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The UK External Examiner System

There is a shared belief in UK higher education (HE) that external examining is an important, valued, skilled and useful peer review process. It provides impartial advice to institutions to ensure that students are treated fairly, to enable teaching teams to understand their standards better, and to improve the quality of the education which they provide. The process has been systematized in the UK as in few other countries. Over the last fifteen years as higher education has been transformed external examiners have been central to the management of academic risk and the quality assurance of standards in a world of profound and continuous change. External examiners have perhaps been key agents in enabling us to change.

Enhancing Support for 

External Examiners Project

In recognition of their important role and to encourage further development, the Teaching Quality Enhancement Committee (TQEC) argued that: 
· institutions should improve the way they prepare their own staff for external examining, i.e. through an apprenticeship programme for internal examiners;
· there should be improved induction of external examiners by the institution employing their services;
· and a programme of activities should be created by the Higher Education Academy to support institutions and disciplinary communities. 
These proposals were endorsed in the January 2003 White Paper and incorporated into the HEFCE strategic plan. 
Universities UK (UUK) and the Standing Conference of Principals (SCoP) responded by developing an action plan, and invited the Higher Education Academy
 to lead a research and development project aimed at achieving these objectives. 

The collaborative project was undertaken between January and July 2004 and aimed to:

· develop an evidence base which would provide decision-makers with accurate and reliable information about external examining and how external examiners are currently supported by HE institutions;

· develop ideas for how the Higher Education Academy might support external examining and external examiners.

Project Activities

The project focused mainly on taught undergraduate programmes, and on academic external examiners.  It aimed to advance understanding about:

· what external examiners do, and what they think their professional development needs are;

· how course/programme leaders support external examiners and external examining;

· what institutions do to induct and support their external examiners;

· how institutional frameworks for continuing professional development might be used to support external examining;

· the services and activities that the HE Academy might provide to different constituencies. 

These aims were addressed through:

· four commissioned research studies;

· five regional discussion meetings in Edinburgh; Cardiff, Bristol, Hatfield and Manchester;

· a questionnaire survey completed by 48 HE institutions;

· discussions within three Working Groups one of which was a group of external examiners.

Key Findings

External Examiners. The majority of those who gave their views were agreed that:

· the key to effective external examining is being able to transfer accumulated wisdom from one context to another;

· the essential preliminary to successful external examining is a range of relevant teaching experiences;
· academic external examiners are expected to understand the technical, cultural and procedural languages of the discipline, the institution and increasingly the national frameworks for describing and evaluating standards; 
· professional development for external examining is more likely to be met favourably if it is embedded in wider professional development for teaching, and draws on the experience of being a teacher;  
· external examiners often act as external consultants to teaching teams by providing advice and sharing their knowledge of practices elsewhere; 
· there is an historical trend away from the examination of product towards the examination and development of process.
· A significant majority remained to be convinced of the need to change the existing arrangements for induction and support; 
· a significant proportion would prefer to see any model of support as being voluntary;
· a group of HE Academy accreditors generally thought that their development needs would best be met through networking with other external examiners.
Programme Leaders. Four roles were seen for external examiners: as benchmarking agents; as auditors of procedures and processes; as “badly paid consultants”; and in aiding the departmental decision-making by providing an outside perspective. Two key issues were identified: the increasing difficulty of finding good external examiners, and the exclusion from external examining of those who are already heavily committed in the main examination board period.

Regional Discussions. The participants:

· questioned the basic UUK/SCoP premise of the desirability of accrediting institutions’ systems for induction and support of external examiners;

· felt that improvements in current arrangements should be sought within a self-determined, self-regulating collegial framework, rather than an externally imposed regulatory framework;

· observed that there is little research evidence to support the assumption that further investments in inducting external examiners will enhance the performance of the system;

· identified an existing range of approaches to induction, several of which proved popular and were judged effective and appropriate;

· argued that institutions want and need to remain in control of their own arrangements;

· noted that an informal and discursive process of induction through relationships and conversations between peers is currently central to the effective functioning of the system, whereas the emphasis in the TQEC proposals was for more formalized and systemic approaches to induction;

