Review of External Examining Arrangements in the UK
Summary of feedback from Philosophical and Religious Studies (PRS) - based on consultation meeting with PRS subject associations and Universities UK, 14 September 2010
1. Principles to Inform the Development of External Examining Arrangements

1. Are these principles acceptable and are there other principles that should be considered?

2. Role

2. Are these initial ideas and the distinction between judgement and advice a helpful starting point for developing minimum expectations?  Where might these initial ideas be clarified or developed to ensure that it is relevant to all institutional practices?
There was some discussion of the extent to which it would be practical or appropriate to develop a national ‘job description’ – the consensus was that the proposal to develop ‘minimum expectations’ would be helpful, but that this would need to allow scope for variation of role as appropriate to the disciplinary/institutional context.  It was however noted that it would be important for institutions to provide clear information about the extent of the role expected of a particular examiner.
It would be helpful to clarify limits as well as expectations of the role – for example, an external examiner can advise on the comparability of standards within the discipline across the UK, but should not be expected to judge comparability of standards across disciplines within the institution. 

 It would be helpful to include guidance on workloads, including the maximum amount of external examining duties any individual should undertake at a time, and advice to institutions on when/how external examining duties should be distributed between a team of examiners (this practice is not very common in PRS subjects, which have many small departments/programmes).  It was noted that short assessment schedules within an institution add further to the examiner’s workload burden, and such pressures should be minimised as far as possible.
3. Selection of External Examiners

3. In order to increase transparency and public confidence there should there be clear expectations about the selection processes in institutions and the processes should be publicly accessible, do you agree?

4. There should be a national set of generic criteria established for the appointment of external examiners, do you agree? What should be included in the criteria?
Whilst it was agreed that greater clarity and consistency would be beneficial, there were concerns that national generic criteria could have a disproportionately restricting effect, particularly on small or emerging subject areas (including many PRS subjects) where the national ‘pool’ of suitably qualified external examiners is already small.  As with the external examiner’s role, some flexibility to account for local context will be important in order to ensure the system is feasible and fit for purpose.
4. Induction and Training

5. Should all institutions provide induction for external examiners who are new to the institution, and training and development for first time external examiners? Should a common core programme and template for induction and training be developed?
It was agreed that induction would be helpful, but that this is most effective at departmental level; and could be supplemented with more ‘generic’ support provided by the examiner’s home institution.  It was further noted that much of the additional support for examiners new to the role could be effectively delivered via written materials (perhaps online) rather than (resource-intensive) face-to-face training; supplemented perhaps with a peer support or mentoring network.  It was recommended that all new external examiners should be provided with copies of previous examiners’ reports.
5. Recognition

6. The importance of this role should be recognised by all Universities and institutions with degree awarding powers in promotion procedures, including clear and demonstrable recognition of the value to the institution, the subject and the sector, do you agree? How else should it be recognised?
Lack of recognition for the role was agreed to be a difficulty with the current system – it was felt that whilst universities are keen to attract good external examiners (although it was noted that appointments were often made on the basis of research prestige rather than learning and teaching expertise – see also §3), they often do not support (and may even discourage) their own staff from taking on external examiner duties.  The role of external examiner currently carries little weight with regard to promotions, for example – reflecting the wider dilemma that academics are ‘paid to teach, but rewarded for research’.  There is little incentive to become an external examiner beyond reliance on goodwill and commitment to one’s discipline community – which can then be (mis)perceived as ‘undue cosiness’ of the system.

It was agreed that greater recognition for the role would therefore be valuable.  It was also noted that an important element of recognition is that of proper acknowledgement and accommodation for the workload involved (see also §2).
6. Reporting

7. Should there be a national template for external examiners reports?

8. Should there be a specific section written for students and should this be made available to all students within the institution, and made available to any external party on request? 

9. Should all reports and all analysis of reports be shared with student representatives?
Concerns were raised about sharing the full report with students, not least because this gives a misleading impression of the external examiner’s comments as the ‘final word’ on the subject, rather than as one stage in an ongoing dialogue with the department (and one element of a wider quality assurance process).  It was felt that a separate report prepared for students would be more appropriate.
It was however agreed that the system should include some commitment to informing and involving students – it was observed that currently students often know very little about the external examining process.
10. Should all institutions publish names of all external examiners, their job titles and institutions? What would be the most effective way of ensuring that this information is easily accessible? 
There were mixed feelings about publishing examiners’ details.  On the one hand this was seen to be helpful to ensure transparency, and is already practised in many institutions.  On the other hand there were concerns that this information would be misused by students wishing to contact the examiner directly (which would be an additional disincentive to undertake the role, cf. §6) – measures would need to be introduced in order to prevent this.
7. Raising Concerns

11. Institutions should have in place transparent internal procedures for considering and dealing with robust discussion of issues and concerns which include the possibility of making a report direct to the head of the institution? Do you agree and what else might these procedures include?
12. Should there be a clear and independent mechanism for external examiners to use once they have exhausted internal procedures? Does the QAA Causes for Concern procedure represent an appropriate mechanism?

In general, it was agreed that there is very little evidence of systematic problems with the current external examining system, nor of widespread public concern about it (from students, parents or employers), and that therefore any recommendations for improvement should be focused on improving transparency rather than any disproportionately radical overhaul of existing systems.  It was also emphasised that the individual external examiner is only one part of the quality assurance process, and that the limits of the role in this regard should be made clear.
Whilst the move towards greater consistency and transparency was welcomed, it was also noted that this needs to be balanced with local flexibility in order to avoid becoming an inappropriate ‘straitjacket’ (e.g. national training / criteria that are not sensitive to disciplinary/institutional context and thus not fit for purpose).
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