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UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER 
 
TEACHING AND LEARNING COMMITTEE 
13 December 2011 
 
REPORT ON QAA REVIEW OF EXTERNAL EXAMINING ARRANGEMENTS IN 
UNIVERSITIES AND COLLEGES IN THE UK 
 
BACKGROUND 
 

         In March 2011, Universities UK and GuildHE published the outcome of a review of 
external examining arrangements in universities and colleges in the United Kingdom.  
Fourteen recommendations were made by the Review Group which were fully 
endorsed by both organisations.  It was the view of the Review Group that 
institutions should implement the recommendations by the start of academic year 
2012/13 and that they should be implemented without variation to ensure 
consistency across the sector.  While many of the Review’s recommendations were 
already incorporated in the University’s external examining Code of Practice, others 
required modification of the Code. 
 
At its meeting on 15 June 2011, the Teaching and Learning Committee agreed that 
the Review recommendations and the proposed adjustments to the University’s 
external examining code of practice be implemented with immediate effect (min 
11.82 refers).  As a result, external examiner nominations received on or after 
15 June 2011 have been considered in line with the ‘new’ code of practice.   
 
The UUK/GuildHE Review Group invited the QAA to include its recommendations in 
the QAA’s revisions to its guidance on external examining, as part of the ongoing 
development of the Academic Infrastructure.  This was to be incorporated into a ‘UK 
Quality Code for Higher Education’ (the Quality Code – see Introduction of attached 
Chapter on external examining). 
 
The QAA incorporated its recommendations into a discussion paper which was 
circulated throughout the sector.  The consultation process closed on 7 September 
2011 and the new Chapter on external examining (Chapter B7) was published at the 
end of October 2011.  This paper reviews the new Chapter in regard to its 
implications for the University’s arrangements for external examining including the 
code of practice.   
 
The external examining approval and appointment process at Ulster already 
incorporates many of the Quality Code’s 18 Indicators.  Included (in bold italics) are 
comments on the status of each Indicator in relation to the University’s arrangements 
for external examining and code of practice together with an indication of where 
adjustment would be required.  The Quality Code would appear to allow greater 
flexibility than the UUK/GuildHE Review did in areas such as the employment of 
those who had previously served on validation panels, extension of period of 
appointment to allow for continuity for programmes which have been discontinued, 
the appointment of the same external examiner to a cognate course within an 
institution, and to allow scope for external examiners to exceed the maximum 
number of external examinerships. 
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As such the chapter is closer to the University’s Code of Practice before it was 
revised to reflect UUK/GuildHE recommendations. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS 
 
Hereunder are recommendations for adjustments to the University’s arrangements 
for external examining and the Code of Practice to harmonise more closely with the 
QAA Indicators than the UUK/GuildHE recommendations and issues where further 
consideration by the Committee is required (suggestions). 
 
Indicator 1 – no adjustments required to existing external examining processes or 
documentation. 
 
Indicator 2 – the following recommendations and suggestion are made: 
 
Recommendation 1:  that an explicit reference to PSRB requirements be added to 
the external examining report form. 
 
Recommendation 2:  that an explicit reference inviting the external examiner to 
comment on the appropriateness of the level of the assessment criteria, marking 
schemes and arrangements for classification be added to section 3 of the external 
examining report form. 
 
Suggestion:  that consideration be given to whether quantitative data be routinely 
provided to external examiners to support their evaluation of student performance. 
 
Indicator 3 - no adjustments required to existing external examining processes or 
documentation. 
 
Indicator 4 – the following recommendation is made: 
 
Recommendation 3: that a sentence be added to the external examiners’ handbook 
indicating that resignation by the external examiner should be made in writing and 
that consideration be given to whom the written resignation should be addressed. 
 
Indicator 5 - the following recommendations and suggestion are made: 
 
Recommendation 4: that the following adjustments be made to the external 
examining code of practice: 
 

 that a reference be included in the person specification for external examiners 
that a nominee should have knowledge and understanding of the UK HE 
sector reference points;  

 that references to a) consideration of retired staff as nominees for 
appointment, b) the prevention of appointment of the same nominee to a 
cognate programme and c) the prevention of appointment of a nominee 
previously a member of a validation panel be removed; 

 that in relation to the exceptional one year extension to the term of office 
specific reasons for exception permitting one-year extension be included, to 
provide continuity or where a programme is being discontinued;  
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 that other adjustments be made to reflect the wording in this Indicator; 
 
Recommendation 5: that a reference be added to the external examining code of 
practice permitting the exceptional appointment of nominees who do not fulfil all the 
appointment criteria (and including references to the examples quoted in the text).  
 
Suggestion: that consideration be given to broadening the period of analysis of 
trends in the annual report on external examining provided by the Academic Office to 
cover a 3-year period. 
 
Indicator 6 – no adjustments required to existing external examining processes or 
documentation.  A suggestion is made under Indicator 11. 
 
Indicator 7 – the following suggestion is made: 
 
Suggestion: that further consideration be given to expectation of involvement of 
external examiners in Level 3/4 modules in Honours degrees (matter deferred 
following QAA Institutional Audit). 
 
Indicator 8 - the following recommendation and suggestion is made: 
 
Recommendation 6: that external examiners be advised to refer any direct contact 
received from students to the University (add to the External Examiners’ Handbook). 
 
Suggestion: that external examiner reports are monitored as to whether 
inappropriate contacts are being made by students, to determine whether any further 
steps are required.  
 
Indicator 9 - no adjustments required to existing external examining processes or 
documentation. 
 
Indicator 10 - no adjustments required to existing external examining processes 
or documentation. 
 
Indicator 11 - no adjustments required to existing external examining processes 
or documentation.  The following suggestion is made: 
 
Suggestion: since development opportunities for ‘home’ staff through training/ 
preparation for external examining are not currently available at Ulster, CPDSC/ 
ADEC give consideration to this staff development matter.  Consider the question of 
an overview of external examining undertaken by University staff. 
 
Indicator 12 - no adjustments required to existing external examining processes 
or documentation. 
 
Indicator 13 – no adjustments required to existing external examining processes, 
subject to comment under 1. 
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Indicator 14 - no adjustments required to existing external examining processes 
or documentation. 
 
Indicator 15 - no adjustments required to existing external examining processes 
or documentation. 
 
Indicator 16 - no adjustments required to existing external examining processes 
or documentation. 
 
Indicator 17 - no adjustments required to existing external examining processes 
or documentation. 
 
Indicator 18 - the following recommendation is made: 
 
Recommendation 7: that a reference be added to the external examiners’ handbook 
that there may be occasions where a concern (raised by an external examiner) is 
properly a matter for the applicable professional body rather than for QAA. 
 
COMMITTEE ACTION 
 
The Committee is asked to consider: 
 

i) Whether to adopt the recommendations together with the outcomes of 
consideration of the additional issues highlighted in respect of Indicators 2, 5, 
7, 8 and 11. 

 
ii) Implementing the recommendations as suggested by the QAA from academic 

year 2012/13, and whether they should be applied as far as possible during 
2011/12.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
BMcA 
 
 
 
 
7 December 2011 
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Expectations and guidance  

Defining the role of the external examiner  
 
Indicators of Sound Practice 
 
Defining the role of the external examiner 
 
External examining in UK higher education  
 
Indicator 1  
 
Awarding institutions appoint one or more external examiner(s) to carry out the role(s) 
defined in this chapter for all provision that leads to a higher education award of the 
institution. 
  
The University meets this expectation – addressed through Regulations Governing 
Examinations in Programmes of Study. 
 
External examiner(s)  
External examiners are individuals drawn from academia and also from industry, business 
and the professions, who are appointed in accordance with the criteria set out in Indicator 5. 
Not every external examiner necessarily meets all the criteria. Institutions ensure that 
exceptions to Indicator 5 are carefully considered and approved at institutional level and that 
arrangements for providing oversight of provision are robust. 
Addressed in regulations, external examining Code of Practice and the University’s 
review and approval process.  
 
External examiners are appointed to provide each institution with impartial and independent 
advice, as well as informed comment on the institution's standards and on student 
achievement in relation to those standards. The specific responsibility of each external 
examiner is dependent on the role allocated by the institution on appointment, and may be at 
different levels depending on the nature of the provision and the way in which an institution's 
decision-making processes about assessment are structured. For example, external 
examiners are appointed to oversee one or more modules and to contribute to decision-
making at module level through a module board. External examiners are also be appointed 
at programme or award level, a role which may be less dependent on their subject expertise, 
being more concerned with their oversight of the assessment process at programme/award 
level (for example, relating to progression and classification). Some institutions also engage 
a 'chief' or 'principal' examiner (in addition to other external examiners) who may have a 
responsibility which is cross-faculty (or equivalent) or involves overseeing multiple pathways.  
Addressed in regulations and external examining Code of Practice – the University 
appoints to programmes or undergraduate subjects with specific module 
responsibilities. Only for the combined honours degrees is a chief external examiner 
appointed (two-tier system below).  
 
