workshop groups, followed by discussion in the department or faculty.  Both events are well attended, and those who attend are paid £50.

‘I haven’t been through an induction’, said one external examiner.  Asked what preparation for the role there had been, the response was ‘they explained what they wanted me to do and they sent me the paper and the guidelines – that was more or less it’.  Another examiner recognised that the institution did provide ‘some formal training’ for new examiners.  At the event they had previous examiners’ reports and met existing externals.  They were ‘talked through the process, they showed us the different ways of writing a report, we met the department.  The institution was very good, they’ve got a very good training programme… I’ll probably do it again next year’.  When they were invited, they were told that the institution ‘normally likes all new examiners to attend.  I didn’t feel under any pressure, but I welcomed the fact that they had thought that meeting other people and going through all the documentation… would be a good idea’.

Institution 4
A full day is devoted here to an overall approach to assessment, the way assessment boards are structured and the overarching regulations, the approach to external examining and the institution’s expectations.  Senior staff presenting the programme include ones from academic standards and quality – people who deal with the contractual side and liaison with faculties.  Heads of schools and others are invited to lunch so that people can get to know each other, but induction into the specific programme is the responsibility of the head of school and arranged separately.  The event is well attended, and though it is not a requirement there are ‘very few who say they won’t come; some can’t come because of the date, but it seems to be welcomed by external examiners’.

One person’s account was of spending ‘a whole day a couple of years ago, it was quite useful but there is a danger that it can be for some people who have had a lot of experience, it can be a bit like teaching grandmother to suck eggs… It’s necessary to put it on and when I went there were a lot of people who were from outside higher education’ – and they really needed a different type of experience.  Another account was not of the institutional event, but of ‘a full day induction into the mechanisms and requirements of the particular department’, which they were ‘strongly encouraged’ to attend.  

Institution 5
The head of quality described a programme to which all external examiners are invited (except for those who had attended the previous one).  In some subjects attendance is made a condition of appointment for anyone without previous experience of external examining and for practitioner externals not from academic institutions.  The day’s programme might include a ‘dean’s eye view’, group discussion of issues relating to the duties of an external examiner at this institution, separated out into ‘academic aspects’, ‘administrative aspects’ and ‘contractual aspects’, led by appropriate staff.  An afternoon session covers external examiners’ reports and any other matters those attending might wish to discuss.

Four external examiners were interviewed.  All had been invited to such an event, but none had attended.  Two had been abroad at the time of the event (though one took an early opportunity to have contact with the staff of the department, and the course leader ‘talked me through things’; the other was sent ‘a great deal of information, and I was interested’).  A third one declined ‘for lack of time – the job was big enough already, involving three days in January and three in the summer, in each including two days on campus, plus checking exam papers’, and although a lot of documentation was sent, most of it was ‘overdone’.  A fourth had been appointed late, in March, then heard nothing until just before the first board meeting (the institution had ‘apologised for the oversight’) and met the course team the evening before the board meeting.

Institution No. 6  had ‘not much in the way of induction’, which was left to faculties.  Two externals interviewed had either not attended or not been offered one.

At No. 7 all arrangements were made locally at academic school level.  At No. 8 the induction programme was offered, not an ‘absolute requirement’, to all new appointees, and ‘most do attend’.  One external interviewed had attended, one had attended something informal before the establishment of the programme as an annual event, and a third said ‘there is no induction’.  No. 9 ‘considered running a course and asked external examiners if they would like to attend, but only a few wanted to’.  Induction was therefore left for courses to decide, and this normally consisted of sending programme level documentation and contact with the team.  No. 10 decided not to have an institutional induction as it could be seen as ‘onerous’ and lead to difficulty in ‘recruiting the calibre of external examiners the institution needs’.

At No. 11  ‘a half-day induction programme is available and external examiners are encouraged to attend, especially if not from a higher education institution’.  One external examiner interviewed made no mention of it, simply receiving documentation relating to the institution’s practices, and then going to see the department, meeting staff and looking at course descriptions.  A second clearly thought any such programme was irrelevant.  A third said: ‘there is no induction programme and there is no need for one’.

Institution No. 12 has a one-day course and about 50 per cent of new external examiners attend.  Of the three interviewed only one had attended, but another who was examining HNC and HND courses had attended an Edexcel training programme.

**

Some of the above comments by the external examiners themselves may not be set in a time context, that is, information was not collected on when the institutions inaugurated their induction programmes.  It is possible therefore that some examiners began their current three-year period of external examining before an induction programme became available (many of those interviewed had not yet completed their third year).

Administrators commenting on the proportion of newly appointed (or other) external examiners who attended the induction events described it as ‘variable’, ‘good’, ‘most’ or in similar terms.   Only at institution No. 12 were figures available.

Although there is a QAA recommendation regarding induction arrangements, these were mentioned throughout the project on only two occasions, and with no specific implications.

It is noticeable that two of the four ‘old’ (pre 1992) universities referred to above had little by way of an induction programme and that in one of the others there was no centralised provision.  However, all of the colleges of HE and all but one of the five ‘new’ (post 1992) universities had substantial programmes at an institutional level.

The experience or otherwise of existing induction programmes and practices no doubt often influenced how external examiners thought about any plans to increase or strengthen their availability.  Views about this are outlined below in section 11 on ‘Improving the function, supporting the external examiner’.

7
Roles

Assumptions and practices

Perceptions of the role of the external examiner have in recent years contained some combination of making comparisons in relation to standards and ensuring fairness in relation to students.  With those purposes in mind the role has been translated into what the external examiner actually does, with regard to examination papers and students’ scripts and other work, relationships with the course, the department and the institution, and attendance at boards where the external and internal examiners make judgments and review procedures and outcomes.  None of these – standards, fairness and how the external actually operates - is uniform and straightforward across the system, and the notion of ‘combination’ of elements of the role is particularly elusive.  Nevertheless, this is the basis on which institutions set out in their quality assurance documentation versions of their assumptions about standards, comparability, assessment and fairness to students. The great majority of interviewees felt that there was clarity between themselves and the receiving institution about their roles, and in rare cases someone mentioned having withdrawn from another external examinership for lack of such agreement.  In broad terms, therefore, the nature of the roles is assumed, though there are issues to be faced about practice.

External examiners explained that they deal with draft examination papers, sampling scripts or other work, and marks.  In some cases, as in one institution, ‘external examiners are still able (as indicated in our Code of Practice) to propose changes in the marks of individual students’, although in this instance ‘external examiners are increasingly being discouraged from changing marks’ (R35).  Changing individual marks has long been contentious, since examiners only get to see the sample that is submitted to them.  This has therefore widely led to externals being sent ‘borderline’ cases on which to make judgments, and in the case quoted above this discouragement from doing so has led to some externals feeling ‘that they are therefore becoming more of rubber stamps, whereas others have welcomed the trend to limit their discretion regarding special cases’ (R35).  The majority of externals and administrators interviewed focused, in fact, on the processes that have replaced or are replacing attention to individual marks by the externals:

I’m really there to ensure that the process has been applied fairly, that the standard has been set at the right level, and I think it would be unusual, for example, if an internal examiner had decided that a particular student had passed for the external to come along and say no.  I don’t think we’re in a position to disagree with decisions the internal examiners make, but we’re really there to make sure that the process is correct and that the pass threshold has been set at the correct level. (X10.clinical skills)

External examiners are now being encouraged to be part of the assessment process. (X2.fine art)

Being ‘part of the team’ is itself interpreted in various ways.  Negatively it means not being a final arbiter of marks, though in a more ‘traditional’ assessment environment the external examiner can still be described as ‘holding the trump card’ at the final board, even while being able to recommend changing marks only of ‘a module as a whole’ (R41).  The role can now be described, for example, in terms of moderating or monitoring in various ways.  Generally speaking, however, externals see ‘moderation’ as an internal process, linked to second marking, and aimed at conformity of standard.  One external described going through the work ‘primarily to see if moderation has been carried out’ (X4.management studies), and another considered such a process to be the answer to the question of what an external examiner does:

… concerned with making sure that assessment is properly moderated internally, and if in doubt to raise the question… I take part in the classification process, ensuring that the institution is following its own classification rules… I see a sufficient number of scripts, ensuring that they have been double marked.  I see about a third of second and third year scripts in all categories, including borderlines.  I cannot any more alter the marks of a single student… At the final award meeting my main role is to ascertain that the school’s declared procedures are being followed. (X39.history)

On this model, therefore, the emphasis on the scrutiny of process, including ‘consistency between staff in terms of the way they’re assessing students’ (X33. health and social care).  ‘Due process’ is a common description of what the external examiner is searching for, seeing the role as ‘ensuring that the proceedings are conducted appropriately, that due process is observed’ (X52.e-commerce).  One administrator explained that ‘in the final board more attention is being paid to checking on due process and the health of individual modules’ (R21).  At stake was the overall pattern of grades and profiles, looking at selected work and seeing ‘what research has been done in the institution on the assessment outcomes’ (X5.art and design).  Checking for consistency and whether the institution was following its own laid-down procedures also, of course, meant a change not only in externals’ perspectives, but also in their relationships.

