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1. Introduction 
 

The University appoints at least one external examiner for each award-bearing 
course or undergraduate Honours subject, with specified module responsibilities. 
Their chief responsibilities are to ensure that academic standards are maintained and 
that individual students are treated fairly in the assessment process. Where 
applicable, external examiners are expected to have due regard for professional 
practice standards as they relate to the award. They also have responsibility for 
credit-bearing short course modules and frameworks. 

 
Each external examiner is required to submit a written report electronically to the Pro-
Vice-Chancellor (Teaching and Learning) within one month of attending the last 
meeting of the Board of Examiners in each academic session. They are asked in 
particular:  
 
• to comment on marking standards and assessment criteria, and the general 

quality of candidates’ work (with reference to the academic infrastructure) and 
their comparability with those in other UK higher education institutions;  

 
• to comment on the teaching, organisation, syllabi and structure of the course 

with a view to identifying good practice and further opportunities to enhance the 
quality of the learning opportunities provided to students;  

 
• to comment on their participation in the moderation process and the sufficiency 

and timeliness of the evidence made available to them to effectively discharge 
their responsibilities.  

 
The report is a key component in the University’s standards and quality assurance 
and management processes. The report is considered on behalf of the Senate in the 
first instance, by the appropriate Course/Subject Committee(s) who report back on 
the action that they have taken in response to the substantive matters raised. All the 
reports are also reviewed by the PVC (Teaching and Learning) and their receipt 
acknowledged.  

 
The reports and their responses are considered subsequently as part of the 
University’s Programme Management System (for internal awards) and as part of the 
Annual Course Review for the University’s collaborative provision. The reports (or a 
summary) and the responses are also discussed with student representatives. From 
2013/14 they are one element of the qualitative dataset which informs development 
of School action plans as part of the implementation framework for the Learning and 
Teaching Strategy. Further confidential reports may be made directly to the PVC 
(Teaching and Learning) and/or the Vice-Chancellor. At the end of their period of 
appointment, external examiners are invited to draw attention to any significant 
developments or changes in standards relating to the course or subject they have 
observed during their appointment, and to include, if appropriate, any suggestions for 
modification to the programme of study. A copy of the final report is made available 
to the successor external examiner.  
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2.  Background  
 

Some external examiners have responsibility for more than one course and the 
number of submitted reports for the 2012/13 academic session totalled 364. Upon 
receipt in the office of the PVC (Teaching and Learning), reports are concurrently 
forwarded electronically to the Examinations Office and to Faculties and collaborative 
partner institutions for consideration by the relevant course/subject committees and a 
written response. The formal acknowledgement letter invites external examiners to 
advise the PVC in writing if they do not receive the written response addressing any 
suggestions for consideration and/or recommendations for action made. Additionally, 
and occasionally, where the external examiner raises matters of significant concern, 
or matters are explicitly identified which require a response at University level, 
alternative letters are sent from the office of the PVC (Teaching and Learning), 
acknowledging and addressing the concerns in liaison with the relevant Dean/Head 
of School, as appropriate.  
 

3. General Issues 
 

As in previous years, the vast majority of external examiners reported that standards 
are appropriate. In many cases they have commended specific aspects of 
programmes but, in a few cases, external examiners have made critical comments. 
While these comments are, by and large, not serious, course/subject committees 
must take immediate action to address concerns and report these actions on a timely 
basis to the external examiner(s). The following paragraphs highlight specific 
comments arising from the 2012/13 reports which point to more general issues that 
Faculties should take account of. 
 

4. Participation in the Moderation Process 
 
The vast majority of external examiners expressed satisfaction with their involvement 
in the moderation process throughout the year and many praised course/subject 
directors and faculty administrative staff on the way in which they had been supplied 
with relevant course documentation, examination papers and coursework schema, 
assignments and examination scripts in a prompt and efficient manner. It was 
pleasing to note that, in contrast to previous years, no concerns were raised by 
examiners about late appointment resulting in their limited involvement in prior 
approval and moderation of material. 
 
A small number of external examiners did however comment on delay in advance 
provision of examination papers and coursework schema for approval. In one case 
the external examiner had not been provided with any material in advance for 
approval (Graduate Certificate in Professional Practice).  One examiner commented 
that while examination papers had been received in advance, they had been sent in 
‘small batches’ over several weeks (BSc Hons Biomedical Engineering). Another 
indicated that no material for moderation had been provided during the first semester 
and only Dissertations had been sent in advance of the Board of Examiners’ meeting 
(Film Studies [Major/Main/Minor]). 
 
The external examiner for the PgDip/MA TESOL expressed concerns that she had 
been asked to co-assess students on teaching practice. On this occasion she had 
agreed but course teams should be clear that this is not part of the role of an external 
examiner. 
 
