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The 2003 White Paper on the Future of Higher Education recognised external examiners as ‘the guardians of the public purse and of the reputation of UK higher education’. Such expectation from the government reflects considerable faith in the external examining system and places considerable responsibility on the shoulders of external examiners. Whilst it is gratifying to have Government acknowledge the value of external examiners there is no doubt that their collective shoulders are bent by the load of assessment. The last decade or so has seen the wholesale adoption of modularity across the HE sector and with it the compartmentalisation and substantial growth of assessment. Modules without formal assessment are rare birds usually confined to gathering in the student activities in placements or work experience. Add to this the pretty spectacular growth in student numbers during the 1990s and you have a system under severe pressure. Indeed a study of external examining carried out in the mid-90s by Harold Silver and Ruth Williams revealed a not uncommon feeling that the system was in terminal decline. Of course the examining function has evolved to some extent to accommodate the change to modularity. Generally there are more examiners, examination schemes with two-tiered boards at module and programme levels are commonplace, and recently there is a movement back to more linear programmes. Nevertheless time pressures on examiners have intensified as institutions run a large number of module examinations and assessment boards over very short time periods with consequent tight turn around times for moderation before boards. From an institutional viewpoint the bill for external examining has increased significantly as more external examiners are required and the knock-on effect is stagnation in fees payment; fee levels remain unchanged for years. Certainly external examiners argue passionately that the fees do not reflect their status as ‘guardians of UK higher education’ though of course low fees do have a positive effect on the good housekeeping of the public purse! 

The White Paper looked to HEFCE to secure improvements in the external examining system and in 2004 the Higher Education Academy inherited the task by invitation from HEFCE, Universities UK (UUK) and the Standing Conference of Principals (SCOP). The programme of support agreed by the parties is in response to a report of the Teaching Quality Enhancement Committee (TQEC) in 2003 (whose findings informed the White Paper) which recommended that external examining should be strengthened through:

· Improved induction of external examiners by the institution employing their services; 

· Improved institutional preparation for internal examiners to prepare them to take on the role of external examining; 

· Consideration of national programmes of support for external examiners and external examining. 

In 2004 the Academy, and its predecessor the LTSN, carried out widespread and intensive consultation on external examining. The work was led by Norman Jackson and involved debate and discussion with external examiners, institutional senior management and administrative staff supporting the external examining function. An advisory group with representatives from HEFCE, UUK, SCOP and the QAA maintained an oversight of the project which was funded by HEFCE. Two JISC mail bases, one for external examiners and one for support staff, were set up to promote networking and discussion. Seven Subject Centres have established databases and registers of external examiners to assist Departmental Heads and Deans in the search for new externals. The expectation is that many of the other Subject Centres will develop registers and databases. Regional workshops in 2004 and 2005 helped to identify both common issues and good practice. The outcomes of the consultation are captured in a series of working papers on the Academy website: www.heacademy.ac.uk/externalexaminers.htm

The wealth of information available on the website shows a much improved understanding of the state of the external examining system but how does this relate to the objectives of the TQEC referred to earlier?

A focal point for much of the discussion in regional workshops was the nature of induction for external examiners. Following the establishment by the QAA in 2000 of the Code of Practice: External Examining, considerable development of induction programmes and briefing has occurred, with a substantial number of institutions, particularly in the post-92 sector, running events for newly appointed external examiners.  Feedback from external examiners for the events is invariably positive; however, there is no detailed analysis of potential longer-term benefits arising from improved induction. There has also been a call through the regional workshops for development of approaches to induction for examiners appointed to collaborative programmes and for non-academic external examiners appointed to professionally orientated programmes. In response to this the Academy has commissioned research to evaluate induction events and the induction of non-academic examiners. Also, investigation of external examining on collaborative programmes is being taken forward in association with the Council of Validating Universities. By 2006 the Academy will be able to make recommendations, based on research, about the further development of induction procedures. 

With regard to institutional preparation of internal examiners to become external examiners there is more limited progress and ambition. Just a handful of institutions have introduced events for internal staff aspiring to be external examiners and the feedback from the regional workshops was generally very mixed with some questioning of the value of such activities. At the present the general feeling appears to be that there is tacit preparation through staff acting as internal examiners and serving on exam boards and validation panels and that formalisation may not add value. Unfortunately this deep embedding approach does mean that the value of external examining for internal staff is not recognised. At present few institutions factor external examining into workload planning for academic staff and whilst external examining duties might be an expectation for senior academic staff, it is not commonly recognised as a listed criterion for promotion. This contrasts rather sharply with the high responsibility attributed to external examining by the White Paper.  The cautious institutional view also contrasts with the views of staff attending preparation events. They are very positive about gaining a greater understanding of external examining. In addition the few events run so far have usually included experienced examiners in discussion panels and this provides an impetus for networking among the externals within their home institution. Probably one of the most under-utilised resources in an institution is the collective knowledge of their external examiners. Question an external about the advantages of being an external examiner and almost certainly one of the answers will be about picking up good practice from other institutions.  Of course externals will bring back good ideas for the development of their own practice but broader dissemination across the institution is not likely. Who knows what good practice and innovation could develop through such simple means as an institution having an annual open forum for its staff who act as external examiners.

The third proposal from TQEC of national programmes of support for external examining is perhaps the most challenging. TQEC acknowledged that a formal regulatory system of registering external examiners would be unacceptable to the HE sector and would erode the goodwill and good practice already in place. Instead it proposed the accreditation by the Academy, on a voluntary basis, of induction programmes for externals and preparation programmes for aspiring externals. In this it drew parallels with the voluntary accreditation of PGCertHE programmes by the ILTHE. The work done so far by the Academy with institutions emphasises the anxiety expressed by the TQEC and it is clear that imposition of even ‘light touch’ compulsory regulation would be undesirable. A way forward currently under consideration is to itemise the ‘apprenticeship’ to becoming an external examiner within a professional standards framework being developed by the Academy. The hope and expectation is that institutions will sign up to the framework. TQEC referred to an apprenticeship programme but did not elaborate on detail. Work by the Academy with external examiners suggests that the apprenticeship would involve such activities as: acting as a module leader, programme leader, and internal examiner; serving on internal examination boards, validation panels and faculty committees; chairing internal examination boards, validation panels and faculty/institutional committees and groups. Added to this institutions could factor in workload planning for external examining duties and recognise these duties in promotional criteria. None of this should involve the institution in providing additional resource but it will give a far better signposting and professional recognition of external examining.

In terms of general support for the external examining function it is the Academy’s intention to promote enhancement activities through working with: the Subject Centres; subject associations; HE institutions; and national organisations such as the QAA, Edexcel, Foundation Degree Forward, and the Council for Validating Universities. In addition the Academy will continue to build up resources supporting external examining on the dedicated web-pages on the Academy site. These resources will include, for example, illustration of the variation in fees for externals and approaches to the posting of externals’ reports on the Teaching Quality Information (TQI) site. The expectation is that these resources will supplement those available through institutions and will be hot-linked to appropriate institutional web-pages. Further dissemination at subject-level of the material will be achieved through hot-linking into appropriate pages of Subject Centre websites. 

The hope is that within a year or so we will be well on the way to achieving not only the objectives set out by the TQEC but also in exploiting the under-used potential for external examiners to disseminate good practice.
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