At one institution it was in terms of negotiation that a revised process had been established.  Double marking was by sample (‘blind’ for the second examiner, not knowing the first examiner’s mark) and external examiners were aware of this process, and if unhappy about any aspect of it they were encouraged to negotiate with the module co-ordinator:

They would learn what the view of the teaching team was, and could call for a larger sample of work so as to see the context of the marking, and could come to a resolution with the co-ordinator.  This is a compromise between the old process by which external examiners could simply change a mark and understanding how the internal decision was arrived at.  The negotiated process always seems to work… External examiners do not always understand at first that they have an opportunity to resolve the issue informally. (R21)

Since practices are not uniform across the system external examiners are sometimes concerned about quite basic differences between their own and the receiving institution.  One of them knew that there were differences of principle between home and host institutions, at one of which marks were being changed by external examiners (even if only in the case of very small modules) while at the other institution externals were commenting on ‘the standard and appropriateness of marking, the thoroughness of assessment and all these things’.  He described this as a ‘rather tense area’ in which it was difficult to know what to do (X18.sociology).

Some interviewees emphasised other aspects of this emergent, perhaps prevalent, range of approaches to external examining.  One, for example, was the fact that issues were largely dealt with before the meeting of the final board:

Once our marks have been returned to a board of examiners all moderation, scaling and suchlike should have been done prior to the board… it would be unusual then for any marks to be amended after those marks have been returned to the board, unless there was a particularly serious issue that came to light that affected a whole cohort of students on a whole module. (R30)

Dealing with processes and issues before board meetings was not always successful:  ‘The issues are not always settled before the board.  Sometimes they seem to be settled, but then re-emerge at the board, and it is clear that the solution is not in place’ (X23.social work).  There were also still diverse approaches to the position of the external examiner in the board.  At some places the authority of the external was a matter for deference, but in others a significant change had taken place.  ‘Holding the trump card’ by the external examiner had not been the position at a previous institution, where this pro-vice chancellor had seen external examiners viewed ‘as a member of the team, and things could be put to a vote’ (R41).  Another institution also had ‘a voting system, so it’s not a case of the external examiner’s decision being final and overruling the board’ (R30).  At a third institution an external examiner, while certainly making his views known at an examination board, voted – on the rare occasions when opinion was divided – ‘with the same status as any other member of the teaching staff’ (X9.computer science).  (See section 8 on ‘The power and influence of external examiners’.)

Even without an explicit process of ‘negotiation’ there was evidence of what to many of the interviewees was a welcome level of communication.  In some case this was with staff, although only one person used the following explanation relating to post-1992 institutions:

… the academic staff talk about the subject and its development nationally and internationally.  Since the demise of the CNAA the work of the external examiner is more appreciated, as staff feel isolated. (X25.art and design).

More often it was the way the external examiner was operating that made contact and discussion easier.  This is probably the reason why some externals commented on increased contact with fellow externals on the same programme, emailing findings to one another in advance of, or following, the board, or holding a meeting when going to attend the board: ‘there is also a meeting of external examiners at which they can exchange views about the programme as a whole’ (X2.fine art).

Change

The pace and extent of these changes were, of course, clearer to older and more experienced interviewees, whether external examiners or administrators.  Less experienced externals were nevertheless aware of the continuing process in these respects, and also of other changes, including ones that were by-products of the role changes discussed above.  One of these regarded the established practice of viva voce examinations by external examiners for students on grade borderlines.  One administrator ventured a general statement about vivas:

There is a difference between old and new universities.  Increasingly new universities in particular are not allowing vivas for borderline cases to determine whether or not they should go up a class, a practice that is traditional in many old universities. (R32)

An external examiner at another institution commented that in his four years there had been no changes, except for the ‘proposed ending next year of the opportunity to viva borderline students’ (X37.biological sciences).  The fact that this latter comment related to an ‘old’ university suggested an interesting confusion across this divide, but there was insufficient evidence in this project as a whole to validate or deny such a distinction.  The fact that the viva was seen here as ‘an opportunity’ suggests that the contact with students mattered at least as much as the intrinsic merit of the viva.  

Other situations in which external examiners met with students had, however, either remained constant, or increased.  Some externals, at their own or at the institution’s suggestion, met with students when a visit was made for an end-of-semester board around January, when students were on campus, which was rarely the case at the end of the academic year.  Some externals visited for other purposes, for example to give a lecture or to make up for absence at the induction programme – and in such cases there were chances to meet students.  In some subjects it was standard practice for external examiners to come more than once a year, as in art and design where at one institution it was common for the external to come as many as four times a year (R21).  One art and design external talked of going for an additional visit during the year ‘to take part when students give presentations’ (X2), and another described 

… an interim visit in January/February, when my fellow external examiner and I talk to a cohort of second year students… seeing individually some of the top, middle and bottom of third year students.  This means five days a year on site, four days of which is spent looking at students’ work. (X5)

Such encounters, for whatever purpose, would naturally tend to be more likely when externals come for students’ presentations, or to visit a sample of students on practice assignments in, for example, schools or social work.  There is no clear picture of these variations of contact with students.

Changes in the roles of the external examiner were evident in many instances in relation to the extension of their involvement to include varieties of advice, or even advocacy.  This, again, was an implication of the change in informal relationships, as well as an extension of the judgments traditionally made by external examiners in their reports.  Most interviewees who commented on the ‘advisory’ or ‘consultative’ role were, however, anxious not to allow it to go too far:

I feel that you are asked to do many more things than when it started, then it was very much a checking, moderation, adjudication role.  Now it is becoming a much more pressured involvement, in enhancement, in quality control.  Very much playing a role within the course rather than just being seen as someone who comes along and checks systems and procedures. (X31.education, focus group)

If asked to advise I would try to be helpful.  Small changes can have an important knock-on effect… I would not accept an invitation to sit on a working party making changes or to help design a new module.  My advisory role and comments would be kept to a minimum. (X39.history)

The role of the external examiner should be uniform across the country but in fact it isn’t and it does vary from being purely advisory in some places to being quite draconian in other places. (X34.biology)

One academic registrar described the way the institution had separated out the various advisory roles available to it, and it would not involve the external examiner in, for example, reviewing programmes or validating new programmes – ‘so it’s a limited developmental role’ (R17).  A deputy academic registrar elsewhere thought that apart from sampling scripts external examiners played ‘an advisory role and a critical friend role’ (R13).  At a subject centre discussion it was emphasised that one needed to know what kinds of advice it was appropriate to give, when to ‘stand back’, whether it was right to become involved in curriculum design (‘expert seminar’).  At a focus group the discussion included the following:

(X55.planning)
Give advice, but not too far.

(X54.planning)
If they say they’re making emendations and what advice can you give, if it’s minor that’s OK, but not if they’re reconstituting part of a programme, that would be something separate from your role as external examiner.

This discussion then took quite a different turn:

(X55.planning)
If one member of staff were to make, for example, a           sexual demand of a student, students can be aware of the check provided by other examiners, including the external examiner.  The external examiner prevents corruption by one individual lecturer.

(X53.English)
It’s important that students should understand the role of the external examiner as a guarantee against corruption.

The external examiner could therefore be seen as somehow ‘representing’ students, and equally as ‘advocate’ on behalf of a course or department, who might hope for support in a struggle for resources or in defending a subject under threat.  These were isolated references in the project, accompanied by, for example, reservations about the position of the external examiner in the event of litigation.  Institutions were therefore contemplating the parameters within which it was appropriate for advice to be given, enabling external examiners to comment on changes to courses, and if making changes the course team might indeed be asked: ‘have you sought the permission of the external examiner or have you sought his or her views on that change?’ (R45)  Externals generally thought that in those situations they would expect to be asked.  One, however, who thought it unnecessary to visit the institution where he was external, thought he might comment on the course design if he had any criticisms (but had not had any):


My time is limited.  It’s not my job to help other people design their courses.


(X.29)

It is not unusual that at a time of serious changes in institutions and in the system there should be widely differing views of contexts and local practices.  There were those who thought, indeed, that much had changed and was changing, and others who thought that from the perspective of the external examiner little or nothing had changed, that ‘the actual roles are still roughly what they used to be, but it depends on the number of students’ (X38.engineering).

Quality assurance

The external examiners interviewed were aware that they were performing a role that was part of an overall process of quality assurance (QA), and most – though not all - were happy with this:

There is a definite connection with QA.  Quality forms a great part of one's own knowledge base.  Quality means conformance, it's a kind of engineering approach.  Not enough is known about the quality of the student's experience, but the external examiner helps to understand it. (X3.management studies)

External examining is or should be a form of quality assurance, part of the quality process, and should be seen as such, part of the complex quality approach. (X4.management studies)

External examining is an integral part of the quality assurance system.  As a QAA reviewer I found it very helpful seeing the externals' reports as part of the quality process.  It is important for new external examiners to see previous reports, and they have been provided for me. (X5.art and design)

However, being asked to monitor the standards reached by students and judging that they were comparable to those reached elsewhere was not without its problems:

… I think that the quality of external examining is very variable and of course that depends on individual people. …. We've still got this idea of the great and the good, going around and seeing what other universities are like and I think that's a very good idea. In terms of whether it works or not, that depends so much on their external examiners and it comes to the point .. that if you get an external examiner who's done about twenty universities before you, yes they can have a view on this.  If you've got somebody who's external examining for the first time I don't see how they can make that kind of judgement.  

(X34. biology)

My feeling about the quality assurance service in general is that it is incoherent, people have not thought about what they are trying to ensure the quality of, or how to measure it.  It seems to me that there are lots of different aspects of quality assurance.  The way I see my job as an external is to ensure that standards are comparable and that an A in one department is the same as an A in another department.  It doesn’t seem to me that that is a relevant issue for quality assurance.  In a sense what is being quality assured is the comparability of the external examining process and it is not clear how you do that, but certainly for me to make my report and for that to go up on the web and for people to say that that is an indicator of quality, how do they know?  Maybe I’m wrong!  I think we assume that it works and I think it probably does work, but there is no sense in which we could say that we are sure that we have actually checked that it has worked.  Therefore using it as a measure of quality assurance seems to me to be insane really. (X15.cognitive science)

In contrast to the last statement, another external (X52.e-commerce) saw external examining as ‘a segment of the quality approach, contributing independent judgments to it.’  