In regard to the BSc Hons Construction Engineering and Management, the external 
examiner suggested that, though well managed, the Examination Board was applying 
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a mechanistic process, there being no discussion of individual student results or 
possible uplifts. Other than being given the opportunity to provide comments towards 
the end of the Board, the presence of tutors and the examiner ‘seemed superfluous’.  
The examiner for the PGCE: Technology and Design expressed concern that she 
had not been invited to the Board of Examiners meeting and described her 
attendance at a pre-Board meeting whose role she did not understand. There would 
be some merit in enhancing examiners’ understanding of the relationship between 
the preliminary meeting and the subsequent formal Board where results and 
recommendations for award are recorded with due process. 
   
Some examiners remarked on the absence of documentation such as spreadsheets 
containing marks for all final year modules (and the module description), feedback 
forms alongside the relevant work and marking sheets, and the absence of 
consistency in the presentation of module reports. One examiner, while 
acknowledging their usefulness, suggested that standard deviation statistics had not 
been presently in a clear or user-friendly format. (The standard dataset to be 
provided routinely to external examiners and Boards was agreed in December 2012.) 
 
In regard to the MSc Social Research Skills (PT/DL), which is the one programme for 
which exceptional approval has been granted to allow the Board of Examiners to 
meet by video-conference, technical difficulties and an apparent refusal by Ulster 
technicians to allow the examiner’s University to dial them had resulted in the 
connection not being made. 
 

5. Assessment 
 

Once again, the majority of externals were satisfied with assessment standards. In 
general the reports provide evidence of module teams making good use of 
assessment criteria and deploying a wide range of appropriate assessment methods 
including written examinations, class tests, essays, case studies, practical exercises, 
reflective logs, reports, artefacts, presentations. External examiners generally 
commented favourably on the quality of feedback provided to students. However, 
there was a small number of negative comments regarding consistency, timeliness 
and lack of focus on ‘feed forward’. In addition, one examiner suggested that 
students ‘were a little confused over the difference between formative and summative 
assessment’. The use of standardised feedback sheets by all staff and the linking of 
feedback to the published assessment criteria were recommended. Also, it was 
suggested that all feedback forms should include full and explicit comments as to 
how marks were arrived at and agreed upon between first and second markers and 
that feedback to students should include where marks had been lost and where they 
could be gained.  
 
A number of examiners also raised issues concerning perceived over-assessment 
and inconsistency over the amount of assessment between modules of different and 
similar sizes (BSc Hons Quantity Surveying; Media Studies [Major, Main, Minor]; BSc 
Hons Occupational Therapy; Psychology [Single Honours / Minor]; MSc 
Management and Corporate Governance).  
 
One external examiner drew attention to limited moderation of coursework on which 
she had also commented in previous years (BSc Hons Accounting; BSc Hons 
Accounting and Law; BSc Hons Economics with Accounting Studies). 
 
A small number of externals again stated their preference that while the University 
operates a policy to ensure the anonymity of examination scripts during the marking 
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process, this practice should be extended to include all coursework assessments. 
(The University encourages anonymity for coursework, where practicable.) 
 
Examiners commented in a number of reports that it was evident that students still 
require clarity and reassurance around identification of and marking of individual 
contribution in group work and advice and support in the management of unequal 
contribution on the part of group members (BSc Hons Community Youth Work; BSc 
Hons Sports Studies; BSc Hons Urban Planning and Property Development; MSci 
Planning and Property Development; PgDip/MSc Advanced Accounting; PgDip/MSc 
Geographic Information Systems). While the University encourages the use of group 
work, it was suggested that its over-use could restrict discrimination between 
students (BSc Hons Civil Engineering; BSc Hons Business; BSc Hons Business 
Management; BSc Hons Business Studies with Options; BSc Hons Advertising; BSc 
Hons Creative Advertising Technologies; BSc Hons Sports Technology). 
 
A number of examiners cautioned against the over-use of assessment by coursework 
since students very often performed well in coursework but poorly in formal 
examination suggesting only a superficial level of knowledge and understanding (BSc 
Hons Business Studies with Options; BSc Hons Advertising; BSc Hons Creative 
Advertising Technologies; BSc Hons Geography). Both examiners for BSc Hons 
Social Psychology and Psychology (Single Honours / Minor) noted the decrease in 
student performance in second year and one suggested that the higher than 
expected level of failure in second year may have been due to a lack of exposure to 
essay-type formal examination in the first year. One examiner for the Master of 
Pharmacy referred to a ‘mismatch’ between performance in coursework and 
examination and suggested that ‘examination performance tended to reveal a lack of 
deep understanding on the part of the student’. Another examiner suggested that the 
high level of ‘firsts’ (with no 2:2s) resulted from the predominance of assessment by 
coursework at the final level. 

