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04.204
QAA CODE OF PRACTICE FOR THE ASSURANCE OF ACADEMIC QUALITY AND STANDARDS IN HIGHER EDUCATION: SECTION 4: EXTERNAL EXAMINING


The Committee received a commentary on the University’s position in relation to the recently revised section of the QAA Code of Practice on External Examining (TLC/04/85).


The Committee noted that the updated Code removed ‘guidance’ material and presented precepts and ‘explanations’.  The Chief Executive of the QAA had stated that this should reinforce the message from the QAA that ‘the Agency does not see the Code as a document which is to be complied with unquestioningly.  The Code is a reference document for advice and good practice.’


The Committee also noted that, while the newly updated section was regarded by the QAA as being currently valid, it would not be used for audit/review until September 2005.


The Committee considered the Code and the commentary which indicated aspects of University policy or practice which might not appear immediately to correspond with precepts or explanations.


External Examiners’ Reports


Precept 1: Core Functions

	An institution should ask its external examiners to report on: 

…

(iv)  where appropriate, the comparability of the standards and student achievements with those in some other higher education institutions.



The Committee was satisfied that, although section 7 of the external examiner’s report form, which asked examiners to comment on comparability of standards of the course and its assessment, did not specifically ask about comparability of student achievement, this was integral to section 5 of the report where externals commented on the general quality of student work and whether they were satisfied that it reflected the level of the qualification.

Nomination and Appointment


Intellectual Property

	Good practice … is likely to be achieved when a senior academic body takes responsibility for ensuring that … 

· any potential intellectual property difficulties, such as might arise from the need for commercial confidentiality, are resolved prior to appointment.



Although intellectual property had not been raised as an issue in external examiner appointments to date, the Committee considered that there was potential for difficulties in certain undergraduate and postgraduate programmes.

AGREED:


i)
that where Faculties anticipated possible intellectual property issues they should ensure that these are discussed with prospective external examiners who should be asked to provide formal written consent;


ii)
that this expectation be added to the University’s Code of Practice.


Range of Expertise


The guidance stated that institutions might find it helpful to consider the full range of expertise available across higher education when seeking potential external examiners, as well as from institutions similar to themselves.


The Committee noted that this was current practice already, and it was not necessary to amend the University’s Code to make it explicit.


Documentation

	Institutions typically provide potential external examiners with sufficient documentation to enable both the nominee and the institution to proceed to the approval stage of appointment with a shared understanding of the role. Documents are likely to include some formal agreement between the institution and the examiner, for example a letter of appointment or contract.



The Committee noted that the role was generally discussed with the prospective examiner orally.  It was considered that it would be an unnecessary expectation for Faculties routinely to provide external examiners with documentation prior to their appointment as they were usually experienced examiners, but documentation (eg course document or External Examiner’s Handbook) would be provided if required.


Precept 4: Competence

	Institutions will make every effort to ensure that their external examiners are competent to undertake the responsibilities defined in their contract.

People appointed as external examiners, particularly those with little or no prior experience of the role, will need to be appropriately briefed and inducted... Potential external examiners should receive sufficient information about the role they are being asked to undertake to enable them to make sound decisions about accepting or declining the appointment.



The Committee considered that it was not necessary to make explicit the information which should be provided to potential external examiners with little or no prior experience before appointment.  The expectations would be discussed with them and documentation provided as required.


Precept 5: Premature Termination of Contract

	Institutions typically undertake some or all of the following …

· develop criteria and procedures for the early termination of the contract.



The Committee noted that the University had an explicit process for termination of an external examiner’s contract in the event of the non-submission of the annual report, but that, while a contract might be terminated if an examiner failed to fulfil his/her duties, this was not explicitly stated in the Handbook.


AGREED:
that a sentence be added to the External Examiner’s Handbook to state that termination of contract would be effected on grounds of failure to fulfil duties, including non-attendance at Boards, the provision of false information and failure to produce written reports.


Precept 7: Preparation of External Examiners: Provision of Guidance


The Committee noted that in 2003 the University’s Assessment Handbook was issued to all external examiners.  It was asked to consider whether this document should be provided to all new appointees routinely.


AGREED:
that the Assessment Handbook be issued to all new appointees.


Precept 11: Report

	Reporting requirements will be tailored to the arrangements and needs of the institution, but reports generally comment on: 

…

· the extent to which the external examiner's comments in his/her previous report have been considered and appropriately acted upon;



While noting that external examiners did raise previous comments, if they had not been acted upon, the Committee considered whether the external examiner’s report form should explicitly encourage a view on this matter.


The Chairman reported that he had recently written to Deans regarding the need to respond to external examiners, including explaining why suggestions were not accepted if this were the case.


AGREED:
that the form be revised to address this point explicitly.

25 October 2000
00.24
Section on External Examining (TLC/00/6)
The Sub-Committee on Taught Courses at its meeting on 12 June 2000 had received a commentary on the University’s position against the Precepts and Guidance and authorised its Chairman and the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Teaching and Learning) designate to review the paper and to incorporate appropriate changes into the 2000 edition of the University's External Examiner's Handbook and the University’s Code of Practice for External Examining. 

The Committee endorsed the action taken.  It was noted that in addition to approving draft examination papers, the external examiner was now expected to approve coursework assessment schemes.

AGREED:
that it be recommended to Senate:

i)
that the following sentence be added to the Regulations governing Examinations in Courses of Study, Clause 4:

"The board shall not adjust the marks awarded or progress decisions made by an earlier board, except in accordance with the procedures for the Review of Decisions and the Consideration of Offences in Connection with Examinations and other Forms of Assessment.”

ii)
that the possible period of extension for external examiners be reduced from two years to one year so that the maximum period of appointment becomes five years. 
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