The Indicators set out in this Chapter are designed to be sufficiently flexible to allow 
institutions to appoint external examiners to fulfil the roles they require. In all cases the 
institution is responsible for ensuring that external examining arrangements are in place for 
subjects/specialisms/modules through which credit is achieved and awards given. It is also 
responsible for ensuring that those (to be) appointed as external examiners, and all internal 
examiners, are clear about the extent and nature of the appointment, including whether the 
external examiner is to report on standards and quality at module or programme/award level, 
or both. The Indicators do not, therefore, assume a specific model of assessment oversight, 
recognising for example that some institutions operate what are sometimes referred to as 
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'single tier' systems (including one level of boards of examiners); others operate 'two tier' 
systems (usually including module and programme/award boards). The roles of external 
examiners are defined in Indicator 2 (academic standards) and Indicator 3 (quality 
enhancement). Indicators 7 and 10 explain more about how these roles are fulfilled.  
 
The awarding institution and its responsibilities  
The awarding institution is responsible for the standards of its awards. Therefore, the 
appointment of an external examiner is explicitly the responsibility of the institution making 
the award, irrespective of whether all or part of the programme is delivered by a collaborative 
partner (or partners). The extent to which the collaborative partner becomes involved in 
aspects of the process (for example nominating and briefing external examiners) is a matter 
for the awarding institution to determine with the partner. Such arrangements should be 
explicitly covered in the written agreement setting out the partnership arrangements or a 
related document.  
Addressed in regulations, Partnership Handbook, section N2, EE Handbook, section 
1.3, Collaborative Provision. The associated Faculty makes the nomination.  
 
All such collaborative provision is therefore the subject of scrutiny by an appropriately 
appointed external examiner (or examiners). For joint awards (where a programme leads to 
an award granted jointly by two or more institutions) and dual awards (where provision leads 
to separate but interdependent awards of two or more institutions) the extent of the coverage 
of, and arrangements for, external examining are determined as part of the partnership 
agreement.  The Partnership Handbook at Q (joint courses) confirms that the 
University maintains oversight of the whole award, that the quality and standards 
arrangements of each institution are applied (harmonised where possible) and at Q10 
states that the two course directors should agree on the nomination of a (common) 
external examiner and process that nomination through each institution.  Moreover, 
the Memorandum of Agreement states that the [partner institution] “agrees to co-
operate and participate in the University’s standards and quality assurance 
procedures”.  Where one institution is UK-based (and therefore subject to this Chapter on 
external examining) and the other is not, the former needs to ensure that the standards of its 
awards and the quality of its provision are secure. Other countries have equivalent means of 
assuring the standards and quality of higher education programmes and awards, for 
example national programme accreditation. It is the responsibility of the UK institution to 
ascertain what means of quality assurance are in place in the partner institution's country, 
and what levels and types of scrutiny by the UK institution are therefore appropriate.  
The University’s current joint courses are with UCD which uses the external examiner 
system. If joint/dual awards are developed with institutions in other countries the 
quality assurance processes will be investigated.   
 
Further guidance on collaborative provision is available in the Code of practice, Section 2: 
Collaborative provision and flexible and distributed learning (including e-learning).  
 
Awards  
External examining is designed to help awarding institutions ensure that the standard of 
each award is maintained at the appropriate level and that the standards of student 
performance are properly judged against this. Institutions therefore ensure that external 
examiners are appointed to oversee their awards, including those which may be deemed 
interim or exit awards. An institution may think it appropriate to state explicitly, for example, 
that any student achievement that contributes to a named award will be moderated by an 
external examiner. Alternatively, an institution might deem that, in confirming the academic 
standards of a final award, an external examiner confirms that he/she endorses the level and 
standards of its component parts as appropriate to the structure of that award.  The precise 
allocation of responsibilities is a matter for each awarding institution, including the extent to 
which external examiners scrutinise work at different levels within their awards. Addressed 
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in regulations and external examining Code of Practice and Handbook (see also 
recommendation at Indicator 7). 
 
The requirements of professional, statutory and regulatory bodies 
Any requirements of professional, statutory or regulatory bodies (PSRBs) are in addition to 
the Indicators set out in this Chapter. Each awarding institution is responsible for ensuring 
that it can satisfy the specific requirements of the PSRB. Such requirements vary from one 
organisation to another. For example, appointing or nominating external examiners, being 
informed of appointments, and receiving copies of reports.  
Expectations of PSRBs are taken into account by Faculties in the nomination process.  
The nomination form states at section 6.1, “PSRB requirements should be met”. See 
also recommendation 1 below (under indicator 2).  
 
External examining of research degree provision  
External examining in relation to the provision of research degrees is addressed in the Code 
of practice, Section 1: Postgraduate research programmes. Some programmes may contain 
both research and taught elements. It is appropriate to appoint external examiners to fulfil 
the role set out in this Chapter for the elements classified as 'taught', in addition to 
appointing external examiners (under Section 1) to consider the research element. 
Arrangements for approving such programmes should make explicit where a programme 
falls within this category, defining those elements that are 'taught' and therefore subject to 
scrutiny by an external examiner under this chapter.  
 
This point to be referred to Research Office for its information. 
 
INDICATOR 1 - NO AMENDMENT REQUIRED TO EXISTING UNIVERSITY EXTERNAL 
EXAMINING PROCESSES/DOCUMENTATION. 
 
Threshold academic standards  
 
Indicator 2  
 
Awarding institutions expect their external examiners to provide informative comment 
and recommendations upon whether or not:  
 
•  an institution is maintaining the threshold academic standards set out for its awards 

in accordance with the frameworks for higher education qualifications and 
applicable subject benchmark statements 

 • the assessment process measures student achievement rigorously and fairly 
against the intended outcomes of the programme(s) and is conducted in line with 
the institution's policies and regulations  

•  the academic standards and the achievements of students are comparable with 
those in other UK higher education institutions of which the external examiners 
have experience. 

  
Addressed in regulations and supporting documents External Examiners’ Handbook 
and report form). 
 
Indicator 2 defines the essential role of the external examiner in assisting the awarding 
institution to maintain the academic standards of its awards.  Responsibility for the setting of 
academic standards is clearly that of the awarding institution and is carried out through 
formal processes of approval (or validation) using other forms of externality (guidance on this 
is provided in the Code of Practice, Section 7: Programme design, approval, monitoring and 
review). 
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Maintaining academic standards  
Fundamental to carrying out this part of the role is to provide feedback whether:  
•  the programme and its component parts continue to be coherent and their outcomes 

aligned with the relevant qualification descriptor set out in the applicable qualification 
framework, supplemented where applicable by one or more subject benchmark 
statements addressed in report form (1).  

 
•  the programme reflects any additional PSRB requirements  

Any additional PSRB requirements would be addressed by the course team and 
included in the course documentation.  Section 3 of the External Examiners’ 
Handbook, role of EE, states, “where applicable, external examiners are expected 
to have due regard for professional practice standards as they relate to the award”.  
While the report form contains no specific reference to PSRB standards, at 
sections 2, appropriateness of structure etc, 3, assessment, 5, quality of students’ 
work, 6, student learning and 7, comparability, the examiner is asked to include 
reference to national subject benchmarks, the national qualifications framework, 
the programme specification ‘and other relevant material’. 

  
RECOMMENDATION 1:  that an explicit reference to PSRB requirements be added to 
the external examining report form at those points where there is a reference to ‘other 
relevant material’. 
 
•  assessment in modules of the same level is of a comparable standard Consistency 

referred to in report form (4). 
 
•  the curriculum remains current Currency referred to in the QAA qualification 

descriptors in the  EE handbook and in  EE report form (2). 
 
•  assessment criteria, marking schemes and arrangements for classification are set at the 

appropriate level. Report form (3/4) asks for comment on their appropriateness and 
makes reference to the qualifications framework but not specifically to ‘level’. 

 
RECOMMENDATION 2:  that a specific reference to level be added to sections 3/4 of 
the External Examiner’s report form. 
 
Measuring achievement, rigour and fairness  
An important element of the external examiner's role is to provide assurance that the 
assessment process is properly designed and applied, and is carried out in a manner that is 
fair and equitable to all students concerned as well as supportive of achieving the intended 
outcomes. 
 