 
6. Marking Standards 

 
Marking standards were generally considered to be appropriate. There were a few 
exceptions where, inter alia, minor inconsistencies in marking, variable standards, 
absence of evidence of second marking, and occasionally, a tendency to generous 
marking were noted (BA Hons Architecture; MArch; BA Hons Textile Art, Design & 
Fashion; BSc Hons Social Psychology; Psychology [Single Hons / Minor]). More 
clarity around double-marking and distinction between first and second marking was 
called for in a few cases. The examiner for BA Hons English commented on the 
School’s practice of double-marking all coursework, examinations and dissertations 
which, whilst admirable, was above and beyond University requirements and current 
practice in the sector and recommended sample moderation of coursework. 
 
Reluctance in the use of the full range (particularly the upper range) of marks was 
again cited (BSc (Hons) Communication with Counselling; BSc Hons Professional 
Development in Counselling; BSc Hons Environmental Science; BDes Hons Product 
and Furniture Design; BSc Hons Geography; BA Hons Photography; BSc Hons 
Property Investment, Appraisal and Development; Psychology [Single Honours / 
Minor]; Sociology [Single Honours / Major]; BSc Hons Sport and Exercise Sciences; 
MSc International Business). 
 
External examiners encouraged more consistent use of language in feedback 
comments to reflect the level of achievement described in the University’s generic 
assessment criteria. In a number of cases the same language was used for feedback 
relating to different marking bands (Access Diploma in Adult Learning; FdSc 
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Agriculture and Rural Studies; CertHE/FdSc Rural and Countryside Management; 
BSc Hons Construction Engineering and Management; BEng Hons Engineering 
Management; Master of Music). 
 
In a small number of cases examiners expressed concern that teaching, learning and 
assessment strategies did not reflect the level of the award. The examiner for the 
FdSc Agriculture and Rural Studies and CertHE/FdSc Rural and Countryside 
Management at CAFRE suggested that the level 4 modules should ‘demand higher 
academic skills in line with the national qualifications framework for level 4 
qualifications’. In regard to the FdSc Business Services at South West College, the 
examiner expressed concern with one module suggesting that ‘the standard of the 
questions was not appropriate at this level’; there was no real challenge for the 
students’ concerned resulting in very high marks and, in one instance, 100% (was) 
awarded for both assignments’. 
 
The external examiner for the Master of Architecture stated that the lowest passes in 
sixth year required further explanations since the quality of the work did not appear 
sufficient to warrant a pass. This view was endorsed by the other examiner. Her 
greatest concern however was marking of the fifth year portfolios where, in her view, 
the greater majority did not meet the criteria nor was of an acceptable level for an 
MArch student. He stated that it was important that the School was clear about the 
degree of attainment it required of students to have reached by the end of fifth year in 
preparation for sixth year. 

 
In regard to the Graduate Certificate in Professional Practice, the examiner (again) 
expressed concerns about whether the level of challenge was appropriate to level 6. 
She suggested that there was not always appropriate intellectual challenge or 
discrimination between candidates. The course team was asked to explore ways of 
increasing the intellectual challenge and, in particular, students’ critical understanding 
and reflective capabilities, in order to achieve stronger alignment to level 6. 
 
The examiner for the BSc Hons Sports Technology suggested that there was a 
tendency to set examination questions that appeared to be largely memory work 
which, while it may be fine in the first two years, by the final year, resulted in students 
not being assessed at the appropriate level. 
 
In the BSc Hons / PgDip/MSc Specialist Nursing Practice the examiner suggested 
that a clear distinction between academic levels 6 and 7, for both MCQ examination 
papers and short answer questions, was required to ensure that the students were 
being assessed at the appropriate academic level of knowledge, understanding and 
evaluation. 
 
The examiner for the BSc (Hons) / PgDip Specialist Community Public Health 
Nursing and the BSc (Hons) / PgDip Specialist Practice Community Children’s 
Nursing expressed concerns about the differentiation of levels, particularly in two 
modules, Contemporary Children’s Nursing and Community Practice Prescribing.  
 
In regard to the PGCE: English, Drama and Media Studies, the examiners expressed 
concern that the written assignments were not being assessed at level 7 through lack 
of a requirement for genuine critical thinking in linking theoretical and practical 
perspectives and in reflecting on these connections in a broad theoretical context, 
limited bibliographies and breadth of citation, especially of journal papers. 
 
The examiner for the PGCE: Technology and Design expressed concern that the 
provision was not assessed at Master’s level and suggested that assignments were 
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marked against professional teaching competences rather than level 7 academic 
assessment criteria. She further stated that some student performance in 
assignments was below Master’s level standards yet was considered adequate. 