One aspect of this situation that was discussed with a small number of interviewees was the extent to which it was possible to ensure comparability given the hierarchy of institutions within higher education in the UK.  For this external from an ‘old’ (pre 1992) university examining at a ‘new’ (post 1992) university, there wasn’t a problem:

My feeling is that (the new university’s) standards are very similar to our standards.  They are quite conservative in the way that they mark.  The average performance of their students is lower than the average performance of our students, some of them are very good but they don’t … give first class marks to their best students regardless of the quality.  They are basically doing the same thing that we’re doing, that was my feeling.  (X15.cognitive science)

However, this wasn’t the experience of another external who had worked in both sectors:

Yes, it’s actually effectively to do with the binary divide and I think it’s all part of a political strategy that we’ve been engaged in… the first new university where I externally examined … , the students were doing a modular degree which the old universities weren’t at that stage. I was working at (an old university). They were doing a modular degree and some of their students were effectively majoring in Theatre and some weren’t, but they were all together in the same module and this work was not of the same standard as the degree work I was examining in (the old university)… the same thing happened again at (another institution) but you come under enormous pressure from colleagues. …  (I looked) at modules where I would think that every piece I was looking at was either a fail or a third and the people in the institution you’re examining for would be absolutely desperate that you should not do this to their marks and I could quite see why … It’s, as I said, a political matter because I think what it all relates to is the so called end of the binary divide not being that at all.  It was about actually enshrining that divide and I think external examining has been part of the system.  I think it’s about the resources being worse, it’s about the students coming in at a lower level, it’s about the staff not having the time to spend with the students because the numbers are greater, it’s about all of those things and it is also about the fact that students can …join the third year module having done none of the subject in previous years so you’re trying as a teacher to engage with people who are at all sorts of different levels and abilities and I think it produces lesser results and I don’t think anybody admits it. (X26.theatre)

Having an interchange across what was left of the ‘binary divide’ could both raise these issues and bring the two parts closer together, over time:

In the early days of (being a new) university we had external examiners from other like institutions.  Then we actually made a conscious decision to get external examiners from traditional universities as well as new universities to make up the team. Also I've met external examiners elsewhere from traditional universities and in fact a little while ago I was asked myself to be external examiner at (an old university) which I had to turn down. (In) my experience, I'm only really thinking about maybe a dozen examples, (these exchanges) have worked well. (X34.biology)

However, amongst the interviewees nine of the ten externals at old universities were from similar institutions, with only one coming from a new university and none from a college of HE.  In contrast five of the fourteen externals at the new universities were from the pre 1992 sector, with three from colleges of HE, five from other new universities and one from industry.  Colleges of HE externals came mostly from new universities (seven of the ten), with two from old universities and one from a college of HE.   From the sample, then, it would seem that although the old universities provide examiners across all kinds of HE institutions in the UK, they do not in the great majority of cases use externals from outside their own sector.

Of course, one of the ways in which the quality assurance system operated was to make comparisons possible, even if this was not universally welcomed:

QAA showed that new universities could do as well as the old, which led to resistance to the QAA from the Russell Group. (X58.education, staff development group)

Certainly, subject benchmarks at a national level were there for external examiners for all universities to refer to, but these were not always taken very seriously:

Reference to national guidelines … is part of the process.  Some externals refer to the latest guidelines fairly faithfully; others say that a research-based university is above all this nonsense and jargon.  So there are divergences. (R27)

(They are) referred to in a final question on external examiner’s report form, but this is no more than lip service.  Otherwise externals don't refer to (them) - they are not into that kind of thing. (R7)

External examiners, then, produced reports that were used in the quality assurance process, in paper form as referred to previously in QAA subject reviews and currently in audits of both internal and external kinds.  Those operating in England were aware of the fact that their reports were to be employed in a new form of quality assurance that was to rely on the market place, where their reports were to be published on the internet for ‘customers’ (prospective students) to make an informed choice of ‘provider’.  The key task of ensuring comparability of standards raised important issues, especially for those externals who did not have experience across a range of institutions, who could only compare their own courses to those they examined, to some extent supported by national subject benchmarks.

In these, as in other, aspects of external examiners’ changing roles views varied about the nature of what they were doing and the value of doing it.  There were differences of opinion about the contexts in which they operated and the purposes to which their involvement might be put.  There were negative views of quality assurance and of their relationship to it, as well as a sense of significance attached to their ‘developmental quality enhancement role’ (R45).  The range of their responses to these questions is similar to the range of their responses to other aspects of changes in their roles as discussed above.  The difference lies in the fact that their advisory or consultative role is seen in relation to the institution where they serve and to their own and other institutions of which they have experience, whereas quality assurance has wider, more systemic and political implications.

8
The power and influence of external examiners

The issue of power or influence was raised directly by two questions (see appendix A) and indirectly by several others.  

Influence

On the whole, external examiners did feel that they were listened to, for a variety of reasons:

The College does listen to me, just as I listen carefully to my own external examiner.  The external examiner's written comments are available for quality assurance scrutiny.  All this means that I have a certain degree of authority or power, though this is limited and I have never really thought of it in those terms. (X3.management studies)                                                           
I do have authority and power and I could, if I chose, make life awkward for them, but instead they listen to my advice.  Last year I made some comments about the documentation and they followed it up.  In a sense I am 'part of the team'. (X52.e-commerce)

The external examiner is able to change things and has opportunities to communicate views.  If the department did not take my views seriously I could provide feedback in my report, but my views are taken seriously. (X28.history)           

… if you wanted to stir up a huge amount of trouble for the institution then one could, so there's a potential, there's a power there but there's a question of, is that the actual function of the role, is it to do with power, is it to do with peer support and peer influence, which is much more the way I see it. …  I think that's a very different kind of power and it's much more … where the influence lies. (X33.health and social care)                                                                   

Much of this influence was exercised outside the formal proceedings, often in advance and usually in conversation rather than in writing:

There are two levels of boards.  The board I attend is easy, with usually no need to comment, because views have been sorted out in advance…  I don’t go to the final board, which is a mechanistic process on numbers without any feel for the degree as a whole.  If there are any problems I would expect to thrash them out in advance with the course leader. (X22.psychology) 

These external examiners wanted to influence through argument and discussion, but they were conscious of the fact that their personal influence was underpinned by formal authority.  There were, though, occasions when the message did not appear to get through:

I think the other downside is that you make suggestions because you hope it's going to help the course but sometimes you see something that's definitely not being done properly and you make a very strong recommendation that the course team do something about it and you come back next year and find that they haven't touched it.  I have had one experience of that where the same problem arose on three consecutive years and I came very close to not signing the form at the end to say it's OK. ….  In fact I had a word with the following external and it got corrected in the end.  I think it's just pressure of time and work on those people. (X34.biology)    

Interestingly, the external examiner who was most concerned with the power aspect of the role was the only person interviewed not employed in HE:

I felt that my role was almost, this sounds terrible arrogant, was almost a policing role.  As an employer I don’t like to see people come out of university with a piece of paper, come into industry and then not be able to deliver on what they are supposed to have learnt.  Because of that I was determined that it wasn’t going to be from my point of view a rubber stamping exercise, I was prepared to be a thorn in the side. … I think with the universities sometimes they pay lip service to the examiners and the external examiners in some ways are gently coaxed into toeing the line.  … As for power, I don’t like the word power, influence.  I certainly think that the University paid attention to what I was saying and probably 60% of my recommendations were implemented. However, I did feel that that was because they were common sense recommendations and they tended to be backed up by the Edexcel examiner as well.  The rest there were obviously political reasons why they couldn’t implement them.  The way I had to leave that was well I feel that if something isn’t implemented then that may be detrimental to the future running of the course.  (X16.digital design)            

Audit

More commonly, there were reflections on what was seen as a shift in role away from that of someone empowered to examine (approving exam papers, holding viva voce interviews for candidates on the borderline between honours classifications and changing the grades awarded to individual students) to one much more concerned with audit:

I think part of what I find difficult about the auditing role is that again it feels like the power is being curbed.  Even though I have no desire to exploit my power, I feel I do have the desire to want to make sure that students on courses are treated fairly.  (X48.education)

However, the same external examiner eventually accepted that this shift was justified:

I could say that OK I’m only now an auditor but when I first started at (this institution) eight, nine years ago I felt quite cross about it and some external examiners on my team had real difficulty not being able to say that they disagreed with … individual marks. ..  (Now) I feel that that’s not what it’s about.  It’s about being able to use your power in a different way and I’ve learnt that I actually prefer this way now.  …. Before I just used to make assessments from what I’d read, now I use every component from the external examining role to do my external examiner’s duty.  So now every conversation matters … (X48.education)

From the point of view of those who had responsibility for external examining in institutions, managing this role change raised some difficult issues:

When we introduced our current processes, which was the year 2000, we     

actually toyed with the idea about not calling them external examiners because we wanted to change the culture.  So, effectively they are powerful as auditors of the process, not as examiners of individual students so they can't change the marks of an individual student.  What they can do is to indicate that there's been a major problem they feel with a module in which case we are duty bound to have a look at that.  We might do something about some assessment for a whole group of students but we wouldn't deal with individual students and we try to ensure that exam boards don't end up fighting.  They're supposed to reach consensus and in that consensus they are supposed to listen to the advice of the external examiner.  At the end of the day it is our own staff who are ultimately responsible for the marks and the actual assessment of the student so I would say they're equal partners in an exam board.                            (R17)

Impact
Most of those interviewed felt that external examiners could make a difference, for example:

In a number of aspects I have had quite a major impact and have brought about not major but considerable changes.  … one was how the research projects are operated how they distribute and how they marked and assessed.  I think I have made quite a major difference on that, in fact after my first year of recommendations they had quite a major revamp of how they did approach this. …   I have made some comment on the process of modularisation and how the marks count which to some extent haven’t been taken on board but then that is a university wide process, but it has probably influenced how        

they view them.  (X19.chemistry)

Formal reports and comments at panel or board meetings could be the vehicle for such influence, but a less formal approach was favoured by some:

I think that I have been able to have an influence but it hasn't come so much through my role as somebody who was able to comment on the auditing or the moderation and what quality it was.  It was more in terms of my own personal knowledge through the experiences that I've had and the relationships I was able to build up with people, the fact that I was able to put in time in responding with four or five page reports which were sometimes separate to the external examiners report.  I kind of felt that I built up trust with them and they knew that I would not humiliate them in front of vice chancellor’s committees or their inspections but that really what I was saying was because I was a colleague and I think they respected the fact that I had quite a lot of experience.  (X48.education)

Power and influence

External examiners, then, operated from different kinds of power base, in the sense of being supported by regulations that defined what they could and could not do (eg change the marks of individual students, give viva voce examinations to borderline cases) that afforded them varying degrees of formal authority.  In all cases they had the power to make comments in their reports that they could follow up in subsequent years, although institutions seemed to differ in the extent to which they felt obliged to respond to these (see section 9 below).  When they felt that they were not being listened to they usually had recourse to a higher authority, often the vice-chancellor, although some were simply treated on an equal basis to internal examiners when decisions were made.  The key to real influence, however, seemed to be the careful construction over time of a relationship that allowed for both a proper element of distance to enable rigorous scrutiny, backed up by the existence of formal powers, and the growth of a sense of trust and collegial sharing relying essentially on respect for the external examiner based on personal commitment, experience and expertise.

9
Reports

Interviewees were asked about their reports and the responses to them and about the possible effect that their publication on the internet in part might have.

Responses

The majority of externals thought that their reports were worth writing and that they were well responded to:

Each year I have a response to my report from the Director of Academic Affairs regarding the detail of what aspects of my report the team are working on. (X2.fine art) 

We actually talk about it at the boards or when I go back down for my next visit, we'll talk about what had happened in the previous visit and what has been done about it. (X47.biomedical science)

I don't think I'd be doing this if I didn't honestly think that it makes a contribution but I know that in my institution that we do take notice of what externals say and that isn't just because in a some sense we have to.  It's because it's actually a useful contribution that they make. So in a sense what I'd argue is that regardless of what is expected of all of us we would go about this process in a similar way because it is actually useful. There is going to be conflict sometimes but that's part and parcel of doing this job, … 

(X33.health and social care)

In other places, the response was seen as inadequate:

The external examiners now email one another their end of year reports.  There is no feedback from the university other than a thank you letter. (X23.social work)

My report is 'acknowledged', but I have had no other feedback - though I have had had no major issues to raise.  At (another university) I have had generic feedback, but not on specific issues. (X28.history)

The reports are crucial, as they provide an opportunity to formalise points made during the visits.  They acknowledge receipt, but they do not have an 'action plan' as at some other places (though they are heading in that direction).  I therefore ask next time what response there has been.  (X5.art and design)

The first year I submitted my report, from my point of view it essentially vanished, about ten months later at the exam board I was given a copy of the response by the department so it clearly had been considered in the institution, but it had taken ten months. My next examiner's report I drew attention to the fact that there was really a very long cycle time in view of my report being considered and I recommended to the university and to the department that they act a bit more quickly. … the department did respond a bit more promptly, not as promptly as they might have done, but they were getting better from my point of view. (X9.computer science) 

Last year I commented that (this institution) had a poor commitment to part-time students, who had complained to me about the on-line registration process that they found difficult ....  Evening catering was a problem.  If the (institution) was committed it would have sorted out these problems.  I have never had any response to my reports - it was odd that I had had no feedback.  … I was surprised that my comments about the institution’s infrastructure had not been responded to.  (X51.health care)

From the point of view of those administering the external examiner system in an institution, reports were an important source of information that needed to be gleaned for both negative and positive comments, to be handled at the level of course, department or across the whole institution if wider issues were raised.  The following description of the process is perhaps typical of those institutions that had developed this process fully:

The external examiners’ reports come into academic registry, the staff in academic standards and awards go through and highlight specific issues before they then send their reports to the Head of Schools, the Dean, myself and usually the person responsible for quality in the faculty. If there are issues arising which are really significant I will follow it up by emailing them to say I would wish to see a copy of whatever response they send their external examiner, otherwise we rely on it being raised at the board of study and being in addressed in something called a module log. …  The Head of School is required to inform their external examiners about how their comments have been addressed. Occasionally I will ask if they would like me to write to the external where they've raised a university level issue but I'll always ask them first rather than just do it and similarly if I get a number of externals raising a common problem.   (For example), a couple of years ago we didn't use anonymity at all but a couple of external examiners were complaining that they thought that was not right and I picked that up and took that forward to university level and got the policy changed. (R17)

Formal or informal

In some institutions and to some extent the system was designed to minimise the chances of disruption by reducing the possibility for criticism, at least through formal channels:

… it is often the case that there isn’t much to say except that everything is working reasonably well.  Actually (this University) have this system where your report is practically a pro forma, you just tick boxes.  I think they even have the wording for the final bit and you cut and paste from satisfactory or something … so they don’t seem to be looking for any detailed suggestions but you can make them if you want. … it is very much a University exercise, a paper thing, but there is often a difference in a sense in the information you are feeding back to the department sometimes informally and the information you are feeding back to the University.  What you give the University is basically a rubber stamp; my guess is that if you didn’t say it was fine you would have to be saying something really quite serious.  (X15.cognitive science) 

Very often the choice was made to exercise influence through informal means, rather than via the report itself:

I think there is always a bit of a line between what you put in a document that might go through various committees in the university quite far away from the course team and what you might say in more informal contact already.  It is partly an issue about how you best influence things. …  I think that external examiner reports are bound to be partly political with a small p. …   I saw my role as to make them reflect on their own practice.  …  I would kind of put … comments back informally not into a formal report.  (X18.sociology)

… external examiners’ reports are things that people can use as a stick and I think that, well we all know that people don’t learn through (that), … , a better way to be more effective has got to be through collegial dialogue and mutual interest in the same thing. (X48.education)

I would not make an overtly critical comment in a report without trying to resolve the problem in advance.  I did make a critical comment about dissertations, but only to say that a new process had been agreed, so that it was also a positive statement about having worked on the issue together.  (X51.health care)

An exception to this trend was the employer external who commented:

I raised (issues) at the Board and in my report; I tended not to raise anything informally.  (X16.digital design)

This extra formality may have been a necessary device for someone who was an outsider in the academic world who wanted to exercise power effectively.

Publish and be damned?

The whole issue of the status of reports, their functions and their relationship to other aspects of the quality assurance process was explored with reference to the imminent publication of summaries of these on the HERO website (at least in England).  Some thought that this would make little difference as formal reports had always been to some extent public and more informal influence could still be exercised in other ways:

… we all try to do things professionally and I don’t think you would put anything in a report that wouldn’t stand being looked at elsewhere, it would be looked at if someone was coming in to do QAA they would look at them so I can’t really see that it would make that much difference, I don’t think it would change the way that one would write in an academic fashion. (X43.radiography)

I think that when one expresses oneself in an external examiner’s report, you don’t pull punches, but you obviously express yourself politely and as constructively as possible even when you are making a criticism, so I don’t think it should effect the nature of the report submitted.  I suppose it might make teams more sensitive to any criticisms that are made. (X18.sociology)

I think that if I had anything that was individual and I didn't want to be published, I wouldn't put it in my report, I would say it orally to somebody anyway and I don't think that there's anything that I would write in my report that I wouldn’t have spoken to the team about or brought up at exam board, and there's nothing I write that I wouldn't be happy to see published. (X20.education)

You have to be very careful what you write in any case – someone in the institution highlights bits in green (good) and bits in red (bad). (X60.education, staff development session)

Others saw dangers:

It probably would influence what you put on the report.   I see the report as primarily trying to be a helpful constructive document for a medical school to improve what it's doing but if it was going to be something that was available to the general public then I think that external examiners might have to reconsider what they put in the report.  It would be the same in any situation like that. (X10.clinical skills)

I think it’s going to take the path of the same quality-speak, which is to say that it will just be sham.  I think it will mean that we’ll write our reports much more circumspectly than we might otherwise have done because you don’t actually want to dump colleagues in it ….  When they aren’t published then you clearly try and suggest things that might help make things better.  That’s the whole point of being an external examiner, but if it’s going to be published then you’re going to be very reluctant to do that. (X26.theatre)

Publishing a critical report could mean an ‘admissions turn-off’.  (X56.English, focus group)

.. it does make you more cautious, … there is a danger you will put a positive spin on it because you know this is going out into a public domain and it could be used for students to check or to judge.  I am not altogether comfortable with that. (X31.education, focus group)

Speaking for myself I am going to be far more careful about something that is going out there into the public arena and it is a long way down the line from the quiet chat over a cup of coffee with someone who you feel has not quite grasped something and you think I might be able to help a bit here.  ….  That sort of role is a long, long way away from ‘the public’s vote’. 

