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SCUDD focus group on Standards in External Examining

Digest of the report (pp.2-12)

a.) External Examiners and standards (pp.2-6)

The group considered the material offered and the questions raised on three areas of consideration as regards standards: 1.) Benchmarking standards from personal experience 2.) Benchmarking standards against institutional parameters, and 3.) Benchmarking standards against external parameters. The group felt broadly that an understanding of what represents good practice is established within and by the communities of expertise within which the external examiners gain experience and across which they participate in the further definition and communication of standards through the functions and obligations of the role of external examiner. A greater premium, therefore, was held in personal experience and the dialogue over standards was considered most appropriately held in concert with the practitioners and professionals at the institutions by which the examiners might be employed.
b.) The External Examiners’ relationship with specific awarded grades, or cohorts of grades, with regard to benchmarks (pp.7-8)

A tension was recognized in the expectations upon an external examiner between offering both an overview of the application of assessment practice locally, and considering that practice within broader, national perspectives. The group recognized a difficulty in defining national standards outside of our participation in the various communities of practice that work together to evolve the definition ‘good practice’ within the discipline, and considered the complexities arising from assumptions that all Institutions operate on a series of differential ‘level playing fields’. Given these thoughts, the group reflected upon the meaning of a “benchmark” and the role of benchmarks in the contemplation of local and national standards, as regards the work of an external examiner.
c.) Training for External examiners (p.9)

The group favoured a QAA/PALATINE model of discipline-specific training if such training addressed the mapping of quality assurance against local procedures, expectations and identities.

d.) Assessment of practice (p.10)

The group considered the subject-specific demands upon external examiners of witnessing practical work, and associated issues of facilities and provision that might impact upon ‘standards’ and variation in practice.

e.) External Examiners and Practice-Based PhDs (p.11)

The group considered that a need to appoint external examiners earlier than with traditional PhD examining procedures, with a view to witnessing practice, was useful and potentially essential to the examination of Practice-Based PhDs
a.) External Examiners and standards

1.) Benchmarking standards from personal experience

The focus group considered the types of personal experience that we draw upon when considering the standard of student performance in both written and practical assessments.
Experience of how students perform in your own modules & programmes.
Experience of decisions and judgements made by internal examination boards

Experience of viewing student work as part of quality assurance monitoring and review

We all agreed these three formed an important role in the development of each individual’s assessment sensitivities. The first perhaps is key. It represents the greatest part of our experience of assessment, a set of reference points built up over the entire career, possibly in a number of HEIs, in interaction with colleagues and varied sets of local criteria, responding to varied constituencies of students and varied collections of module combinations.

Experience of acting as an external examiner on previous occasions also had an evident impact upon one’s work as an External Examiner, partly in that such experience participates in one’s awareness of the comparative achievements of different constituencies of students.
Other experience that we considered important included informal conversations with colleagues from other institutions, including discussions on jiscmail lists (in our community, the SCUDD list, with over 700 subscribers, is a quite vital organ of communication); festivals of student work; continuing contact with graduates and their developing work; experience of the work of other emergent and established artists; being assessed oneself as a student (and memories of assessment tasks, assessment and feedback received) and one’s own relationship with one’s ongoing learning processes; comments and feedback from external examiners to the programmes for which we act as internal; conference and symposium presentations at which pedagogy, assessment and student work is discussed.
As regards assessment of practical work, the extent to which one engages in instances of preparing for performance, creating performance and performing inevitably frames part of our understanding of the processes and practices that we are called upon to assess. Rather than employing personal experience as notional benchmarks, it offers general frames of reference: what is potentially involved in the creation of new material, what processes might lead to an effective performance, how complex are the processes employed and how difficult to implement. 
The focus group considered the question of whether the inevitable (as we agreed it was) incorporation of personal experiences, as described above, leads to subjective responses to assessment. We considered whether it was appropriate or not to infer that a subjective response is a flawed one. As clarified above, personal experience can only be gained within the forums and structures informed and shaped by local/national sources of benchmarking/quality assurance. In other words, personal experience cannot be gained outside of the ‘Communities of Practice’ within which the benchmarks that inform that experience are formed. It was recognised that, in the performance arts, experience outside the academy is free of the benchmarking structures applied within the academy (except to the degree that professional measurements of quality are folded into the modes of assessing achievement within the academy). A distinction was therefore drawn between sets of criteria that define benchmarks for assessing achievement, and the awareness that one brings to assessment (which is both informed by, but which also informs, the structure of those criteria). The group recognised that, as individuals, our personal experience is formed within ‘Communities of Practice’ which inevitably and beneficially involve a.) the transferring and sharing of knowledge through a variety of formal and informal channels across local, regional and national communities b.) the development of skills and experience as a result of such transference and sharing which is concomitant with opportunities to influence the definition of the body of knowledge at the centre of those communities and c.) the consequent development of local solutions to local problems by the local community.  
2.) Benchmarking standards against institutional parameters

The focus group considered the types of information and evidence we require to judge the standard of student performance?

