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One of the current priority areas of the Higher Education Academy is to consider ongoing developments in the quality assurance and enhancement of UK higher education. ESCalate has held a widely-used External Examiner database for nearly 5 years and to extend  our work in this area we have  collated discussions around the future of external examining.

This summary is structured as follows:

1. External examining system in UK: an introduction

2. Challenges of the current system and ways in which these problems could be solved
3. Future perspectives to ensure the high quality of the external examining system.
1. External examining system in UK: an introduction
The external examining is a long-standing system that is almost unique to UK Higher Education (Universitites UK). In the United Kingdom the concept of external examining goes back to 1832, when the University of Durham asked for external examiners from the University of Oxford to approve its degrees (Attwood, 2009). The main purpose of importing examiners was to increase the local examining capacity and to provide some evidence to the outside world of the acceptability of the university’s degrees (Lewis, 2005). At that  time external examiners had two main traditional roles: they had to ensure that the awarded degrees in similar subjects were comparable in standard across higher education institutions and also to guarantee that students were dealt fairly in the system of assessment and classification (Silver et al., 1995, cited in Lewis, 2005).
 The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (2004: 6) in ‘Code of practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education- Section 4- External examining August 2004’ describes the current purposes of external examining and also gives a description of the external examiners’ reports. 
The purposes of the external examining are:
· ‘to verify that academic standards are appropriate for the award or part therefore  which the external examiner has been appointed to examine;

· to help institutions to assure and maintain academic standards across higher education awards;

· to help institutions to ensure that their assessment processes are sound, fairly operated and in line with the institution's policies and regulations.

In addition to these essential functions, institutions may ask external examiners to undertake other activities.’ 
External examiners report on: 
i. ‘whether the academic standards set for its awards, or part therefore, are appropriate;

ii. the extent to which its assessment processes are rigorous, ensure equity of treatment for students and have been fairly conducted within institutional regulations and guidance; 

iii. the standards of student performance in the programmes or parts of programmes which they have been appointed to examine;

iv. where appropriate, the comparability of the standards and student

v. achievements with those in some other higher education institutions;

vi. good practice they have identified.’ 
2. The challenges of the current system and dealing with them
Stakeholders and policy makers such as the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA ), House of Commons Innovation, Universities, Science and Skills Committee, the Government, the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), the sub-committee for Teaching, Quality, and Student Experience , and the Department for Business Innovation and Skills (BIS) have reviewed the external examining system and found several problems of the current system and also solutions to these issues. 
The Quality Assurance Agency (2009:3) in ‘Thematic enquiries into concerns about academic quality and standards in higher education in England- Final Report’ concludes that

‘External examiners are held in high regard by almost all those in higher education and many regard the external examining process as a keystone in supporting academic standards and quality in the UK. Analysis of a range of information sources suggests a lack of understanding beyond those who regularly participate in the process about its intentions, operation and role. More particularly, institutional processes for the identification and appointment of external examiners appear to lack transparency to observers outside higher education (and some within it). Analysis of the collated information suggests that although institutions are diligent and thorough in their engagement with external examiners, a number of cases have arisen where external examiners are reported to feel compromised by the demands placed upon them and/or where they feel that their reports have not been given sufficiently serious consideration by the host institution. There is evidence to indicate that the following actions are required:

· the external examining process should be made more transparent and should be better explained in order to facilitate understanding of its intentions, limitations, operation and role

· there should be further discussion at national level and development of appropriate guidance about the procedures use to identify, train and support external examiners

· a nationally agreed and mandatory set of minimum expectations for the role of all external examiners should be developed and implemented.’ 
 The House of Commons Innovation, Universities, Science and Skills Committee (2009: paragraph 272, 273) in ‘Students and Universities Eleventh Report of Session 2008-2009’ states that:

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

· the remit and autonomy of external examiners is often unclear and may sometimes differ substantially across institutions in terms of operational practices;
· the reports produced by external examiners are often insufficiently rigorous and critical;