(X45.cultural and media studies, focus group)

Those administering the system in institutions saw potential pitfalls, but were working out ways to address these:

At the moment what we're hoping is, the external examiners will continue to be the way they currently are, which is happy with us and therefore happy just to tick boxes in which case there doesn't need to be much comment other than if they identified any good practice. When we have our first critical external examiner we will have to work our exactly how we're going to agree with him and with the school what it is we put up. (R17)

If they put in a strong comment in their summary that wasn’t reflected in their report we would certainly go back to them and say why is that there, but I wouldn’t want to think that we would necessarily remove comments or not publish an external examiner’s report because of a particular comment. Institutions can also write a response to those external examiner reports anyway so if there was a strong recommendation that needed resolving then we would put how we had resolved it on the website with it. 

(R13)

If there’s anything comes up on those reports where there’s any difficulty I anticipate we’ll be going back to externals and seeing what needs to be looked at before those reports are posted. (R30b)

Reporting

Overall, reports were seen as a necessary device for ensuring some continuity in external examining.  They were reference points that could chart the progress made or, perhaps, the lack of it.  They provided a means to raise issues to those higher up the institutional hierarchy if the informal relationships between external and course team or department had broken down.  It was realised that these formal documents already had a public status and they were thus used circumspectly, with much else going on informally the outcomes of which, happy or otherwise, are recorded in the reports themselves.  The move towards more widespread publication through summaries of reports appearing on the internet was not seen by most as a great threat to this arrangement, although there was some suggestion that more than usual would go on behind the scenes.

10
Recognition by home institution
One of the most noticeable findings from our two pilot case studies was that neither institution had a list of their own staff who were external examiners elsewhere.  Even at departmental level knowledge about who was and who wasn’t an external was either sparse or erratic.  This prompted questions of the external examiners regarding whether or not their role was valued at their home institution and whether or not it was recognised in terms of professional development or for purposes of advancement.

Being valued

Most externals experienced neutrality, with only small minorities reporting significant opposition or support from their home institution.  

For one psychology lecturer, however, opposition was exceptionally strong:

I almost withdrew when my own VC said that external examining was not part of the University's duties and no time allowance could be made for it.  I thought seeing it this way was a bad advertisement for the University.  I simply made time for it.  ….  (My institution) does not consider external examining very highly and views people as doing it to earn a bit of extra money, though I could earn three times as much by not doing it, any time.  The University's view is damaging, because it is really giving something to the community and acting as an advertisement for your own institution.  My head of department supports me doing it, (but this) is at odds with the University's view. (X22)

More commonly external examining was neither encouraged nor discouraged:

My own institution is neutral about it.  There is an expectation of externality for the institution as a whole, and it seeks to evidence it.  External examining is a matter for your own time, though it occurs at the same time as final boards here.  The institution is not negative about it, but it doesn't do much to facilitate it.  (X2.fine art)

External examining is not formally recognised at (my institution) - it's simply part of the ethos of the higher education system. (X3.management studies)

No one has ever commented, encouraged or discouraged.  I just see it as part of my professional duties.  (X24.criminology)

For one respondent, whose external examining had recently come to an end, there was an acknowledgment of a shift in attitude:

It certainly wasn't valued at all when I was doing it.  They're just bringing in what's known as workload allocation where they're actually looking at what we do and external examining is given some hours in that.  Unfortunately I missed out on that. It will be given some hours so at least it will be recognised as a worthwhile activity.  (X46.interior architecture)

For another there were other signs of increasing value being given to external examining:

This year they have been trying to get together a database putting together who the external examiners were and that hasn’t happened before. I think there may be a growing feeling that it is an important part of having links and contacts in a wider academic community. (X18.sociology)

Overall, though, the situation can perhaps best be summed up by the external who was asked if there was any timetable allowance for performing the role:

Oh God no, you do this for the love of it.  (X47.biomedical science)

Promotion

It is possible to argue that if an institution really values the fact that its own staff are external examiners elsewhere this will be reflected in the promotions process and outcomes.   About half of those who commented on this issue thought that their institutions did reward this activity in this way.  For some becoming an external was part of a strategy for building up a case for promotion:

One of my colleagues who's a lecturer has applied just recently to become a senior lecturer, that individual took on an external examining role at (another institution).  Now for that individual I think it would be seen as a positive thing, for their promotion yes. Somebody who's already an appointed professor, well it's kind of expected of them, by that stage in career it's not in itself going to be a big plus but I'd say that for someone who is developing their career as an academic, it would be useful for them in terms of promotion prospects.  (X9.computer science)    

There was some evidence that this strategy could be successful:

It did count as part of the evidence when I went for promotion from Lecturer to Senior Lecturer. (X38.engineering)

External examining is recognised for promotion at (my institution).  The fact that I was doing it was a factor in my promotion to Principal Lecturer.  In a recent round of promotions to Principal Lecturer no one in my department was promoted and it was clear that the applicants were felt not to be doing enough outside.  (X4.management studies)

For most of those who thought that their activity was beneficial to their chances of promotion, there was an acknowledgment that this was one factor amongst many, of which it was unlikely to be the most important:

We've got three categories now for promotion from Senior Lecturer to Principal Lecturer; one is teaching, one is administration and one is research.  So the external examiner one would come in both the first two categories I suppose, you're talking about teaching and learning and also about the administration side of it as well. So yes it does, but how much is another thing.  You don't get promotion because you're an external examiner; you just add a few more points to whatever you're trying to score.  (X47.biomedical science)

In other places being an external examiner was seen to have very little effect on promotion prospects:

I suppose it contributes to a whole spectrum of tasks and what have you but I've never seen it mentioned as an important indicator. I think people are more interested in research output, internal committees, internal initiatives that people have started and so on. (X34.biology)

It would be pretty marginal; there are actually very few lecturers who would be involved in external examining of undergraduate programmes. (X19.chemistry)

I think it used to be a mark of esteem in the olden days, now I think it doesn’t make a blind bit of difference. I think people are appointed as external examiners now at any stage of their career, whatever experience they’ve got.  Everybody is really grateful to get anyone to agree to do it all and it might be that some people earlier in their careers are doing it because they think it will help their careers but I think they’re wrong because I think it’s such a trivialised activity these days. It used to be in the olden days when you would only ask somebody who was eminent to be an external examiner. (X26.theatre) 

On being recognised

The overall attitude of the great majority of institutions to their staff being external examiners elsewhere is perhaps best summed up by the participant in a focus group discussion who said:

You don’t have heads of department rushing up to you saying ‘gosh you are an external examiner, that is really good’. No, I don’t think it carries a lot of weight really. (X6.IT)

Institutional indifference, however, was not apparently the case when it came to promotions, where involvement in external examining could have some impact in most institutions, although it was unlikely to be of great importance.

11
Improving the function, supporting external examiners

The inter-related themes of improving the function of external examining and supporting external examiners were ones that produced some of the most serious responses and some of the most varied views.  Only a tiny minority of respondents thought unequivocally that the system needed to be improved and that external examiners needed formal initial training and more extensive, sustained support.  A larger minority thought that no changes of any kind were needed to the system or to the ways in which external examiners operated within it.  Categorical, unreserved views were not, however, in the majority, and even where views were expressed strongly there were important diversities in the reasons offered.  Categorising the positions taken – for example about induction offered by institutions – by subject or length of experience was not always simple or revealing, though the cumulative evidence suggests some identifiable directions of opinion.

Clarifying the purpose

Defining the external examiner’s role, or how or whether the function or the performance might be improved, was sometimes converted into a question of what they were for.  If it was seen to be working well (or ‘reasonably well’ or something similar) this was partly because the respondent felt there was enough experience or tradition in British higher education to make it unnecessary to address questions of purpose.  At the end of a day’s discussion of external examining at a subject centre’s ‘expert seminar’ there was unambiguous support for a call for a new definition of purpose as a prerequisite for considering any change.  Such an approach, however, was submerged in the project in a constant reminder that institutions and their approaches were markedly different, making an operational definition difficult to achieve:

I suppose the only thing is that my experiences of external examining have all been different, so that different schools expect different things from externals and it would be difficult to have some kind of generic source. 

(X10.clinical skills)

Emphases on the importance of clear purpose but also the diversity of procedures and aims across institutions made for a degree of confusion.  It also placed a premium on assumptions about the purpose of the activity:

I think it performs a very important function… I don’t think it needs improving.  You just need to get people like me doing it. (X36.economics) 

On some occasions it has been useful to make comments at the margins, like suggesting raising a grade a bit.  I’m policing the margins. (X29.law)  

Although there were regular comments about the purpose of the external examiner being to ensure standards or to adduce comparable experience from elsewhere, these were rarely taken further.  There were, as we have seen earlier, suggestions that external examining was ensconced in the national regulatory and advisory picture that has evolved in recent years.  As one pro-vice chancellor experienced in external examining explained:

The system does work pretty well.  The existence of guidelines, reference points in the overall context in which the system works has helped it.  So has the national qualifications framework.  The context is more prescribed than it used to be.  Comparability with standards elsewhere is provided by these reference points.  (R41)

Explicit or assumed purpose was therefore expressed frequently in terms of actual practice.  What it was for became not only whether it worked well, but whether it worked well for the particular person working at a particular institution.  Hence the considerable diversity of views about the possibility or desirability of improvements.

