External examiner discussion list summary 6: The function of the external examiner revisited, from an example.  Linked to the minimum requirements for external examiner.
This discussion began from a reported experience, a case study in effect, on which the contributor sought opinions. Overall, there were 15 contributions.

A distinct point, regarding the qualifications that should be asked of external examiners, was made early on and promoted some brisk discussion on this matter, which is here reported separately.

Features of the case study

· The University in question puts a lot of power in the external examiner’s hands – on paper, at least – demanding their objective input into marking, procedural matters, moderation and many areas of provision.

· In particular, it asks the external examiner to be the final arbiter.

· During a long assessment period, this external examiner was expected to respond to the marking of numerous scripts.

· He worked to the course team’s criteria and objectives although they would not have been his own choice.

· He formulated and provided detailed explanations of his judgements based upon the criteria and learning objectives of the programme.

· He disagreed with some internal marking, but few of his recommendations were taken up.

· Discussions of the differences were non-confrontational.

· In most cases no narratives were offered to justify internal marking, and remarking; nor was there any attempt to engage with the detailed mapping of performance against criteria which the external examiner had offered.

· This external examiner recognises the possibility that he might have missed some details of context, or that his judgement may be skewed.

· It was put to this external examiner that there were a series of contexts of which he was unaware.  When he asked if they were “essentially saying that he was not qualified in any way to make the reports he had done on the marking”, the answer was affirmative! (Editor’s exclamation mark)

The external examiner concerned asked mailbase colleagues to share experiences of the tensions between being requested to form an objective view on the application of the institution’s criteria, and the resistance that is met when recommendations, however small, are met.

A reminder of the main view from Summary 4

· The job of the external is to check standards and the following of procedures as set out, to ensure that the overall marking is consistent and appropriate to the level.  This is to be done as someone independent of the institution, who is thus able to comment on the overall fairness of procedure, the integrity of assessment modes and the assuredness of an equitable approach to students.

· Many institutions nowadays prescribe externals being involved in, and commenting upon, judgements in individual cases. 

Reactions to the case study from mailbase colleagues

· We need to agree clear ground rules for what we are and are not supposed and able to do for the host institution, and keep revisiting these during tenure. 

· “It sounds pretty dire that in no cases were narratives offered to defend the ‘stet’ marks……….. how can colleagues justify disagreement without written argument?”
· This appears to be one of the institutions, identified in earlier discussions as a minority, which asks external examiners to confirm individual grades or referee between internal examiners, rather than moderate the standards of sets of marks or grades.  

· The majority practice – of looking at the quality of the assessment - is to be preferred.

· Any outstanding issues between internal and external examiners should be resolved before the exam board meets.

· We need to remain as “critical friends”, causing reflection and debate on the programmes we visit, and sharing best practice and new ideas in as many directions as we are able.

· “I hope X has shared his concerns with the VC of the relevant institution.”
· Fails may be more difficult to handle than high success grades, as fails can tend to come with more ‘contact baggage”.

Associated topic:  Qualifications of external examiners.

Views here are listed with an indication of numbers supporting them.

· There should be a much more formal system of moderation at university level (2).  This should involve appointees taken from an UK register, who must satisfy certain requirements before being listed (1). 

· This contributor began by instancing a PhD as a minimal qualification, and extended the field by suggesting external examiners from overseas.  He then argued for having carried out research to the level at which you are examining, and suggested a Master’s with 30 articles in peer reviewed journals (1). 

· “Evaluating student performance in a teaching and learning context as well as applying standards of quality assurance has ‘nowt’ to do with the submission of articles, no matter how meritorious that specific deed is.” (1)

· Raise the entry requirements for external examiners, and then train them thoroughly. (1 – repeated, then supported by another)

· It is very important to reach a better level of agreement over the boundaries/parameters of the experience required. (1) The key is in a dialogue of this kind, rather than “tinkering with titles”. (1)

· Cannot see how a PhD automatically conveys some sort of extra credence in the external examiner task. (4)

· “It’s more about demonstrations of currency, theoretical and practical applications in the subject area, etc.” (1)

· If every examiner had to have a PhD, we’d never get one for my subject domain (1).

· Subject knowledge plus experience with assessment and award procedures is the key to sound appointments (1).

· The key must be networks of external examiners, who know to ask questions, and what these questions are (1).

· “Universities must not be given the whole say in who does the external examiner job in situ.  What would the All Blacks say if we picked an English/Welsh/Irish ref for the three tests against the Lions?” (1)

· Scrap the system, in favour of beefed up internal academic audit departments (1).

· Cost surely rules out many external examiners from abroad? (1)
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