 
As with the University’s main provision, marking standards in partner institutions were 
generally considered to be appropriate with a few exceptions (see above). A small 
number of examiners raised concerns relating to the timeliness and consistency of 
feedback provided to students and, as for internal provision, recommended the use 
of language commensurate with the level of assessment criteria descriptors.  
 

7. Quality, Learning and Comparability  
 

In a number of instances externals noted that courses were amongst the best they 
were aware of and praised the standard of teaching and assessment and the quality 
of student work. Many praised the course teams and individual module coordinators 
for innovation, pastoral support, and their high levels of dedication and 
professionalism. Several also commented that there was clear evidence that the 
curriculum and its pedagogy was scholarship-informed and, where appropriate, 
research-informed. Links with industry in curriculum development were also praised. 
 
In a small number of cases examiners drew attention to a perceived inadequacy of 
both physical (BSc Hons Creative Technologies; BDes Hons Design for Creative 
Practice; BSc Hons Podiatry) and staff resources (BDes Hons Art and Design; 
PgDip/MSc Environmental Management; PgDip/MSc Environmental Toxicology and 
Pollution Monitoring; BSc Hons Diagnostic Radiography & Imaging). Similar 
comments were made in respect of a number of these areas in previous years’ 
reports which would indicate that the issues remain unresolved in full or part and/or 
that the relevant external examiner has not been properly apprised as to the actions 
taken and/or proposed.  One examiner cautioned against over-reliance on part-time 
tutors in relation to the sustainability of programme development (BA Hons Fine Art).  
 
Lack of use of and proper method of referencing was highlighted by a number of 
examiners (FdSc Agriculture and Rural Studies [CAFRE]; CertHE/FdSc Rural and 
Countryside Management [CAFRE]; FdEng Software Engineering [BMC]; FdSc 
Sport, Exercise and Fitness [NRC]; BSc Hons Biomedical Engineering; Film Studies 
[Major/Main/Minor]; History [Single Honours /Major/Main/Minor]. Some reports cited 
from students comments seeking greater instruction on study skills, avoidance of 
plagiarism and more detailed explanation on the requirements for certain types of 
coursework. One examiner stated the need for a ‘stricter and more consistent 
enforcement’ of rules against plagiarism (BSc Hons Geography). 
 
The external examiners for the BSc Hons Business Studies at the QA Business 
School were critical of the achievements of students. One stated that there was 
evidence that the QABS students struggle to meet required standards and that the 
evidence indicated a general lack of learning. He commented that there would be 
serious challenges to achieving consistency in assessment between the QABS 
centres and the ‘home’ campuses and made a number of recommendations in this 
regard. The other examiner echoed these views and highlighted the poor retention 
rate and high failure rate and stated that students ‘are struggling with these modules’. 

 
8. Administration 

 
The majority of examiners praised the administrative arrangements and the support 
and hospitality provided was in some cases described as ‘exemplary’. The induction 
event was welcomed by new appointees. 
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One external examiner expressed confusion about the administration process 
because communication had been with individual tutors who provided individual 
packages of documentation at different times of the year.  In addition, there had been 
little standardisation of documentation. He suggested that communication through a 
central point and the provision of standardised documentation would benefit the 
process immeasurably (PgDip/Master of Education). 
 
A new external examiner stated that he had found the Examination Board too brief; 
that a ‘brusque discussion’ had been abruptly terminated by the Chair who had 
arrived late at the meeting (MA Irish Literature in English). Another suggested that 
the meeting with external examiners had been ‘a little hurried’ and that administrative 
support for arranging and minuting the meeting would benefit the process and aid 
feedback to the course team and Head of School (PGCE: Post-Primary Art & 
Design). The examiner for the Access Diploma in Adult Learning (Science) at North 
West Regional College and Southern Regional College suggested that formal 
minuting of the Board of Examiners’ meeting was required. 

 
9. Concluding Remarks 

 
The picture which emerged again this year was one in which the University’s 
procedures were wholeheartedly endorsed. Of particular note is the way in which 
University staff, in particular course/subject directors, were praised for their 
professionalism and dedication. The University’s quality management and standards 
assurance processes were once again affirmed as aligning well with best practice in 
the sector.  

 
There were, however, as indicated, a few notable exceptions, and in these instances 
closure on all the substantive issues raised by the examiners must be quickly 
addressed by the relevant course/subject teams and/or University line management. 
While some issues were raised in previous years, their reappearance is often in 
different programmes. Faculties should therefore be mindful of the general points 
highlighted in the report and ensure that action is taken to prevent reoccurrence. In 
only a very few cases have concerns around standards been raised. 
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