Generic improvement?

On the issue of possible improvement to the system there was extensive comment, not all as fully explicit as this:

I think that we should find out more about what is going on and how this role is seen by everybody before going in and messing it all up… what we need is to look at what’s happening, look at good practice, identify good practice and make that explicit… and provide people with models of good practice.  I think that the last thing that we need is some kind of blanket, standardised approach to external examining where you just get this document saying this is how you’re going to do it, I think that would be awful. (X33.health and social care) 

Hedged around with all kinds of reservations there was a sizeable proportion of interviewees who addressed issues of external examining as in some sense ‘generic’ and drew deductions from that.  From biomedicine came a call for ‘some overall body that looks after external examiners, lets them know what their role is and things like that’, though adding ‘I would hate for it to get too big’ (X47.biomedical science).   A pro-vice chancellor at the institution where this external examiner served, thought that most of the issues were best approached at local level, but that ‘some of the more generic issues around what the benchmarks are for quality and standards… could be a useful generic overview’ (R45).   One suggestion was that the strategies, including nationally, should have several outcomes:  external examining ‘needs to be recognised… it’s a strange relationship… it is not very transparent.  It needs to be made transparent’ (X23.social work).  A member of one of the focus groups, focusing on new external examiners, thought that it would be helpful if short workshops for them could be ‘delivered by the HE Academy.  It would mean more time, but at the beginning of the external examiner’s career this would familiarise people with issues of national standards, procedures’ (X55.planning).  At another focus group there was a similar view, though with significant reservations: there was a need for training and support and the sharing of some knowledge and experience:

… but I would not want that put into a delivery style where everybody comes together for a whole day, someone stands up with an OHP and tells you all about the role of an external examiner and you break down into groups.  

(X31.education)

In addition to the kinds of induction programme institutions can provide, suggested one institutional examinations officer, ‘it could be helpful to ask future external examiners to undertake some programme leading to a certificate or accreditation, via distance learning or whatever’ (R21).

Some of these elements, notably the question of qualifications and accreditation, are looked at again below, but it is clear that within a broad context respondents such as these were looking for something beyond the local provision.  That ‘something beyond’ was, however, anathema to other respondents.  One administrator rejected the idea of ‘going down the route of a standard approach’ as ‘a waste of time’.  Training at a national or generic level could not be achieved because ‘although we are trying to ask questions about overall standards it is still in the context of particular universities and we are all still very different’ (R17).  As has already been seen, the differences amongst institutions were a consideration that influenced many viewpoints.  The external examiner system, underlined someone from health care, ‘is not really a national system; practices vary so considerably’, and it was not certain that a national agreement could ‘set out uniform rules’ (X51).  A historian considered that the abundant information sent out by host institutions indicated that ‘the issues of external examining are generic, not specific’, implying that generic solutions were not needed for generic issues (X39).  On this point of the desirability of generic solutions a considered approach was that of an external examiner in history.  There was potential for improving the system, making it: 

more accountable.  I think it’s very important if those issues are taken forward that it doesn’t take away the enjoyment and constructive aspects of being an external examiner, because nobody has to do it… If external examining becomes too time-consuming I’d rather find time to do my research.  My experience in examining at this institution has been positive, and I fear growing regulations… if you regulate it much more fully it may not actually work any better – it may be more accountable, but not any better for the quality of the students coming through and their learning experience.  (X28)

In a previous career outside academe this interviewee had been on endless training courses and sometimes ‘they’re not very well tailored for what you are actually intended to do’, and he didn’t think such a course would have helped him to do the job he had currently undertaken.

The issue of the location at which any preparation or support might best be provided (if at all) was a crucial one for these and other respondents, and it raised directly the roles of the host institution, the home institution and the discipline.  

The host institution

Many institutions, as has been shown previously, provide introductory, mainly one-day, induction events for external examiners new to external examining or to the institution, and in some cases on offer to all the institution’s external examiners – possibly at the outset but sometimes throughout the three or four years of their tenure.  Attitudes to such induction programmes and other forms of external examiner preparation for their duties proved a salient part of this study.  There were three categories of attitudes to induction programmes. 

The first related to non-attendance.  Silence or a tacit admission that they had not bothered to go was one version.  Another was an expression of regret that they were unable to attend, might have requested papers distributed at the event or had telephoned as suggested and had a profitable discussion at the time of the first examination board attended.  A third version was the indication that such a visit was unnecessary (one had not done so, and had in fact never visited the institution where he was external examiner at any time in the three years).  The second set of attitudes was positive. 

I think there should definitely be something, you just don’t go in there cold as an external examiner, you should have some induction programme so that the external examiner knows what the role is.  (X47.biomedical science)

Induction sessions at the visited institutions are helpful [also remembering BTEC experience]) (X50.business management). 

An induction programme addressed such things as what information would go on the web site.  It is more important for the external examiner to get to know the institution.  In art and design no two programmes are exactly alike and it is important to understand the individual pattern.  (X25.art and design)

The induction day was excellent… it offered a good, appropriate introduction. (X43.radiography). 

The administrators interviewed described the intentions of the events not only to provide information but also to help to disseminate best practice (though as one indicated those who turn up ‘are likely to be those who are committed to the role’ (R45).  There was also support for the briefing of external examiners to be enhanced by the distribution on appointment of a handbook – as is already widely the case – but one that might be in two parts.  One part could be a nationally designed, up to date product, incorporated into the locally oriented handbook (‘ensuring that they know that it is necessary to read and understand it’) (R21).  An alternative suggested was that ‘if UUK or any other organisation wish to support external examining this could be by the preparation of suitable resource materials for briefing’ (R49).   The point was made in one case that although systematic induction sessions were held something even more ‘consistent’ would be welcome: ‘greater involvement in the induction events may be necessary’ (R21).

The third set of attitudes, that of rejection of the value of induction events, given the silences and implications referred to above, did not surface often (though could be implicit in failure to attend), but was sometimes related to alternative informal contacts referred to below.  One interviewee described the ‘very good support’ received from the institution, which was all that was needed: ‘even manuals on the internet would be unnecessary – with no time to read them’ (X37.biological sciences).  At one of the focus groups (remembering that these were staff at the institution visited, who were external examiners at a number of other institutions) there was strong, apparently unanimous, agreement that induction programmes by host institutions were not useful, and were in fact a waste of time – apart perhaps for local training for practitioner external examiners – and even in the latter case ‘buddy’ and ‘mentoring’ procedures were thought to be probably more important.  

At the heart of most attitudes to these induction events there was certainly the view that institutional diversity was of paramount importance in determining the aims and operational details of the external examiner relationship with the host institution.  

Home institution and subject 

Considerable emphasis was placed on the importance, often the only element of importance, of the nature of the prior experience of academics in their capacity to undertake external examining.  At the subject centre ‘expert seminar’ a comment was made that ‘if you are acceptable as a teacher, you should be acceptable as an external examiner’ and a prolonged discussion followed about what this might mean, for example whether all teachers had sufficient experience of assessment in the context of national and institutional requirements.  There was support for the formulation that ‘after being a course leader one was “ready” to become an external examiner’.  However interpreted, it was felt by many of those present that the implication was that any kind of formal training, other than induction into the procedures of the particular institution, was unnecessary.  Versions of this emphasis on experience came from all directions:

When I became an external examiner the way that you learned your craft was dealing with your own examining boards and with your own external examiners. (R45) 

I don’t think there’s any difference between being an external examiner and being an internal examiner.  Really it’s just a question of experience. (X29.law). 

Training relating to the academic infrastructure would be a possibility, but this is something that potential external examiners should have from experience in their own institution.  (R1) 

The kind of individuals presumably that you would think of appointing as external examiners will already be experienced and senior academics so by the time they’ve reached that point in their career they probably have a good enough understanding of the system not to need specific training. (X9.computer science)

The many versions of this argument all contain the implication that training of any kind might be not only unnecessary but also a deterrent to recruitment: ‘the real danger is that by making it more demanding an activity it would be very hard to recruit people to do it’ (X28.history).  A problem that occasionally surfaced was that of the diversity not of institutions, but of external examiners – operating in the differences amongst Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland and England, and giving different qualities of service.  One interviewee had in his own institution seen ‘variable performance from external examiners, not all give the same prompt dedicated service’ (X52.e-commerce).  Such problems were not accompanied by solutions, though in other contexts there were suggestions about the roles of the prospective examiner’s home institution.

These took the form of comments mainly about continuing professional development (CPD), which again was not straightforward.  One interviewee considered an ‘overarching professional development framework’ (X5.art and design), others thought that the home institutions could provide specific training for staff wanting to become examiners ‘who did not have experience of course leadership or equivalent’ or that ‘opportunities to observe in one’s own institution the assessment/examining operation of other subjects would be helpful.  The voluntary operation of CPD in one’s own institution may also be helpful’ (‘expert seminar’).   At one of the focus groups a member complained that the experience of external examining was never applied in one’s own institution:

My subject leader has not been an external examiner, none of my colleagues has been an external examiner, they do not know what I am talking about but that is because the university is not offering them any sort of workshop.  (X45.cultural and media studies)

Instead of enhancing generic training or support provision, therefore, there was some support either for CPD preparation or, in a small number of cases, for subject-based activity.  One historian thought that ‘LTSN is the right kind of body to be providing national support… particularly if the practicality of the implementation is down to the subject centre level so that any support can be subject related’ (X8).  One of the administrators voiced something similar:

It would probably be necessary to link this somehow to some of the subject associations, they may well have a role in this, or the university departments so some sort of linkage between a national body like the Academy and some of the specialist subject association could be quite useful.    (R30)

Possible combinations of various kinds of national, local and subject-based support were mentioned.  Discussing the various types of knowledge required, a pro-vice chancellor summarised this view:

There are probably skills at a higher level that are above the discipline levels that could be looked at on a generic overview basis but there will be specific things about assessment in particular disciplines as well, so I think it needs to be tackled at a number of levels. (R45)

An overall précis of this area of discussion would have to highlight two related facts: (a) the prior experience on which academics base their ability to work as external examiners is personal and may take a variety of forms; (b) some possibilities of home institution or subject-based body contributing to the preparation of external examiners were explored, but no evidence that such involvement yet existed was anywhere produced.