External examiners pay attention to whether:  
 
•  the types of assessment are appropriate for the subject, the students, the respective level 

of study and the expected outcomes  
•  the marking scheme/grading criteria have been properly and consistently applied, and 

whether internal marking is therefore of an appropriate standard, fair and reliable  
•  the assessment processes are carried out in accordance with the institution's regulations 

and procedures  
•  procedures governing mitigating/extenuating circumstances, academic integrity/ 

misconduct and borderline performances have been considered fairly and equitably 
applying institutional regulations.  
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The explanatory note to Indicator 7 addresses the circumstances where an external 
examiner considers that internal marking is not at the appropriate level (too generous or too 
harsh).  
External examiners have no special role in individual cases relating to mitigating 
circumstances or academic integrity except to ensure that the institution’s relevant 
procedures have been applied. Decision making on such issues may be delegated to 
specialist panels operating as subcommittees of examination boards or be the responsibility 
of faculty/institutional-level bodies. However, as such decisions affect the remit of an 
examination board, external examiners can legitimately expect to be informed of decisions 
affecting a module result or a progression/award decision. They can also expect to be 
informed of any applicable regulations or procedures.  
 
Institutions clarify the extent to which they can reasonably expect external examiners to be 
conversant with institutional regulations, and to comment on the extent of their correct 
application.  
 
Boards of Examiners formally note the course regulations (agenda item 2), and 
evidence of extenuating circumstances (3). Procedures for Dealing with Extenuating 
Circumstances, Appeals, and Cheating (5.7, 5.10, 5.11) are outlined in the Handbook 
and available in full.  External examiners are not expected to be involved in individual 
cases except in the context of their membership of a board of examiners making 
progress decisions. 
 
Institutions also determine the extent to which they will involve external examiners in 
commenting on institutional regulations themselves rather than their application. There is 
value in consulting external examiners, alongside other forms of external scrutiny or 
consultation, when establishing new policies or reviewing existing ones.  
External examiners currently may choose to comment on regulatory issues in their 
reports  (and have done – eg classification), and when asked specifically to support a 
course team’s request for a variation but the University would not routinely canvass 
the views of external examiners when reviewing regulations, although the practices of 
other institutions would be investigated by other means. Consultation with external 
examiners will be an option in future. 
 
Comparability of standards and student performance  
External examiners provide feedback to the awarding institution on the comparability of 
standards and student achievement. This feedback is based on their experience of other 
institutions (whether as a member of staff, external examiner or other role). However, the 
external examiner is only one of a number of sources of external opinion which institutions 
consider, including external advice received through approval, monitoring and review 
processes. External examiners are therefore not the sole guarantor of the comparability of 
standards achieved.  
 
Comparability focuses on standards and student achievement in one or more of the following 
(according to the specific role of each external examiner):  
 
•  across the modules within a single programme  
 
•  across programmes within a single subject area in an awarding institution  
 
•  across programmes within a single subject area across institutions of which the external 

examiner has experience  
 
•  any of the above, across cohorts during the examiner's period of appointment  
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The programme and subject area need to be understood in the context of the specific 
provision. In some cases, especially at postgraduate level, programmes can be very 
specialist, limiting the extent to which comparisons can be made by external examiners.  
 
Other issues of comparability arise where, for example, the same programme is delivered at 
different sites or delivered by different collaborative partners. Institutions ensure that each 
instance of delivery receives adequate scrutiny and comment, and that the appointment and 
expertise of external examiners reflects such considerations and therefore assures the 
consistent application of standards. Similarly, in the case of modules which are shared 
across more than one programme (including those designed to facilitate inter-professional 
learning), institutions ensure there is clarity over which external examiner(s) are responsible 
for each module. 
 
Unless specifically appointed for the purpose, and provided with appropriate data, an 
external examiner cannot be expected to comment on the comparability of student 
performance across different disciplines in the institution.  
The University’s annual monitoring processes (programme management and annual 
course review) provides for such comparisons at institutional level.  
 
Institutions determine whether, when and how it is appropriate to provide external examiners 
with quantitative data to support their evaluation of student performance. In addition, 
examination boards may be provided with descriptive statistical analyses for each cohort at 
module and programme level.   
Datasets for modules (means and standard deviation) are available to boards of 
examiners (Handbook 3.7) and the QAA Institutional Audit 2010 commented on how it 
was used by boards to identify modules or courses where results might be at odds 
with normal patterns (para 40). While some external examiners comment in their 
reports on the usefulness of datasets, others request such information. It is not clear 
that there is a consistent approach by course teams. 
 
SUGGESTION: that consideration be given to whether quantitative data should be 
routinely provided to external examiners, or as at present through discussion with 
course directors. 
 
INDICATOR 2 – RECOMMENDATIONS 1 AND 2 FOR CONSIDERATION. IN ADDITION, 
TEACHING AND LEARNING COMMITTEE MAY WISH TO CONSIDER FURTHER THE 
AVAILABILITY OF QUANTITATIVE DATASETS. 
 
Enhancement of quality  
 
Indicator 3  
 
Awarding institutions expect their external examiners to provide informative comment 
and recommendations on:  
 
• good practice and innovation relating to learning, teaching and assessment 

observed by the external examiners  
 
• opportunities to enhance the quality of the learning opportunities provided to 

students.  
 
Addressed – section 10 of the EE report form. 
 
External examiners contribute much to the development of an institution's provision through 
identifying examples of good practice and potential areas for development. Institutions draw 
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on this feedback as part of their annual monitoring and periodic review of programmes. 
Institutions disseminate internally, and encourage consideration of, recommendations by 
external examiners that will impact on the enhancement of the institution's provision and the 
students' learning experience.  
Addressed in existing processes (monitoring, revalidation) and PVC Teaching and 
Learning’s annual report. 
 
Consulting with external examiners on draft coursework assignments and examination 
questions allows the external examiners' expertise to inform institutions' practice as it occurs, 
rather than providing an exclusively retrospective comment on past practice.  
Addressed in existing process (Handbook 3.3, Code of Practice 10). 
 
Additional roles  
Institutions make clear any additional roles that they wish external examiners to undertake. 
In making such requests, institutions bear in mind the essential roles identified in Indicators 2 
and 3, the time commitment involved, and the recognition afforded.  
Other role relates to advising on programme developments (CA3 revisions) 
(Handbook 2.4 and 3). 
 
The nomination and appointment of external examiners  
 
The procedures for nominating and appointing external examiners within an institution are an 
important part of the assurance of academic standards. Good practice in this area is likely to 
be achieved when a senior academic body takes responsibility for ensuring that:  
 
•  criteria for the identification, nomination and appointment of candidates are understood 

and accessible to all staff initiating appointments  
 Addressed through Regulations, Code of Practice and nomination form - published 

and available online. 
 
•  nominations are assessed effectively and rigorously  
 Addressed by Faculty, Academic Office and TLC review.  Confirmed in QAA 

Institutional Audit. 
 
•  any potential intellectual property difficulties, such as might arise from the need for 

commercial confidentiality, are resolved prior to appointment   
 Addressed in Code of Practice and nomination form. 
 
It is normal practice for a formal letter of appointment, or equivalent, to be sent to an external 
examiner confirming the terms of the appointment.  
Addressed - part of approval process. 
  
INDICATOR 3 – NO AMENDMENT REQUIRED TO EXISTING EXTERNAL EXAMINING 
PROCESSES/DOCUMENTATION. 
 
Processes for appointment and termination  
  
Indicator 4  
 
Institutions have explicit policies and regulations governing the nomination and 
appointment of external examiners.  
 
Institutions can terminate an external examiner’s appointment at any time, subject to 
approved institutional procedures, for failure by the external examiner to fulfil his/her 
obligations or if a conflict of interest arises which cannot be satisfactorily resolved. 
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 Addressed - Code of Practice, procedures and handbook. 
 
Appointment  
 
Institutions appoint external examiners in accordance with the criteria specified in Indicator 
5. They are responsible for the number and deployment of their external examiners.  
 
In discharging their responsibilities, institutions:  
 
• develop guidance for the processes of nominating and appointing external examiners  
• develop policies for avoiding reciprocal appointments with departments of other 

institutions, and for dealing with conflicts of interest where such appointments are 
unavoidable  

• put in place an approval process that includes consideration of appropriate 
documentation in support of nominations; this can help to reassure students and others 
about the rigour of the appointments process  

• establish systems for appointing external examiners that include consideration and 
confirmation of nominations at institutional level; this can help to reassure the institution 
about the integrity and objectivity of procedures operated by those acting on its behalf  

• keep a central register of appointments and periods of tenure; this can help institutions to 
avoid inadvertent conflicts of interest and ensure the proper rotation of external 
examiners  

• ensure external examiners are clear about their duties  
• develop criteria and procedures for the early termination of the contract by either party.  
• provide external examiners with sufficient information about the role that they are being 

asked to undertake to enable them to make sound decisions about accepting or declining 
an appointment. 