· the external examiner’s report’s recommendations are often not acted upon—partly because their remit is unclear; and  the appointment of external examiners is generally not transparent.’
‘Notwithstanding these deficiencies, we agree with Universities UK that the external examiner  system is fundamental to ensuring high and comparable standards across the sector and that is why we believe that it is worth making the effort to refurbish the system. The starting point for the repair of the external examiner system is the recommendation made by the Dearing Report to the Quality Assurance Agency “to work with universities and other degree awarding institutions to create, within three years, a UK-wide pool of academic staff recognised by the Quality Assurance Agency, from which institutions must select external examiners”. We conclude that the sector should now implement this recommendation. Drawing on the evidence we received we would add that the reformed QAA should be given the responsibility of ensuring that the system of external examiners works and that, to enable comparability, the QAA should ensure that standards are applied consistently across institutions. We strongly support the development of a national “remit” for external examiners, clarifying, for example, what documents external examiners should be able to access, the extent to which they can amend marks—in our view, they should have wide discretion—and the matters on which they can comment. This should be underpinned with an enhanced system of training, which would allow examiners to develop the generic skills necessary for multi-disciplinary courses. We conclude that higher education institutions should only employ external examiners from the national pool. The system should also be transparent and we conclude that, to assist current and prospective students, external examiners’ reports should be published without redaction, other than to remove material which could be used to identify an individual’s mark or performance.’
The Government’s response to the Innovation, Universities, Science and Skills Committee's Eleventh Report of Session 2008-09 (2009: paragraph 104) is the following:

‘The Government agrees in principle with the need for external examiner arrangements to be reviewed to ensure their continuing effectiveness in contributing to consistency of standards across institutions. The Government welcomes the sector's recent announcement to undertake this review (10 September 2009 - UUK Conference). The Government's response to recommendations 77-81 refers to the fact that the Quality Assurance Agency's (QAA) thematic review report has already made recommendations for improvements to external examining arrangements, and further recommendations are made in the Teaching, Quality and the Student Experience Committee report. The sector has also already announced plans to review external examining arrangements. Such a review must consider how the current arrangements can be improved and ensure that they are fit to meet future demand.’ 
Board of the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) sub-committee in the Report of the Sub-committee for Teaching, Quality and the Student Experience (2009: paragraph 8) considers that: 
‘External examiners (experienced staff from other institutions who consider exam questions, advice on coursework and check that marks are fair) are appointed to help ensure comparability of standards between higher education institutions. They aim to do this by comparing the standards on the degree they are examining with the standards of other similar degrees. However their ability to do this is limited because they only have experience of a few institutions and courses, and there are more and more students producing work for them to look at. So they cannot guarantee comparability at a national level. In addition, their role is not well understood by the public. The sub committee recommends a full review of the external examiner system.’
In the HEFCE’s reaction to the report of the Sub-committee for Teaching, Quality, and the Student Experience (2009: paragraph 1) the HEFCE board:

 ‘welcomes the report of the Teaching, Quality, and the Student Experience (TQSE) sub-committee, which provides us with valuable information on the current state of quality and standards in the English higher education (HE) sector. While we are pleased that the sub- committee has found no evidence of a systemic failing in quality across the HE sector, we recognise that there do need to be improvements made. In particular we note:
· the need to ensure that the quality assurance system, in particular the institutional audit method and the role of the external examiner, are revised to meet current and future challenges
· the need to provide clearer and more accessible public information about HE

· the importance of maintaining public confidence in quality and standards’. 
The Department for Business Innovation and Skills (2009: Paragraph 13) in the ‘Higher Ambitions: The future of universities in a knowledge economy’ executive summary states that:

 ‘We will support universities’ work to strengthen the role of the external examiner system. The external examiner system is a key component in ensuring consistent standards across the sector. Sector-led plans to reinforce its authority and role will help guarantee confidence that no one institution is devaluing the currency of the degree award and will provide a stronger assurance of the quality of the education being provided ’. 
On 19th of February, 2010 the English Subject Centre organised a Forum on External Examining. The meeting focused on BA level degrees in English literacy studies and addressed the implications for the discipline regarding the process of external examining.  
The Forum discussed the following issues of the currents system:

· the  external examiners’ changing role 
·  the process of external examining – how it is viewed
· resourcing external examiners
· the National College of External Examiners 
· recruiting and developing external examiners 

The Group suggested that amongst the discipline community and HE policy makers the following ideas merit further discussion:

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

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

3.
The contribution made by external examiners should be more widely recognised within their home institution e.g. by crediting it in promotion procedures.  External examiners should be encouraged and supported in carrying out their role by their home institutions, and systems for home institutions to learn from the experiences of their examiners should be in place.