Informality

Evidence was suggested, however, regarding the value of informal methods of making necessary steps to familiarity and understanding at whatever level.  Frequent indirect references were made to various kinds of contact with the internal examiners, but there was also direct discussion of the value of certain kinds of informal contact that were considered substitutes for formal external examiner preparation.  The first group of external examiners that one interviewee had joined ‘were very helpful about what was required, so I managed without any kind of training programme’ (X10.clinical skills).  There was reference in one focus group to previous experience at one of the new universities that had invited new external examiners to accompany an existing examiner in the final board and other meetings at the end of the year before taking up appointment. This kind of comment was carried over into views of future developments:


Pairing new external examiners with existing ones would be better than 


a training system. (X42.marketing).  

I would not take on the job if it meant being “trained”…I would derive more from one hour with the internal examination team. (X37.biological sciences).  

If I was doing this for the first time it would be very useful to have a chat with someone who has done it before (X6.IT, focus group).  

Others were keen for ways to be identified to meet colleagues in other disciplines (R17).  The important element in the efficient working of the system, in the eyes of one administrator, was that of informal relationships between external examiner and appropriate people in the host institution, such as chairs of boards of examiners or the academic school (R30).  These informal relationships might replace other forms of preparation and support, or they might supplement them.

Remuneration

The question of remuneration was rarely discussed at any length in the study, and indeed one business management interview was almost apologetic for mentioning it in the context of support for external examiners.  He was not sure what sort of additional support might help:  ‘You could increase the remuneration!  But that’s flippant!’  (X50).  There was no doubt that in general people felt, as an engineer put it, that ‘the recompense does not match the time spent’ (X38), but few had any sustained argument they wanted to make about the fact.  One management external could see sense in various kinds of improvement, but brushed them aside:

Of crucial importance are national levels of pay.  I receive between £150 and £1000 for a similar job.  At least a minimum level should be stipulated. (X4.managment studies)  

In one of the professional areas the issue was addressed more starkly, in terms of a job of work that was not, but should be, transparent:

The time and remuneration both need to be costed properly.  At a recent conference people were very worried, and said so, about the remuneration, which could range from £1200 to £250 for doing the same job.  Parity is needed and it needs to be accounted for in resource terms.  (X23.social work)  

A final comment at the end of this last interview was that, for remuneration and other concerns, ‘there is absolute uproar about external examining’.

Even these considerations about poor and inequitable levels of pay were not, however, entirely one sided.  The historian who had serious reservations about ‘strengthening’ external examining and making it more ‘demanding’ related it to remuneration:

Take the reward issue.  I get a reward from enjoying doing it, not from payment.  I wouldn’t want to have a more demanding, more accountable sort of external examining which paid better because I don’t do it for the money in the first place. (X28)

It must be remembered that most externals agreed that the work was satisfying, but they would probably replace the reference to ‘enjoyment’ by one of reciprocal need.  Whatever stand was taken on remuneration, there were aspects of it that were said to need relating to any improvement or strengthening of the system, and should be ‘looked at’.

‘Training’ and its implications

The concept of ‘training’ clearly entered into debate at many points, whether or not prompted by direct questioning, with varying assumptions about what was or might be entailed.  The most common response was to reject the concept of training altogether.  Formal training would be ‘disastrous’ (R7);  ‘I just have this terrible feeling that someone is going to come up with this terrible idea that what we need now is some kind of additional qualification, a certificate in external examining, which I think would be an absolute nightmare’ (X51.health care).  Training would be ‘an impediment, and I would not take on the job if it meant being “trained”’ (X37.biological sciences).  It would be ‘counter-productive’ (X29.law).    The rejection of training was in relation to different views of what external examining was about, with two senior externals considering that the main, indeed the only, function of the external was to vet draft exam papers, and one knew how to do that without training (or visiting the institution concerned).  Given one’s own experience, training would therefore be ‘a load of rubbish’ (X29.law, X36.economics).  

Rejection in those terms was not, however, the only response.  Some thought training was ineffective for a variety of reasons.  The external examiner needed to understand the course needs and the culture of the institution: ‘you don’t get those from training, you get them from contact’ (X23.social work).  Externals were subject to increased pressures on their time, and such pressures affect their availability: ‘these main issues are not addressed by questions of developing training or a register for external examiners’ (R35).  ‘It would be a mistake to say we could simply solve all our problems by setting up a one-week training course’ (R30).  Some respondents conceded the possible value of some form of training, but with reservations such as: ‘if it was something very brief I would perhaps be interested in it’ (X10.clinical skills). 

If it means going off for three days to do the training this might restrict the pool of people willing to act.  It is, in fact, the busiest people who are needed to become external examiners.  On the other hand training might, for example, be some form of e-facilitating.  It could be a way of making sure that external examiners were au fait with the external reference points. (R41) 

It is noticeable that several of those who were exceptions to the general rule of being opposed to formal training outside the institutional context were those who had actually taken part in such programmes, either through Edexcel for HND or run by the professional body for pre-degree courses in occupational therapy (X47.biomedical science, X16.digital design and X40.occupational therapy).  

Many of these arguments were coupled with views about the development of a ‘register’ of external examiners.  There were references to existing registers, run by subject centres or other subject or professional bodies, and helping to make known prospective examiners (these required no qualification or accreditation, simply enough experience to be considered by receiving institutions).  As with training, a register was not always seen as solving basic problems, and was supported generally when it was a voluntary register, not requiring accredited status or approval for inclusion.  Although it might help to move away from the existing informal basis on which externals were recruited, it must not, commented one administrator, be exclusive; it could be ‘a good idea as long as it doesn’t prevent ad hoc information approaches’ (R1).  It was therefore interpreted in one focus group as a database, and in another as a register ‘of interest’.  Only one interviewee expressed unreserved support for the full range of what has been discussed above:

I would support the idea of some form of external examiner training, accreditation and a register.  Something like that works OK in other fields’ (X52.e-commerce).  

The amount of support for all but very limited forms of training and accreditation was therefore extremely small, though the interest in informal approaches and ‘on the job’ entry into course needs and institutional procedures and cultures, was very much greater.  Some kind of voluntary initial preparation for new external examiners was seen as of possible value, though not necessarily involving attendance in front of an overhead projector, and perhaps preferably by some form of ‘e-facilitating’.  If the predominant qualification for external examining was sufficient suitable experience in one’s own institution, then there might be a role for the home institution in enabling the breadth of experience to be obtained.  An external examiner in health and social care offered a comprehensive view of this area of debate.  Rejecting a ‘standardised approach’ stipulating how ‘to do it’, this view was based in the ‘culture that people work in’:

Obviously there are problems… but I don’t think that means you throw the whole thing out and say let’s take this template and impose it on everyone rather than saying “let’s look at the good ways of working that stand out and why do they stand out, what’s good about them and let’s spread those practices around”…you need some diversity of practice and you need people to be working creatively alongside each other and you tend to lose a lot of that if you impose this, so…  get new and inexperienced people working with experienced good people and make it a more open discussion and also highlight some of the appalling practices and point out what is wrong. (X33.health and social care)  

National requirements and setting up another body, emphasised a radiographer, ‘would mean not trusting the institutions’ (X43.radiography).  

APPENDIX A

Schedule for individual interviews

Information known before interview:  Institution at which external examiner, name, title, gender, subject(s)/course(s) for which examiner (?date and duration of appointment)

1. Brief other background:  years teaching in HE?

      experience as internal examiner?

      previous experience as external examiner?

2. How became external examiner at this institution (e.g. personal contact)?

3. Why willing to accept?

4. Sole examiner for course(s) or part of team?

***

5. Main difficulties in accepting and being an external examiner?

6. Main benefits?

7. What personal/academic attributes important for being an external?

8. How developed adequate knowledge and skills to fulfil the role?

9. How necessary/important to be familiar with national, subject-based or other policy or guidance on benchmarking, assessment, standards…?  (e.g. QAA Code of Practice for the Assurance of Academic Quality and Standards?)

10. How important is to know about ways in which students learn, means by which learning is assessed?  Beliefs/theories about them?

***

11. What forms of preparation for the role were provided by the institution?

information on paper or on-line?

preliminary private visit to the department/institution?

induction event(s), frequency, length, voluntary or required?

12.
Clear what the institution’s expectations of the role were/are?

13.
Changes in the role, recent, expected?  

14. Adequate explanations of any course/procedure changes since becoming external examiner?

***

15.
What are the essential needs to do the job properly?  Are these needs 


(information, evidence, regulations, student work…) adequately provided (by 


individuals, department, institution)?