All addressed in existing process. In regard to the final point, Faculties discuss role 
with potential nominees. Adequate briefing material is available to provide this 
information eg the EE Handbook on the University website. In regard to termination of 
contract, no explicit reference is made to resignation.  
 
RECOMMENDATION 3: that a sentence be added to the External Examiners’ 
Handbook indicating that should an external examiner need to terminate contract, 
resignation should be made in writing. Consideration should be given to whom the 
written resignation should be addressed. Official communications currently come 
from Examinations Officer (appointment letter); course/subject director (regular 
contact); and the external examiner submits annual report to Pro-Vice-Chancellor 
(Teaching and Learning). 
 
Where more than one examiner is appointed to a programme or part thereof, institutions 
consider phasing examiner appointments to enable and encourage the mentoring of new 
examiners. Where one external examiner is appointed to a programme or part thereof, 
support shadowing or handover arrangements are considered.  
Addressed – Code of Practice 3i re mentoring of new examiners.  Phasing of team 
examiners not explicitly mentioned in code but often occurs. 
 
Termination of contract  
The importance of the role of the external examiner in contributing to an institution's 
management of standards and quality means that any failure to fulfil the role is viewed 
seriously by the institution. Action is taken, including early termination of the contract, in 
appropriate cases.  
 
In particular, the failure to attend examination boards (where attendance is required) without 
making alternative arrangements, the failure to submit reports, or the provision of incomplete 
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reports might be appropriate grounds for early termination. In some instances institutions 
operate with one-year renewable contracts to facilitate such action.  
Addressed – Code of Practice 7 and Handbook 3.1. 
 
The power to terminate the appointment is not restricted to a particular time period, such as 
the end of the academic year, but institutions ensure that decisions are made on sound 
evidence of non-fulfilment and make such decisions in accordance with procedures set out 
in their policies and/or regulations. These policies make clear the level of authority (such as 
a senior manager or institutional committee) at which such a decision is made. 
 
A conflict of interest (as set out in Indicator 5) may arise during a term of office. Where this 
cannot be resolved, normal practice would be for the external examiner to resign. However, 
as a last resort an institution could terminate the appointment to protect the independence of 
its external examining arrangements, again following institutional procedures. 
 
With regard to whistle-blowing, neither the raising of well-founded concerns about academic 
standards, nor the submission of a confidential report to the head of the institution (whether 
or not followed by the submission of a Concern to QAA or a relevant professional body), is a 
valid ground for termination.  
 
INDICATOR 4 – RECOMMENDATION 3 FOR CONSIDERATION. 
 
Appointment criteria  
 
Institutions ensure that the criteria in Indicator 5 are met for their awards through one 
or a combination of external examiners. This ensures the integrity of external 
examining while facilitating the appointment of first-time external examiners and 
those drawn from industry, the professions, or with a background primarily in 
research. 
 
Indicator 5  
  
Institutions apply the following UK-wide set of criteria for appointing external 
examiners and make every effort to ensure that their external examiners are 
competent to undertake the responsibilities defined by the institution.  
 
Institutions use the criteria to ensure that potential conflicts of interest are identified 
and resolved prior to appointing external examiners or as soon as they arise.  
 
Person specification 
 
a. Institutions appoint external examiners who can show appropriate evidence of the 

following:  
 

i) knowledge and understanding of UK sector agreed reference points for the 
maintenance of academic standards and the assurance and enhancement of 
quality 

ii) competence and experience in the fields covered by the programme of study, 
or parts thereof  

iii) relevant academic and/or professional qualifications to at least the level of the 
qualification being externally examined, and/or extensive practitioner 
experience where appropriate  

iv) competence and experience relating to designing and operating a variety of 
assessment tasks appropriate to the subject and operating assessment 
procedures  
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v) sufficient standing, credibility and breadth of experience within the discipline 
to be able to command the respect of academic peers and, where appropriate, 
professional peers  

vi) familiarity with the standard to be expected of students to achieve the award 
that is to be assessed  

vii) fluency in English, and where programmes are delivered and assessed in 
languages other than English, fluency in the relevant language(s) (unless other 
secure arrangements are in place to ensure that external examiners are 
provided with the information to make their judgements) 

viii) meeting applicable criteria set out by professional, statutory or regulatory 
bodies  

ix) awareness of current developments in the design and delivery of relevant 
curricula 

x) competence and experience in the enhancement of the student learning 
experience.  

 
Conflicts of interest 
 
b. Institutions do not appoint as external examiners anyone in the following 

categories or circumstances: 
 

i) a member of a governing body or committee of the appointing institution or 
one of its collaborative partners, or a current employee of the appointing 
institution or one of its collaborative partners 

ii) anyone with a close professional, contractual or personal relationship with a 
member of staff or student involved with the programme of study 

iii) anyone required to assess colleagues who are recruited as students to the 
programme of study 

iv) anyone who is, or knows they will be, in a position to influence significantly the 
future of students on the programme of study 

v) anyone significantly involved in recent or current substantive collaborative 
research activities with a member of staff closely involved in the delivery, 
management or assessment of the programme(s) or modules in question 

vi) former staff or students of the institution unless a period of five years has 
elapsed and all students taught by or with the external examiner have 
completed their programme(s) 

vii) a reciprocal arrangement involving cognate programmes at another institution 
viii) the succession of an external examiner by a colleague from the examiner’s 

home department and institution 
ix) the appointment of more than one external examiner from the same 

department of the same institution. 
 
Terms of office 
 
c. The duration of an external examiner’s appointment will normally be for four years, 

with an exceptional extension of one year to ensure continuity. 
 
d. an external examiner may be reappointed in exceptional circumstances but only 

after a period of five years or more has elapsed since their last appointment. 
 
e. External examiners normally hold no more than two external examiner 

appointments for taught programmes/modules at any point in time. 
 
Aii) is an explicit addition to the criteria developed by UUK/GuildHE review as is the 
reference to (iii) practitioner experience where appropriate, and there has been 
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rewording of (iv) and (vii).  They are implicit in our procedures.  A reference permitting 
retirees (with appropriate ongoing involvement) to be appointed no longer appears (it 
is covered by the other criteria).  The interdictions on appointments to cognate 
courses at the institution and of members of validation panels are removed.  Grounds 
for the one year extension are included. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 4: that adjustments be made to the external examining Code of 
Practice in particular with regard to para a i) and iii), knowledge and understanding of 
UK sector reference points, practitioner experience; para c, extension of appointment, 
and the removal of references to consideration of retired staff, the prevention of 
appointment to a cognate programme or of appointment of a nominee who was 
previously a member of a validation panel. 
 
National criteria for appointment  
The national criteria for appointment are designed to ensure that external examiners, either 
as individuals or as teams, have the qualifications, experience and expertise they need to 
fulfil the roles and functions for which an institution employs them. Institutions apply the 
criteria, taking account of the implications of any specific role the appointee is being asked to 
undertake, for example at module, programme/award or other level. Where an institution 
applies additional criteria, it takes into account the need to ensure that the pool of external 
examiners is not restricted, and in particular that it is possible for suitable people to 
undertake their first post as an external examiner and so gain experience in that role.  
  
The criteria for appointment also support institutions in identifying, prior to nomination and 
appointment, whether there are potential conflicts of interest that would need to be resolved 
by the institution. Particular attention is paid to nominees who have been involved in the 
development of the programme or its component parts, for example as an external 
consultant, or who have acted as a member of the validation panel (or equivalent) which 
approved the programme. Institutions balance the benefits of engaging someone who is 
familiar with the programme and its rationale with any risk to their ability to provide a fully 
independent perspective. 
This is a softer approach than had been recommended by the UUK/GuildHE review 
which had prohibited the use of a nominee who had previously acted as a member of 
the validation panel. 
 
Institutions typically engage external examiners for four years, achieving a balance between 
the need to bring in a fresh perspective with the need to benefit from the external’s 
knowledge and insight gathered over a period of time. An exceptional extension of one year 
allows institutions to achieve continuity, for example where a programme is being brought to 
an end. 
This effectively returns to the University’s previous practice.  Extensions permitted to 
achieve continuity between EEs and where a programme is being discontinued 
(although unlike the previous position in regard to the latter, only one year would be 
permitted).  
   