The fact that external examiners do not receive sufficient support and recognition from home institutions seems to be not only a current issue, but a long-lasting problem. In a 2006 in an interview survey Hannan and Silver  (2006:68) emphasized  that ‘…more attention needs to be given to the external examining in professional development arrangements in the home institutions…if institutions continue to treat the involvement of their own staff in external examining with indifference the system may face mounting difficulties’. 
The Group suggested the following potential roles for Subject Centres in supporting external examiners:
•
Organising an annual forum for external examiners to share experience and discuss common concerns.

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

•
Providing supporting resources for new and potential external examiners. 
3. Future arrangements for assuring the quality of the external examining system
The Teaching Quality Information (2010) steering group are currently carrying out a review of policy in relation to better information and guidance about all aspects of HE as part of their discussions with other stakeholders about the future of quality assurance. The review in Autumn 2010 will set out: 

· ‘proposals for a revised information set
· proposals for the publication of that information and who should be responsible for making information available (including the future of Unistats.com, and proposals for changes to the NSS)
· where future work will be required and relate to ongoing discussions around the handling of public information in QAA institutional audit’.
UUK and GuildHE (2010) are conducting a sector-led review of external examining arrangements to be chaired by Professor Dame Janet Finch. The Academy and QAA are on the review committee. QAA are involved in developing a specification of a core role for all external examiners and in reviewing the relevant section of the Code of Practice. 

The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (2010) is currently consulting with interested parties through an open process the extent to which the Academic Infrastructure meets its original aims and its appropriateness in the context of the current debate about academic quality, standards and public information. 
The Centre for Sociology, Anthropology and Politics together with the Quality Assurance Agency and professional associations launched an event on 19th of May 2010, where practices on external examining have been shared and discussed. 

Universities UK (UUK), GuildHE, HEFCE, Department for Employment and Learning (in Northern Ireland) with the advice and guidance of the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) in the ‘Future arrangements for quality assurance in England and Northern Ireland’ (2009) discuss the future system for quality assurance of higher education in England and Northern Ireland, and propose ways in which this system can meet the needs of all those with an interest in quality assurance, including how existing arrangements can be improved. The consultation seeks the views of the higher education community and other interested parties on these proposals. 

The document consults on: 

· principles and objectives for the revised quality assurance system

·  the outline of a revised institutional audit method to operate from 2011-12, which would be more flexible and transparent, and which would provide improved information for a non specialist audience, presented in clear and accessible terms
·  how institutional audit could focus on particular topics, and how these might change over time
· how the comparability of threshold standards could be assured
·  how the language used to describe the different levels of confidence expressed in audit judgments might be improved
· whether institutional audit should make a judgment (rather than a comment) about the reliance that can be placed on the accuracy and completeness of published information
This document also describes 
· related elements of the quality assurance system, including arrangements for external examining and the review of these being conducted by UUK and GuildHE; 
· the review of the teaching quality information being conducted by the Teaching Quality Information/National Student Survey Steering Group; 
· the review of the Academic Infrastructure being conducted by the QAA. 
The document does not consult in details on the review of external examining, only describes it as an intrinsic part of the quality assurance landscape. 
In conclusion it can be said that the external examining system in the UK is still a keystone in supporting academic standards and quality. Despite the fact that there was no evidence of systemic failing in quality across the higher education sector, there is a need to review many components of the current system to ensure its long-term effectiveness. The issues of the current system were found to be the following: lack of understanding about the intention, operation and role of external examining; uncertainty and discrepancy across institutions about the external examiners’ remit and autonomy; the external examiners’ reports were found to be often insufficiently rigorous and critical; the external examiner’s reports’ recommendations were not acted upon—partly because their remit was unclear and finally, the appointment of external examiners was generally not transparent.  Difficulties in recruiting external examiners were attributed to the lack of the recognition of the role by home institution. The QAA in ‘Thematic  enquiries into concerns about academic quality and standards in higher education in England- Final Report’ implies that making the external examining process more transparent and better explained in order to facilitate understanding of its intentions, limitations, operations and role, discussing at national level and developing appropriate guidance about the procedures used to identify, train and support external examiners, developing and implementing a set of minimum expectations for the role of external examiners would serve as solutions to these problems .  The QAA will be supported by the stakeholders and policy makers in ensuring that the current external examining system meets future demands and still ‘fits for purpose’. 

 This document will be reviewed and updated regularly with developments in this area.
This summary was prepared by Szerenke Kovacs, ESCalate Research and development assistant, May, 2010 
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