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Introduction 
 
1. 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. 

 
2. 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 assurances 
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 report (or a 
summary) and the responses are also discussed with student representatives.  
External examiners are requested not to identify individual students or staff members 
by name.  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 
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the programme of study.  A copy of the final report is made available to the 
successor external examiner. 
 

3. The following report summarises the scale of the reporting and the key issues  
identified and highlighted over the academic session 2010/11. 
 

Background 
 
4. Some external examiners have responsibility for more than one course and the 

number of submitted reports for the 2010/11 academic session totalled 384.  Upon 
receipt, 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 made. The PVC 
(Teaching and Learning)’s formal acknowledgement letter invites external examiners 
to advise her 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 returned 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. 

 
Specific Issues 
 
5. As in previous years the overwhelming majority of external examiners reported that 

standards are appropriate. 
 
 
Participation in the Process 
 
6. Most external examiners expressed high levels of 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.  
Encouragingly, a smaller number than in previous years commented that their 
untimely and late appointment had limited their involvement in the moderation 
process, particularly with regard to the prior moderation of examination and 
coursework schemes or that they were not afforded sufficient time to view work prior 
to the Board of Examiners’ meeting.  However, the fault does not always lie with the 
University.  There was one incident, in relation to the BA (Hons) Marketing 
programme, where the incumbent’s contract had to be terminated following his failure 
to undertake his moderation duties in defiance of the University’s request for him to 
provide personal information to comply with UKBA verification requirements.  Some 
reports also continue to provide evidence of instances where coursework schema are 
not approved in advance and, less commonly, instances in which coursework has not 
been made available at all to external examiners for moderation. 

 
 A small number of external examiners bemoaned their active involvement (or 

perceived lack of it) in Boards of Examiners’ meetings, preferring that the University 
delegates responsibility for making recommendations for awards to the preliminary or 
departmental meetings, thereby removing the requirement for externals to attend 
subsequent meetings with representatives of the University (PgD/MSc Geographic 
Information Systems). 
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 Several examiners also felt that they should be afforded (temporary) access to web 
materials [BSc (Hons) Interactive Multimedia]; PgD/MSc Geographic Information 
Systems; BSc Construction Engineering and Management) as is common practice 
elsewhere to assist with their moderation duties. 

 
 Given the increased emphasis on oral individual/group presentations in assessment 

and marking schema, particularly at postgraduate level, some concerns (PgD/MSc 
Sports Management) were raised about the validity and veracity of the external 
moderation undertaken given the absence of tangible evidence of the student work.  
This should be considered further by course teams. 

 
Assessment 
 
7. 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 
viz written examinations, class tests, essays, case studies, practicals, reflective logs, 
reports, artefacts, presentations etc.  In this regard particular praise was directed by 
Professor Lachlan MacKinnon [BSc (Hons) Interactive Multimedia] at Dr Peter 
Nichol’s assessment and feedback tool as being an exemplar                                                                                                                                                          
‘best practice model that should be reported and disseminated within the academic 
community’.  Contrary to the University’s results published in the NSS the externals 
generally commented highly favourably on the quality of the feedback provided to 
students with the notable exception of the BSc (Hons) Construction Engineering and 
Management.  However, the need for the development of more explicit assessment 
criteria within the 70+ range to allow for greater discrimination was noted [BA (Hons) 
Construction Engineering].  However, in virtually all of these citations, reference was 
also invariably made to a small number of modules where there was considerable 
scope for improvement in this regard and in which dissemination of best practice was 
to be encouraged.  Other recurring themes were the extent to which students were 
being over-assessed (Social Work Practice Based placements, Health Informatics, 
Culinary Arts and Hospitality. 

 
 Whilst the University operates a policy to ensure the anonymity of examination 

scripts during the marking process, a number of externals also stated their 
preference that this practice should be extended to include all coursework 
assessments. 

 
 The University encourages the use of group work but feedback from some externals 

(and students’ views included in their reports) reiterate previous findings with regard 
to its assessment, especially where a single group mark was given [(BA Business 
Studies P/T (Colleges); BSc/MSc Property Investment and Development]. 

 
 Whilst oral examinations continue to form part of the normal assessment strategy for 

a module or course, viva voce examinations are discretionary and are used to reach 
decisions on individual (borderline) candidates, or to confirm the general judgement 
on appropriateness and consistency of marking standards.  This latter rationale has 
been questioned [PgD/MSc Geographic Information Systems] given its potential to 
introduce unfairness since there is a danger that the student who is interviewed is 
treated differently from those who are not.  In light of this and the fact that the current 
practice pertains in the main to students within the Faculty of Life and Health 
Sciences, it might be useful to review the University’s guidance on the use of vivas. 