Application to professional, statutory or regulatory body requirements  
Where the appointment of the external examiner(s) is by a professional, statutory or 
regulatory body, rather than by the institution in question, the extent to which these criteria 
apply is a matter for the relevant body.  
 
Exceptions and special cases  
The purpose of national criteria is to enhance the transparency and consistency of 
institutional practice in appointing competent staff as external examiners who are free from 
potential conflicts of interest and therefore sufficiently independent to fulfil the role. 
Institutions ensure that where there is a legitimate case for making an appointment that does 
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not fulfil all the criteria, there is a rigorous and transparent process for making the 
appointment, with approval at senior institutional level and reporting to an appropriate body 
(such as a senior academic committee). This ensures that the institution has effective 
oversight of such decisions and can monitor trends across all areas of its provision. 
 
Teaching and Learning Committee has agreed that the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Teaching 
and Learning) considers all nominations which do not accord with the Code of 
Practice.  Those that are approved are reported to the Committee. 
 
SUGGESTION: that consideration be given to broadening the period of analysis in the 
annual report on external examining provided by the Academic Office to cover a 3-
year period to assist in monitoring trends. (Currently the annual report compares the 
number of exceptions (departures) in two years.) 
 
External examiners drawn from business, industry or the professions make a significant 
contribution to external examining across a range of disciplines. Nominees from these 
backgrounds may be unable to fulfil all the criteria set out in Indicator 5. For example, they 
may possess considerable professional experience but not the formal qualifications 
anticipated, the academic background, or sufficient experience of assessment. Likewise, an 
institution may wish to appoint an external examiner who has, as a researcher, eminent 
standing in the respective discipline, but lacks experience in providing and enhancing the 
student learning experience. Institutions consider such cases formally as exceptions to the 
criteria. This consideration may be assisted where the appointee is not the sole external 
examiner for the award; hence his or her expertise is complemented by that of others who 
do satisfy the criteria. Where an appointee does not fulfil the criteria, institutions take steps 
to provide appropriate training and support in relation to academic expectations. 
Based on the above, nominees may be appointed where they do not fulfil all the 
criteria. In such a case, and particularly where the nominee is from the Republic of 
Ireland (a i refers), any shortfall should be highlighted and addressed by the faculty in 
the nomination form. 
 
Institutions also make appropriate use of exceptions when addressing nominations for 
external examiners in disciplines which are very small and specialist and where the pool of 
potential external examiners is therefore restricted. 
 
The University Code of Practice does not actually say that exceptions are permitted. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 5: that a reference be added to the external examining Code of 
Practice explicitly permitting the exceptional appointment of nominees who do not 
fulfil all the criteria and to require a full statement from the faculty of how the 
University’s expectations for the role will be met (and including references to the 
examples quoted above).  
 
Appointment of first-time external examiners  
Where the nominee has no previous experience as an external examiner for any institution, 
appointment is - wherever practicable - made to a team of external examiners and/or, with 
agreement that a more experienced external examiner will act as a mentor. There will be 
occasions when such an arrangement is not practicable. For example, the size and nature of 
the provision may make it impracticable to have more than one external examiner. Thus 
there is a risk of limiting the opportunity for staff to become external examiners, notably in 
specialist areas. This can be mitigated by supporting an appointment through development 
or mentoring by an experienced external examiner in a different field. 
 
Institutions consider whether first-time external examiners have additional information and 
development needs when compared with experienced examiners. 
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Addressed through current arrangements.  
 
INDICATOR 5 – CONSIDERATION OF RECOMMENDATIONS 4 AND 5 AND 
SUGGESTION REGARDING THE ANALYSIS OF TRENDS IN THE ANNUAL REPORT ON 
EXTERNAL EXAMINING. 
 
Preparing external examiners for their role  
 
Indicator 6  
 
Institutions ensure that all external examiners they appoint are informed about 
organisational procedures and practices, academic regulations, and the crucial value 
of external examiners' feedback to the institution as part of the broader system of 
quality assurance and enhancement.  
 
Addressed – EE induction, EE Handbook, Assessment Handbook. 
 
Information for external examiners 
Institutions induct external examiners providing opportunities for external examiners to 
familiarise themselves with the institution and its assessment procedures. Arrangements for 
induction reflect such factors as the size of the institution (for example, small institutions may 
only be appointing one or two new external examiners each year and therefore less formal 
arrangements may be more effective). The content and the means of delivery of such an 
induction is for the appointing institution to decide, and takes into consideration the specific 
needs of the external examiner in question, especially his/her level of experience as an 
external examiner.   
 
As a minimum, institutions provide their external examiners with information about, and 
access to:  
 
• relevant institutional and programme regulations  
• the institution's external examining and assessment guidelines  
• information such as student and programme handbooks, marking and classification 

criteria. 
• learning, teaching and assessment strategies.  
 
Information is also provided about relevant professional issues, such as fitness to practise, 
and any features that relate to the specific discipline. 
 
Institutions may refer external examiners to guidance and advice that has been developed 
by sector bodies and subject communities.  
 
Addressed through external examiner induction and information/documentation 
provided by the University and course team.  
 
External examiners’ professional development 
Part of being an external examiner is fostering one's own development in the role, taking 
advantage of the range of support mechanisms available, locally and nationally. Preparation 
for the role of external examiner is part of professional academic practice and may be 
reflected in development opportunities provided by institutions for their own staff (see also 
Indicator 11). Home institutions may, for instance, consider training their staff so that they 
better understand the role of external examiners in relation to their own provision. Support 
provided by the recruiting institution will include regular updates on assessment policy and 
procedures, drawing where appropriate upon national support mechanisms for the external 
examining process.  
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Course directors invited to EE induction. EE Handbook available to all staff. Regular 
updates on major developments provided either directly or through course directors. 
 
SUGGESTION: see Indicator 11. 
 
A clear understanding by external examiners of the ways in which their work contributes to 
the institution's quality assurance processes will help them to fulfil their role effectively.  
 
Addressed – EE Handbook provides information (2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 3, 6). 
 
Carrying out the role of external examiner  
 
Institutions ensure that external examiners are clearly briefed to carry out the role. Briefing 
includes: confirming the module(s), programme(s) or award(s) to which the external 
examiner is appointed; the evidence that he/she requires to provide oversight; clarity about 
his/her precise role in respect of scripts sent (for example sampling, or adjudicating in cases 
of disagreement); his/her remit in relation to endorsing the outcomes of the assessment 
process; and the type of commentary that he/she is expected to provide on the outcomes of 
the assessments conducted within those programmes/modules.  
Addressed through induction information/documentation provided by the University 
and course team.  
 
INDICATOR 6 – NO AMENDMENT REQUIRED TO EXISTING EXTERNAL EXAMINING 
PROCESSES/DOCUMENTATION.  CONSIDERATION OF SUGGESTION REGARDING 
STAFF DEVELOPMENT UNDER INDICATOR 11. 
 
Responsibilities of external examiners 
 
Indicator 7  
 
Institutions communicate clearly in writing to all concerned the: 
 

 modules, programmes and/or award(s) to which each external examiner is 
appointed 

 various roles, powers and responsibilities assigned to their external 
examiners, including the extent of their authority in examination boards. 

 Addressed – letter of appointment, induction, course handbook, EE Handbook, 
Assessment Handbook, EE database and regular communications from course 
director, for example, regarding new modules or changes to existing modules (CA3). 
 
There must be clarity about the circumstances in which external examiners are, and are not, 
used. It is good practice that institutions clearly identify for all concerned the awards to which 
it has appointed external examiners at any one time. An institution may think it appropriate to 
state explicitly, for example, that any student achievement that contributes to a named award 
will be moderated by an external examiner. Alternatively, an institution might deem that in 
confirming the academic standards of final award, an external examiner confirms that he/she 
scrutinised, and endorses, the level and standards of all its component parts.  
There is clarity within Ulster regarding the circumstances in which external examiners 
are and are not used i.e. for all modules with the exception of those at Levels 3 or 4 
within Hons degrees which do not contribute to a final award (i.e. exit award), but 
externals are encouraged to be involved in such modules.  The QAA audit report 
(2010) considered it desirable that the University ‘review the requirements for external 
examiner participation in the consideration of assessment tasks and outcomes at all 
levels of undergraduate courses’. This was in the context of the apparent confusion 
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around the fact that classification is based on the final level(s) in the award but the 
course comprises all modules. 
 
A decision on this matter was deferred pending the outcome of the national review.   
 