      16. What are the actual roles involved (during the year, at examination boards…)?  

How well are these roles performed in relation to the department, other external examiners, the institution’s administration…?

      17. How much power does the external examiner have, to do what?  Has this 


changed, is it changing, going to change?

18.
Is there a match/mismatch between the roles as the institution interprets them   and as you think they should be?

19. Are the roles to any extent a response to the institution’s quality assurance 


needs?

20.How well do the internal examiners/boards understand assessment procedures,

course design, student learning, learning outcomes, subject benchmarking and

guidelines on standards?

21. How transparent is the process of making detailed and final judgments?  How 


effectively can the external examiner contribute to discussion and making 


judgments ?

22.How effective is the procedure of reporting to the institution and obtaining 


feedback?  What impact do reports and their publication have on relations 

between the external examiner and the institution?

***

23. To what extent is the external examiner seen as an adviser on curriculum 

development or other aspects of the department/institution?  Is that an appropriate part of the role?

24. What judgment about the institution as an environment in which to work?

25.
What should be the relationship between external examining and other forms of quality assurance?

***

26.
Is the experience of external examining at this institution satisfying, and does It encourage the external examiner to continue doing the job at this institution or at others?

27. Is external examining a valued part of the academic’s identity at the home 


institution?  Is it recognised as important in professional development and for 

purposes of advancement?

28.
If a junior colleague asked advice on whether to accept an invitation to become an external examiner, what would it be, why,  and in what conditions?

29.
Are there steps that could/should be taken nationally to improve the function of external examining, and if so by whom (e.g. LTSN and the new Academy)?
30.
Are there steps nationally that could support the external examiner, and if so what are they and whose responsibility (e.g. home institution, visited institution, 

organisation of vice-chancellors, the subject centres…)?

31.
Are there important considerations that have not so far arisen in the interview?  


E.g. finance?

***

      [32.     Return to any of the questions, e.g. exactly why is s/he willing to be an


     external examiner?  Is the role important?...]

APPENDIX B

Interviews with senior staff responsible for external examining
 

 

[1    Questions depending on what prior information has been obtained, including documentation/online, code of practice, assessment regulations etc.   These may be via the internet or by pre-interview request to Registry etc.]

2. Are there difficulties in recruiting external examiners, either across the institution or in particular faculties/schools/departments?

3. How are external examiners mainly recruited, and is formal advice given to departments etc?

4. Does the institution define expectations and requirements at the time of  appointment (other than ones in the above documentation)?

5. Does the institution arrange induction for external examiners – ones new to external examiner, new to this institution?  

6. What is the scale of any induction (e.g. 1 or 1 ½  days), who runs the programme, is it a one-off event?

7. What powers do external examiners have?  (Change marks of individuals, whole course?)  Who prevails if there is disagreement?

8. Have there been changes in these powers, or are changes planned?

9. What are the overall roles of external examiners, in relation to the institution, to the department, attendance at boards, coverage of modules and semesters?

10. Are external examiners expected to act as advisers on curriculum development, changes in assessment procedures etc., or are they debarred from such a role?

11. What is the procedure regarding external examiners’ reports?  Do they receive feedback from the institution?  How are decisions taken about what to publish?  Has the publication of reports affected the relationship between external examiner and institution?

12. What is the relationship between external examining and institutions’ quality assurance?  Are the roles of external examiners governed by national guidelines on QA, benchmarking and standards?

13. Do academic staff generally understand and endorse the role of the external examiner?

14. How important is the role of the external examiner in maintaining, enhancing and comparing standards?

15. Do the competence and effectiveness of external examiners need to be improved?  If so, how, by whom?

16. Does the external examiner system need to be improved?  If so, how, by whom?

17. Are there any significant recurring problems regarding external examining (e.g. remuneration, knowledge and skills, understanding of roles, the scale and fragmentation of programmes and student numbers, differences among subjects?)

APPENDIX C

Schedule for interviews with examiners not from academic institutions

1
What courses do they examine, how long have they been doing it,


how much time a year do they spend at the institution or on work for it? 

2
How did they come to be appointed as an external examiner for this 


institution?

3
What has been their own experience of higher education?

4
Have they had previous experience of external examining – if so at what 


kind of institution?

*

5
At this institution are they sole examiner or part of a team?  If the latter, 


how does it work, what part do they play in the team?

6
How did this institution prepare them for the external examiner role 


(induction, shadowing other/previous examiner…)?   If they have 


examined elsewhere, what preparation took place there?

7
What problems/difficulties are there in doing the job?

8
What benefits are there for you, for your own organisation, for the 


institution?

*

9
Do they need to know about national policy guidelines on HE, 


assessment, etc. (and do they know about them)?

10
What is their role (are their roles) as external?  What do they attend, how 


much part do they play in judgments about students or the course?

11
How much power/influence do they think they have?  Particularly if they 


work alongside an academic external examiner(s)?

12
Is their advice sought on curriculum, assessment, etc.?

13
Do they submit a written report?  If so, is much notice taken of it, and do 


they have feedback?

*

14
How valuable/enjoyable do they find external examining?

15
Are any improvements needed to the system, or to support for external 


examiners not from academic institutions?

16
Any problems not raised in the above?  Finance?   Other?

APPENDIX D

Agenda for focus group discussions

EXTERNAL EXAMINING

Why be an external examiner? Positives and negatives? 

What do you need to know to be a good external examiner? 

What roles are external examiners expected to perform? Are these changing? 

Is increased support for external examiners needed? If so, how, by whom? 

Is there a relationship between external examining and national/institutional quality assurance and enhancement?
APPENDIX E

Email inviting members of staff to take part in the interview survey (indicating various versions for different categories of potential respondent)

We would very much like to interview you to find out more about your work a) as an external examiner or b) supporting the external examiner system at your institution.  You should find attached an ethics protocol that tells you what the project is about, who we are, who is funding us, our guarantees on confidentiality, your rights to withdrawal and our promise of feedback.  We hope that you will benefit from participation by finding out more about what happens in your own and other institutions and by learning about the experiences of a UK-wide sample of external examiners through reading a copy of our final report that we shall provide.  You will also be making a contribution to a project that is intended to influence the development of the external examiner system.

We are asking you to participate because a) we know that you are an examiner in one of the fields that we are investigating or b) we know that you play an important part in the way external examining takes place in your institution.

We expect the interview to take 30-40 minutes.  Your permission will be requested before any recording takes place (by note-taking or audio-recording).  

Please let us know by replying to this email if you are willing to be interviewed on the terms described above and herewith.  We would be happy to try to answer any queries you might have.

We look forward to hearing from you.

Andy Hannan & Harold Silver

Contact:

Professor A Hannan 
Faculty of Education 
University of Plymouth 
Douglas Avenue 
Exmouth 
EX8 2AT 

tel: 01395 255368 
fax: 01395 255342 
email: a.hannan@plymouth.ac.uk 
www.plymouth.ac.uk/staff/ahannan 

APPENDIX F
ETHICS PROTOCOL

An enquiry into the nature of external examining – A Hannan & H Silver

What the project is about

The LTSN Generic Centre, in partnership with Universities UK, the Standing Conference of Principals, the ILTHE, QAA, HEFCE and the Association of Colleges is undertaking a programme of development work aimed at improving the support given to external examiners and the function of external examining.  The context for the work is the recommendations made in the Teaching Quality Enhancement Report published in HEFCE 02/15, but it will also address the wider contextual issues associated with the transformational change of UK higher education.  Building knowledge about what external examiners actually do and how they do it within the expectations and requirements of institutions and the QAA standards policy framework is an important part of the programme.  This project has been funded within the programme as an enquiry into the nature of external examining.  The results of this work will help scope the external examiner support function of the HE Academy.  
Who we are
We both work at the University of Plymouth; Harold Silver as a Visiting Professor in HE, Andy Hannan as Professor of Education and Research Co-ordinator for Educational Development.
Where the money is coming from for the project
We are funded by HEFCE via the Generic Centre of the Learning and Teaching Support Network.

Confidentiality
Your interview will be recorded by note-taking and/or audio-recording.  Written-up notes and transcripts will be stored on the computers to which only A Hannan and H Silver have access with respondents identified by codes.  The key to codes will be held separately and securely.   Only the researchers will have access to the computer database.  Upon request we shall send you the notes/transcript of your own interview so that you may check for accuracy.   It is intended that all records of your interview will be kept in an archive once reports of the project and publications from it have been completed, but at your request we shall destroy these at that time.  

Findings will be presented in such a way that you cannot be identified unless you expressly agree otherwise.  Similarly, institutions will not be identified without formal permission being obtained.  Information already in the public realm is not subject to these constraints, but care will be taken not to link it to data gathered through this research in such a way as to undermine these principles.  

Right of withdrawal
You have the right to withdraw at any time, to decline to answer any question, to ask for recording to cease or to require that information given should not be used in any way.

Feedback
Copies of the project report will made available to you over the Internet or as an email attachment.

� Letter from Sir Ron Cooke, TQEC chair, to the Chief Executive of HEFCE, 22 January 2003, appending a letter from the Director of Institutions, HEFCE, 16 May 2002.


� Invitation to tender for an enquiry into the nature of external examining.  Enhancing support for external examiners: enhancing the function of external examining, issued from the LTSN Generic Centre, n.d. [December 2003].


� See appendices on pages 57-66 for copies of the schedules and related documentation.


� Silver, H., Stennett, A. and Williams, R., The External Examiner System: Possible Futures (report of a project commissioned by the Higher Education Quality Council), Quality Support Centre, London, 1995, p. iii.
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