 
The University has procedures for dealing with alleged offences in connection with 
cheating and plagiarism and the reports confirm that these are being appropriately 
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applied in the small number of reported cases.  However, several externals 
[PgCert/Dip Health Informatics] support continued access to, and deployment by 
students of the plagiarism electronic detection software system, Turnitin. 
 

Marking Standards 
 
8. Marking standards were generally considered to be appropriate.  There were a few  

exceptions eg PgDip/MSc Counselling and Therapeutic Communication, Education  
and Health Informatics, Business Studies (Colleges), Culinary Arts and Hospitality.  
Others noted, inter alia, minor inconsistencies in marking, variable standards and 
occasionally, and a tendency to generous marking. 
 
A number of externals exhorted internal markers to use the full range of marks, 
particularly at the upper end.  Others commented that the lack of statistical 
information available (Business Studies, Nursing, Built Environment) meant that 
robust judgements on the internal comparability of standards was necessary limited. 
 

HE in FE 
 
9. As with the University’s main provision marking standards were generally considered 

to be appropriate with a few exceptions (See 8 above).  In the main these relate to 
the procedures for cross-moderation of student work, an over-emphasis on group 
assessment, and some reported instances of generous marking. 

 
 Several examiners highlighted the lack of administrative support for 

programme/course directors, the need for enhanced library resources at certain 
locations, the lack of academic leadership and problems associated with poor course 
management and organisation as a result of staffing changes.  The lack of 
progression opportunities for Foundation degree students (Fine and Applied Arts) 
was also commented upon. 

 
As in previous years’ reports, a recurring theme of the University’s validated provision 
was the excellent student support arrangements provided to students including the 
provision of study skills and pastoral support, particularly to mature students on 
University validated Access programmes. 
 

Quality, Learning and Comparability 
 
10. In a number of instances externals noted that courses were amongst the best they 

were aware of and many praised the course teams and individual module 
coordinators for innovation, pastoral support, and their high level of professionalism.  
Several also commented that there was clear evidence that the curriculum and its 
pedagogy was scholarship-informed, and where appropriate, research-informed. 

 
 Several externals highlighted once again the need to provide students with additional 

support and guidance in relation to referencing, presentation and writing skills.  In 
some areas attention was drawn to the perceived (in)adequacy of the resources 
including staffing provision (Built Environment, Creative Technologies, Journalism, 
Art and Design, Education, Nursing).  Similar comments were made in respect of a 
number of these areas in previous year’s 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. 

 
 Opportunities for WBL and placement were highly commended as it was felt that a 

number of programmes clearly contributed to the employability of graduates.  Some 
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concerns were also raised in relation to the increased prevalence of unpaid 
placements (Sports Studies), inadequate student preparation for placement and the 
need for enhanced 3-way, employer-student-university communications. 

 
Administration 
 
11. The majority of examiners praised the administrative arrangements, particularly those 

that involved the course directors facilitating the preparations for Boards of 
Examiners.  As in previous years there were some complaints received about the 
timely payment of expenses and poor communications regarding the scheduling of 
Board of Examiners’ meetings, but in the main, examiners are very appreciative of 
the support provided to them and the hospitality rendered. 

 
 
Concluding Remarks 
 
12. 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 referred to above, and 
in these instances closure on all the substantive issues raised by the externals must 
be addressed by the relevant course/subject teams and/or University line 
management. 

 
 
Recommendations 
 
1. Faculties should ensure that External Examiner Nominations are made on a timely 

basis and that nominations accord with the expectations and criteria as set out in 
Chapter B7 of the QAA Quality Code for Higher Education. 

 
2. Course/Subject Directors (with effect from the 2012/13 academic session) to ensure 

that the full text of the external examiner’s report (redacted only to remove personal 
data) together with the Course Team’s response is discussed with student 
representatives and uploaded onto their course support area in Bb Learn. 

 
3. Deputy Director (Student Administration and Registry) to give further consideration to 

the range (and presentation) of quantitative data to be routinely provided to external 
examiners to support their evaluation of student performance. 

 
4. Director of Access and Distributed Learning should revisit recommendation in respect 

of external examiners’ access to the University’s VLE for the purposes of 
commenting on the quality of the learning opportunities available to students. 

 
5. Course/Subject Directors and module coordinators should ensure that both course 

and module learning resources and literature, signpost students in a relevant and 
structured way to the Skills plus online diagnostic and support resources.     

 
6. University to review its guidance on the use of viva voce examinations to provide 

greater clarity and consistency with regard to those situations where the viva has a 
useful role to play. 