SUGGESTION: that TLC determine whether it wishes external examiners to participate 
in consideration of Levels 3/4 in Honours degrees where such work does not 
contribute directly to an exit award, or to continue to leave this to the discretion of the 
external examiner. 
 
Institutions ensure that those appointed as external examiners, and their own staff, are clear 
about which awards (and/or parts of awards or programmes) will be scrutinised by which 
external examiner. A letter of appointment provides an effective way of communication this 
information to an external examiner. (Information for students is addressed in Indicator 8.) 
Addressed through letter of appointment. 
 
Factors that have a bearing on the number of external examiners appointed include:  
 
•    the capacity of existing external examiners to make competent judgements relating to all 

agreed  
    external reference points (including the requirements of PSRBs)  
•   the need for an appropriate match between the number of external examiners and the 

quantity    and complexity of assessed material being examined  
•   whether more than one examiner is needed for a programme in a subject with a number 

of    specialisms  
•   how examiners will be deployed to assess the overall standards and coherence of 

combined    studies and interdisciplinary or inter-professional programmes (including 
where modules are    shared across more than one programme) 

•   how external examiners will be deployed where provision includes work-based, practice-
based    learning or live assessments (such as performances). 

Addressed through existing nomination process (including the two-tier system for 
combined degrees) and faculty judgement. 
 
Membership of examination boards 
Fundamental to carrying out the role of external examiner is the membership of the relevant 
examination board(s), whether at module, programme, award or other level. All involved 
need to be clear what the external examiner’s role is in relation to the board, and what the 
institution’s expectations are for attendance at meetings (including assessment boards 
where applicable). See also the Code of practice, Section 6: Assessment of students, 
Precept 4. 
 
Sampling assessed work 
External examiners are not normally responsible for, or involved in, the assessment of 
individual students to the extent that they do not carry out marking of assessed work. 
However, to fulfil their role external examiners view student work, which ranges from reading 
essays or examination scripts to viewing performances (live or recorded) or artefacts. The 
volume of assessment generally means that an external examiner is unlikely to be able to 
view all the assessed work unless the cohort is small. Samples are of sufficient size to 
enable him/her to form a view as to whether the internal marking has properly assessed 
student performance against the appropriate standards. 
 
In viewing samples of students’ assessed work, external examiners are not normally in a 
position to expect or encourage an examination board to raise or lower marks for individual 
students, on the basis that such a practice would be unfair to those candidates whose work 
is not part of the sample. Where the external examiner has concerns about the internal 
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marking, departmental or institutional procedures make explicit what action will be taken 
immediately to address the concern. This may include providing the external examiner with 
access to a larger sample or wider range of assessed work. The institution would inform the 
external examiner if it does not take any action and is thereby rejecting his/her view. 
 
Institutions distinguish between concerns expressed by the external examiner that need to 
be addressed before the final decisions relating to the current assessment process, and 
those that might be appropriately addressed on receipt of the external examiner’s report. 
 
Examination board responsibilities 
As members of the relevant examination board(s) external examiners are rarely considered 
to be the final arbiter for the award of marks/grades, either within a module or for the final 
award. Such decisions are the responsibility of the relevant examination board collectively. 
Institutional regulations or procedures make transparent how decisions will be reached in 
difficult cases, especially those where candidates’ performances are deemed borderline. 
Exceptionally there may be cases where internal examiners wish to seek the opinion of the 
external examiner in an individual case. In such circumstances the final decision would still 
be made by the examination board, with the views of the respective examiners made known 
to the board. 
 
These points reflect University practice.  Note that the University Regulations state 
that the External Examiner’s view prevails if there is disagreement. 
 
INDICATOR 7 – CONSIDERATION TO BE GIVEN TO THE POSITION REGARDING 
EXAMINATION OF LEVEL 3/4 MODULES IN HONOURS DEGREES. 
 
Details of external examiners  
 
Indicator 8  
 
Institutions include name, position and institution of their external examiners in 
programme information provided to students.  
Addressed – following June 2011 review, to be included in course handbook. 
 
To ensure that institutions' external examining arrangements are transparent, and to support 
the involvement of students in quality management processes, students are made aware of 
the identity and current position of the external examiners appointed to their 
modules/programmes and awards. Institutions decide how this is best achieved without 
unnecessary workload or overloading students with information.  
Now included in external examining process – TLC confirmed that students be 
informed of external examiner’s identity in course handbook. 
 
Where the external examiner has been appointed to fulfil a role on behalf of a professional 
body this is stated. 
The University does not appoint external examiners on behalf of PSRBs. 
 
Institutions make clear to students that it is inappropriate for students to make direct contact 
with external examiners, in particular regarding their individual performance in assessments, 
and that other appropriate mechanisms are available, such as an appeal or a complaint. 
Institutions explain to students how they can engage formally with the quality management 
process through which institutions consider and respond to external examiners. (See also 
Indicators 15 and 16).  
Course handbook expected to describe role of external examiner and to state that 
he/she should not be contacted directly. Complaint and appeals processes referred to 
in University student handbook and available through portal/web pages.   



17 
 

Institutions advise their external examiners that it is appropriate to refer any direct contact 
received from students to the institution. 
 
SUGGESTION: that a sentence, to the effect that they should refer any direct contact 
received from students to the University be added to the External Examiners’ 
Handbook and that external examiner reports are monitored to determine whether 
there is a problem with inappropriate contacts. 
 
Equally, students who are asked to meet with an external examiner need to be given clear 
guidance by the institution about the purpose of that meeting and its limitations (particularly 
with regard to individual assessment outcomes).  
 
The student handbook and course handbook template refer to potential meeting with 
external and viva. Guidance is provided by course team. 
 
INDICATOR 8 – CONSIDERATION OF SUGGESTIONS OF ADDING A SENTENCE TO 
HANDBOOK AND MONITORING STUDENT CONTACT WITH EXTERNAL EXAMINERS. 
 
Indicator 9  
 
Prior to the confirmation of mark lists, pass lists or similar documents, institutions 
expect external examiners to endorse the outcomes of the assessment processes 
they have been appointed to scrutinise.  
External examiners are required to indicate approval by signature on results sheets – 
Regulations, Code of Practice and Handbook 3.2e, 3.6[absence], 3.7.  
 
As indicated above, decisions about assessment outcomes are the collective decisions of 
examination/assessment boards to which external examiners contribute as board members. 
A key way in which the external examiner provides an expert view of the rigour and fairness 
of the assessment process is by endorsing, or not, the decisions of the board. Such 
endorsement indicates not that the external examiner agrees with every individual 
assessment decision, but that he/she is satisfied with the conduct of the assessment 
process (as indicated in Indicator 2).  
Addressed – Regulations and Code of Practice in sections dealing with ‘duties of 
course/subject/chief external examiners’ / EE Handbook, sections 3.2 & 4.2, ‘duties’ 
3.7 and 4.5 – conduct of business of boards of examiners/progress and awards 
boards. 
 
Institutions have clear procedures for how external examiners record their endorsement, and 
communicate these to their external examiners. For example, the external examiner might 
sign the completed mark list during/at the end of the examination board meeting. Institutions 
make clear to external examiners whether such results are final or are subject to further 
endorsement by a higher body (such as an institutional level committee).  
Result sheets signed at end of meeting (except where external absent). The Handbook 
makes clear that confirmation of results and progress decisions are delegated to 
boards by Senate but final awards are recommendations to Senate (3.5; 4.3). 
Procedures also make clear what happens in the event that an external examiner is unwilling 
to provide endorsement, including whether written reasons are to be recorded or a separate 
report is to be made to the institution or its senior committee. A particular reason for this is to 
ensure that the consequences are understood for students whose marks are being 
considered. Students are informed if there is to be any delay in finalising and communicating 
their results.  
The Regulations Governing Examinations at Regulation 14 state, “where there is 
disagreement in the board of examiners about results or classifications, the view of 
the external examiners shall prevail”. It would, therefore, be very unusual for external 
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not to endorse. “Unresolved disagreement between external examiners shall be 
reported to Senate”. 
 
INDICATOR 9 – NO AMENDMENT REQUIRED TO EXISTING EXTERNAL EXAMINING 
PROCESSES OR DOCUMENTATION. 
 
Evidence to carry out the role  
 
Indicator 10  
 
Institutions provide external examiners with sufficient evidence to enable them to 
discharge their responsibilities. 
Addressed - contained in the section on participation in the assessment process and 
background and additional information in the EE Handbook (3.3, 9 and 10) and Code 
of Practice. 
 
In order for external examiners to fulfil their role in relation to academic standards, 
institutions determine with their external examiners what evidence will be available, including 
how and when it will be available. This includes the nature and size of the samples of 
assessed work, ensuring that they address the range of assessments used, including those 
relating to placements.  
 