· welcomed the idea of the HE Academy providing a range of brokerage services to help identify external examiners, with voluntary self-registration of existing external examiners and databases of aspiring external examiners; 
· offered little support for registration as a requirement, and for registrants requiring any form of accreditation;
· did not back the creation of a bureaucratic infrastructure to accredit institutional programmes of induction and support; 
· were more supportive of locating induction within a broader self-determined institutional infrastructure for the professional development of teachers, and for these programmes to be recognised through some form of peer review. 
Conclusions

This project has provided insights into external examining as an advanced form of professional practice for learning and teaching. It has identified the types of experiential learning that has traditionally underpinned such practice, and begun to identify the qualities and capabilities necessary for the role.

External examining remains a much valued and useful form of peer review that continues to adapt to a rapidly transforming HE system. There are indications that more radical change in external examining is necessary to fully optimise the benefits and promote the conditions necessary to sustain and develop it. However, project participants indicated a reluctance to engage in more change, particularly if it is imposed without consultation, persuasive argument or evidence of need. 

While external examiners give their time willingly as part of a social contract, there are growing inequities and fees need to reflect more realistically the amount of work involved. The issue of fair remuneration is central to the creation of more favourable conditions for external examining in order to support the developmental agenda. 

Institutions should be encouraged to reflect on and evaluate their own practices in the light of knowledge about the range and impact of approaches that might be used.  An active, research-informed debate should be developed on the experiences necessary to become an external examiner, and the nature of professional development and support for external examining.  

Few institutions have developed an infrastructure which adequately covers the professional development of external examiners. The enhancement of professional development for external examining should, therefore, be integrated with the strategic development of infrastructures to support the wider professional development of HE teachers. An emergent issue is how such frameworks might also support non-academic external examiners drawn from business, industry and the professional world.

Recommendations

Universities and Colleges Representative Bodies should:

· lead the presentation, communication and implementation of the action plan;

· address the issue of improving conditions for external examining.

Higher Education institutions should:

· review, evaluate and increase further the opportunities they provide for developing the professional expertise of all their teaching staff in the practice and principles of assessment;

· review, evaluate and where appropriate develop further their systems for the preparation and support of the people they employ as external examiners.

The Higher Education Academy should support institutions by: 

· developing and implementing a new support and enhancement function for external examining, informed by an appropriate programme of research and enquiry; 

· ensuring that the HE communities are informed of the results of this work and the future role of the Academy in supporting external examining;

· creating a package of activities to help institutions wishing to develop their own programmes of induction and strategies for supporting external examiners;
· supporting subject-based community building through active networking, new communication structures, and events and activities for current and aspiring external examiners; 

· providing a range of brokerage services, for example the provision of external examiner databases, or lists of those who are willing to mentor staff new to the role. 

The Quality Assurance Agency should support the developmental agenda by:

· ensuring that the revised Code of Practice for External Examining is informed by the research undertaken by the HE Academy, and that it supports this action plan;

· continuing to provide information on the operation of the external examiner system and the ways in which institutions prepare and support their external examiners.
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Further information about the project can be found on the project web pages currently hosted by the LTSN Generic Centre but from mid October by the Higher Education Academy.

The project report and suggestions for action can be downloaded from:

http://www.ltsn.ac.uk/genericcentre/index.asp

Working Papers including one on the process of external examining can be downloaded from:
http://www.ltsn.ac.uk/genericcentre/index.asp?id=21236
Research reports can be downloaded from:

http://www.ltsn.ac.uk/genericcentre/index.asp?id=21234
A NETWORK FOR 

EXTERNAL EXAMINERS

The Higher Education Academy is establishing in late September a new JISC email list to facilitate networking and communication between external examiners. Professor John Cowan will be the principal moderator.

You can join the network at:

http://www.ltsn.ac.uk/genericcentre/index.asp?docid=21237

or via JISC

http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/lists/EXTERNAL-EXAMINERS.html

� Previously the Learning & Teaching Support Network (LTSN) and Institute for Learning & Teaching in Higher Education (ILTHE)
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