To fulfil their role in a rigorous manner, external examiners are informed of:  
 
•  whether they are entitled to meet students on programmes or parts of programmes they 

are examining, and if so the purpose of any such meeting  
Addressed - section 3.4 of EE Handbook. 

 
•  what evidence they need in order to judge the quality and appropriateness of assessment 

and to assure themselves that assessments are testing the intended learning outcomes  
Addressed - Code of Practice, participation in the assessment process and EE 
Handbook, section 3.3, participation in the assessment process. 

 
•  how they will be given adequate opportunity to communicate with internal examiners and 

others involved in teaching and assessment (such as placement providers/assessors).  
The External Examiners’ Handbook refers to the organisation of boards of 
examiners comprising all internal examiners, and external examiners (3.5). Duties 
of course/subject external examiners in the Regulations, Code of Practice and 
External Examiners’ Handbook (3.2), include “consultation with the internal 
examiners, through the course director, …”. Arrangements for in-year visits should 
be discussed (including for placement). 

 
External examiners have the opportunity to confirm that they have been provided with 
sufficient evidence to carry out their role in the annual report (see Indicator 13). (See also 
the Code of Practice, Section 6, precept 8.)  
Addressed as a result of the 2011 review.   
 
INDICATOR 10 – NO AMENDMENT REQUIRED TO EXISTING EXTERNAL EXAMINING 
PROCESSES/DOCUMENTATION. 
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Recognition of the work of external examiners  
 
Indicator 11  
 
Institutions recognise the importance, and the mutual benefit, of the work undertaken 
by many of their staff as external examiners for other institutions and agree with staff 
the time they need to fulfil these duties.  
See suggestion below. 
 
External examining depends, nationally, on the availability of staff to take on and fulfil the 
role. In order to ensure that there is a continuous and sufficiently large supply of external 
examiners available, institutions need to support staff who wish to become external 
examiners. Primarily, this means ensuring that they are given adequate time to carry out the 
role, and are enabled to manage and balance the timing and commitments of external 
examining with coinciding internal duties. Where institutions appoint external examiners from 
outside higher education, they may need to consider engaging with employers regarding the 
nature and extent of the commitment required to fulfil the role.  
 
It is for individual institutions to decide how they recognise external examining work by staff, 
for example through reward, recognition or promotion criteria or other means.  
 
Institutions may provide development opportunities in external examining for new and 
experienced staff alike. In so doing, institutions recognise the aspirations of members of staff 
to work as external examiners as part of their professional academic practice at an 
appropriate stage of their career.  
 
It is for each appointing institution to decide, and articulate in policies and/or regulations, the 
level of fees and expenses paid to its external examiners.  
 
Institutions benefit from being in a position to have an overview of staff who are active 
external examiners (in particular to ensure that reciprocal arrangements are not put in place: 
see Indicator 5). Staff who are likely to take on work as external examiners tell appropriate 
contacts within their home institution, who in turn should ensure that this additional 
commitment is recognised. Likewise, external examiners let their home institutions know if 
external examining arrangements come to an end or undergo changes during the term of 
appointment. Such communication is not intended to allow the home institution to be in any 
way involved in the appointment procedures of the recruiting institution or to give the home 
institution any kind of oversight over the external examiner's work. Rather, it raises the 
profile of the role and its commitments, and enables institutions to facilitate staff 
development, for example staff-to-staff coaching.  
 
External examining is valuable, not only for the institution which contracts the external 
examiner, but also for the examiner's home institution. In relation to maintaining standards 
and promoting quality enhancement, both the contracting and the home institutions benefit 
from the experience of staff who gain insights into practice across the sector and develop 
expertise in evaluating practice through their work as external examiners. Institutions 
facilitate the consistent dissemination of experience gained from external examining 
activities across the institution as appropriate.  
 
Recommendation 7 of the UUK/GuildHE review 2011 stated, “all universities and 
higher education colleges should recognise the importance of the external examiner 
role in promotion procedures and demonstrate commitment and support for their own 
staff acting as external examiners for other institutions”.  TLC, 15 June 2011, asked 
the Department of Human Resources to include recognition of the external examiner 
role in the University’s criteria for promotion.   
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Suggestion: since development opportunities for ‘home’ staff through 
training/preparation for external examining is not currently available at Ulster, 
CPDSC/ADEC to consider this staff development matter. Also consider whether an 
overview of external examining by University staff should be maintained. 
 
INDICATOR 11 – NO AMENDMENT REQUIRED TO EXISTING 
PROCESSES/DOCUMENTATION REGARDING THE ADMINISTRATION OF EXTERNAL 
EXAMINING APPOINTMENTS, ASSESSMENT AND REPORTING PROCESSES.  
HOWEVER, CONSIDERATION MAY BE GIVEN TO INTERNAL STAFF DEVELOPMENT 
FOR POTENTIAL EXTERNAL EXAMINER ROLE AND TO OBTAINING INFORMATION ON 
WHICH UNIVERSITY STAFF ARE EXTERNAL EXAMINERS IN OTHER INSTITUTIONS. 
 
External examiners' reports  
 
Formal written reports provided by the external examiner to the institution are a critical 
element of robust processes for maintaining threshold academic standards and assuring and 
enhancing quality. As such they formalise the giving of feedback in respect of the areas set 
out in Indicators 2 and 3.  
 
Submitting reports  
 
Indicator 12 
 
External examiners submit a report annually, at a time determined by the institution, 
to the head of the institution or to one or more named individuals that he/she 
designates.  
Addressed – Regulations and Code of Practice under ‘duties’. 
 
The timing of the report is a matter for the institution to determine. It reflects the nature of the 
provision, the duration of teaching and assessment periods, and their timing in the 
calendar/academic year. To ensure transparency and clarity, and to manage external 
examiners' expectations about their commitment, timing is determined at institutional level 
rather than being a matter for individual negotiation.  
 
The need for annual reporting is modified in respect of modules or programmes which do not 
operate on an annual basis.  
 
The submission of a report to a named person at institutional level reinforces the importance 
of institutional oversight of the way external examining is conducted within the institution. 
This is reflected in Indicators 15 and 16 regarding the consideration of reports and Indicator 
4 relating to action in the event that an external examiner does not fulfil his/her obligations.  
 
Institutions ensure that external examiners are clear about how they should submit their 
report (for example, electronically or in hard copy).  
 
Institutions have oversight of PSRBs' information requirements in relation to external 
examiners' reports and will make these available to the bodies concerned, together with any 
action plan or response from the programmes concerned.  
 
Core content of reports  
 
Whether institutions use standard report forms or provide external examiners with guidance 
concerning the expected contents of the reports, institutions and external examiners ensure 
that the core content is addressed in each report. This ensures consistency with the roles 
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identified in Indicators 2 and 3. External examiners are made fully aware that individual staff 
and students must not be identified.  
All the above addressed in existing process/documentation. Reports and responses 
may be provided to PSRBs. 
 
INDICATOR 12 – NO AMENDMENT REQUIRED TO EXISTING EXTERNAL EXAMINING 
PROCESSES/DOCUMENTATION. 
 
Indicator 13 
 
External examiners' annual reports provide clear and informative feedback to the 
institution on those areas defined for the role in Indicators 2 and 3 (the core content).  
Addressed. 
 
In addition, their reports:  
 
•  confirm that sufficient evidence was received to enable the role to be fulfilled (where 

evidence was insufficient, they give details) – section 1 of report form. 
 
• state whether issues raised in the previous report(s) have been addressed to their 

satisfaction - comment explicitly requested in report form (guidance notes) if not 
met.  

 
• address any issues as specifically required by any relevant professional body – see 

recommendation 1 under indicator 2 regarding the inclusion of a specific reference 
to PSRB requirements in the report form. 

 
• give an overview of their term of office (when concluded).  
The report form requests this in guidance notes (final report). 
 
As part of ensuring the consistency of external examining across UK institutions, Indicator 13 
makes explicit what is addressed in external examiner's reports. There is no UK-wide 
template; institutions determine the format and design of their report form (or guidance if no 
form is used) and to include their own questions to suit institutional needs, provided the core 
content is addressed.  
 
The report form or guidance should cover the core content in such a way as to elicit, where 
required, informative responses, including supporting evidence, from the external examiner 
(rather than yes/no answers), for example by using open questions. This approach enables 
institutions to gain the full benefit of external examining in managing standards and quality 
effectively.  
 
The core content is explicitly aligned to the role definition in Indicators 2 and 3, and includes 
coverage of collaborative provision where applicable.  
 
By confirming that sufficient evidence has been provided, the external examiner assures the 
institution that he/she has received the required support to fulfil the role, including adequate 
time to consider samples of work and contribute to examination boards. The national review 
suggested that this could be done effectively by means of a simple checklist appended to a 
report pro forma that can quickly be completed by the external examiner when finalising the 
report.  
 
It is also important that the external examiner confirms whether previous issues have been 
addressed or are being addressed in cases where the matter might take longer to resolve. In 
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doing so, he/she provides further evidence to the institution that its procedures for external 
examining are being implemented effectively.  
 
Providing an overview of the term of office is of value both to the institution and to the 
incoming external examiner(s). 
 
Institutions remind external examiners that reports will be made available to students (see 
Indicator 14) and for that reason individual staff and students must not be named in a report.  
  
Where professional bodies require certain issues to be addressed, it is important that the 
standard pro forma (or guidance to the external examiner) does not constrain external 
examiners from providing the relevant information. Requirements vary from body to body 
and discipline to discipline, and some information that is not of immediate value to the 
institution as a whole will be valuable at subject level and to the professional body 
(especially in relation to assessment of clinical or practice placements). 
 
All the above addressed in existing process/documentation. 
 
INDICATOR 13 – NO AMENDMENT REQUIRED TO EXISTING PROCESSES/ 
DOCUMENTATION (SUBJECT TO COMMENT UNDER INDICATOR 2). 
 
Availability of reports to students  
 
Indicator 14  
 
Institutions make external examiners' reports available in full to students, with the 
sole exception of any confidential report made directly, and separately, to the head of 
the institution.  
Addressed – Code of Practice and EE Handbook (section 6).  
 
Reports are made available to students, reflecting the general principles of engaging 
students in quality management processes. There is no expectation that external examiners' 
reports be published, and institutions should therefore decide the most appropriate way to 
make their reports available.  
 
Reports are amended where the external examiner has contravened the requirement not to 
identify individuals, or in very exceptional cases where the external examiner has included 
something intended to cause harm to the institution or to bring it into disrepute. 
 
Institutions, working with student representative bodies, should have a policy on what 
support and guidance is provided to students to enable them to benefit from reading the 
reports, in particular linking the reports to the institution’s consideration of what actions to 
take in response to the reports (see Indicator 15). Although reports are made available, they 
relate to quality management within the institution and are seen in this context rather than as 
information provided explicitly for students.  
 
INDICATOR 14 - NO AMENDMENT REQUIRED TO EXISTING PROCESSES/ 
DOCUMENTATION. 
 
Consideration of reports by the institution  
 
Indicator 15 
 
At both institutional and subject/programme levels, institutions give full and serious 
consideration to the comments and recommendations contained in external 
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examiners' reports. The actions taken as a result of reports, or the reasons for not 
taking action, are formally recorded and circulated to those concerned. 
 
Institutions ensure that student representatives are given the opportunity to be fully 
involved in this process, enabling them to understand all the issues raised and the 
institution's response.  
 
At institutional level the general issues and themes arising from the reports are 
reviewed. 
 
Addressed through existing processes. 
 
To derive maximum benefit from the work of their external examiners, institutions need to 
have in place effective ways of:  
 
•  considering the reports and, where appropriate, taking action as soon as possible - 

distribution process. 
 
•  ascertaining that subject/programme level staff have taken account of the reports; for 

example, by recording the responses from the subject areas concerned and specifying 
how external examiners will be informed of actions taken - annual monitoring 
processes. 

 
•  ensuring that those responsible for a particular assessment are made aware of the 

relevant external examiner's report and are monitoring any changes that occur as a result 
– addressed through course/subject committee consideration and annual 
monitoring processes. 

 
•  deciding how recommendations which relate to institutional-level policies and practices 

will be dealt with and who will respond to the external examiner on these issues – 
addressed by PVC (T&L) and overview report to TLC. 

 
At senior management level, it is established practice for institutions to provide a summary of 
external examiners' responses annually. This enables them to draw out any themes or 
recurring recommendations and ensure that these are fully addressed at appropriate levels. 
A first step in this process may be to produce an overview report for consideration by the 
relevant quality assurance committee(s). Decisions can then be made about consequent 
actions to enhance provision – addressed through PVC (T&L) overview report to TLC. 
 
In cases where the requirements of external professional bodies are involved, there may be 
a need to inform those bodies of action taken in response to the external examiner's report.  
 
INDICATOR 15 – NO AMENDMENT REQUIRED TO EXISTING EXTERNAL EXAMINING 
PROCESSES/DOCUMENTATION. 
 
Feedback to external examiners on their reports  
 
Indicator 16 
 
Institutions provide external examiners with a considered and timely response to their 
comments and recommendations, outlining any actions they will be taking as a result 
or the reasons for not taking action.  
Addressed through existing process (section 6 of Handbook). 
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External examiners need to have confidence that the institutions they are assisting are giving 
proper consideration to the comments and recommendations they have made. This does not 
mean that institutions have to agree with or accept them all.  
 
The formal response from an institution to the external examiner is an important part of the 
feedback process. Responses to external examiners from institutions include considered 
feedback on their comments and recommendations, together with details of any actions 
taken as a result, or the reasons for not taking action. The awarding institution has final 
responsibility for the standards of its awards and the quality of its provision (irrespective of 
any collaborative arrangement). Therefore the institution has the right to reject the view of 
the external examiner. However, such rejection must proceed only from careful 
consideration of the issues raised and (in the event of significant issues) would normally be 
made in consultation with senior staff or a senior level committee of the institution.  
 
Serious concerns  
 
In exceptional cases external examiners may have serious concerns about the academic 
standards or quality of provision at the institutions on which they are reporting. There must 
be an opportunity for such concerns to be raised directly with the head of the institution. As a 
last resort, and where the concern is systemic and not a one-off case of ineffective practice, 
the matter can be raised externally. This is done through an independent mechanism for the 
consideration of concerns (see Indicator 18).  
Confidential report to the Vice-Chancellor included in external examining Code of 
Practice and EE Handbook, section 6, External Examiner’s report.  The external 
reporting mechanism included in the EE Handbook.  
 
INDICATOR 16 – NO AMENDMENT REQUIRED TO EXISTING EXTERNAL EXAMINING 
PROCESSES/DOCUMENTATION.   
 
Confidential reports to the head of institution  
 
Indicator 17 
 
Institutions inform external examiners, in writing at the beginning of their term of 
office, that they have a right to raise any matter of serious concern with the head of 
the institution, if necessary by means of a separate confidential written report.  
 
Institutions provide a considered and timely response to any confidential report 
received, outlining any actions they will be taking as a result. 
Contained in the External Examiners’ Handbook (section 6) and the external examiner 
report form. 
 
External examiners have the right to make a confidential report, in writing, to the head of the 
institution - for example, where it is necessary to name a member of staff. Such a report 
would be made as well as the normal annual report, the latter containing matters not 
deemed confidential. 
 
Staff and/or student representatives are informed of the implications of any confidential 
report, or of the action arising from such a report, where these have implications for them. 
This would be expected.  
  
INDICATOR 17 – NO AMENDMENT REQUIRED TO EXISTING EXTERNAL EXAMINING 
PROCESSES/DOCUMENTATION.   
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QAA Concerns scheme  
 
Indicator 18 
 
Where an external examiner has a serious concern relating to systemic failings with 
the academic standards of a programme or programmes and has exhausted all 
published applicable internal procedures, including the submission of a confidential 
report to the head of the institution, he/she will invoke QAA's concerns scheme or 
inform the relevant professional, statutory or regulatory body.  
Addressed in External Examiners’ Handbook (section 6), external examiner report 
form. 
 
For information about how the concerns scheme applies to external examining, reference 
should be made to QAA's concerns scheme: guidance for external examiners. Recourse to 
the scheme will only take place in cases where internal mechanisms for following up 
concerns have been exhausted. The scheme's focus is explicitly on systemic failings in an 
institution's management of standards or quality. Therefore, the scheme must not be used 
for one-off cases of ineffective practice, or to raise a personal grievance or issues relating to 
an external examiner's appointment.  
 
Institutions must ensure that their procedures are transparent so that there is no doubt 
between themselves and their external examiners whether internal procedures have been 
exhausted.  
 
There may be occasions where a concern is properly a matter for the applicable professional 
body rather than for QAA.  
 
RECOMMENDATION 6: that the final sentence above be added to the External 
Examiners’ Handbook. 
 
INDICATOR 18 – ABOVE RECOMMENDATION FOR CONSIDERATION 
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