We all considered Programme specifications important documentation for the External Examiner. In most of our experiences, this documentation is given early in the relationship with the new institution, and it is useful in how it assists in getting a picture of the standards and expectations set locally. We took ‘Programme’ to refer to the overall degree, but expressed the preference, as external examiners, for such documentation to include details of individual modules, as well as a ‘map’ of how modules work against or towards one other. Where not offered, some of us might request a module or course specifications document, in order to see what the aims and intended learning outcomes are for each module, and the modes of assessment used. The context of the work being assessed and the marking criteria set by the institution or department are crucial tools.
The group were more ambivalent about the need to see question papers, some not requiring to see them, others always doing so when possible. Different institutions anyway expect different engagement with question papers from Externals (some require comment, others do not). The group felt that their relevance was contextualised in relation to assessment (considering how students had actually responded to the questions), though we recognised that an External might have useful thoughts to offer on the correspondence between the questions set and the module learning outcomes. 

The group did not find, in their experience, that they had ever made use of, nor would appreciate seeing model answers or worked examples. In the case where students might be given these, and such documents might therefore have an impact upon their own work, it might prove necessary to see them.

There are very few traditional sit-down exams in our discipline, and consequently few of us have seen examination scripts as Externals, though where they were taken, the response would conform with that below for coursework assignments, which the group, unanimously, stated were of crucial importance to the role of the External Examiner. Ordinarily, we would expect to see a sample of materials across range of achievements, and of course the type and extent of any sample and range is often defined in the regulations concerning Externals’ duties in Institutional documentation. We would also prefer to see this material in the context of the full cohort’s list of grades.
The group considered that both the institutional assessment guidelines and the departmental assessment/marking/grading criteria (as essentially complementary sets of documentation) were central to the focus for any discussions about assessment. There are sometimes more specific grading criteria for different modules (that supplement rather than replace institutional/department criteria) and it is crucial, the group felt, for an External to be conversant with such matters. An understanding of the context in which a piece of assessed work (written or performed) has been set - in regard to the course, the module and the institution – was considered highly important. Often assignment briefs are important in clarifying issues around assessment in terms of the External’s evaluation of quality and standards. Importantly, if there is any dialogue to be held about contested marks between Internal and External examiners, it is not about the mark itself, but about the application of criteria and the process by which that mark has been arrived at. The group expressed some concern, from experience, that in some cases, this documentation is not always disseminated as well as it might be among the students.
The group agreed that information on disability and mitigating circumstances was crucial, where available and relevant, and that the External should be made aware of such procedures at least to ensure that there is an institutional policy and that the policy is operating effectively at a departmental level. 

We felt that statistical data on the performance of the current cohort was useful but not crucial. Often, such data can reveal anomalies that highlight areas that might merit further scrutiny. Statistical data on the performance of previous cohorts was something we were less inclined to consider of real use as whilst such data might prove enlightening, it might prove equally misleading. Some in the group expressed a willingness to be guided by the hosts in considering the applicability/relevance of this information, and therefore such data might represent a tool to focus concentration on successes or weaknesses in course structures (a module that repeatedly sees under-achieving cohorts might be structurally problematic – in its modes of delivery or assessment).
The group stressed no significant importance on being able to see the reports of previous external examiners, though nobody thought that being permitted or requested to do so would be problematic.  As a gauge of the previous professional relationship between External Examiner and department, the document is of use in the first year of appointment. Often a dialogue with the assessing team over their perceptions of/responses to the concerns of previous externals can be productive.
The level of debate in examination boards was considered to be crucial to the role of the External Examiner, and often, in our collective experience, has proved to be one of the most valuable aspects of the current External Examiner system. We considered the role of the External to be an observer of debates – rather than automatically a participant in them - and be able to offer a meta-level of scrutiny. This is not easy to sustain if, for example, the External is requested to mediate a grade or grades. More and more frequently, there seems now to be an expectation that all relevant debate will have occurred prior to the exam board. In many cases debate is not only not encouraged but not allowed within Institutional regulations. In such cases, we prefer a model that permits, where practical, the External to be involved in (or observing) a meeting of module/programme staff, prior to exam boards, where grades are negotiated and discussed, possibly during assessment periods for live work. The function of the Exam board, and the externals’ role within it, ought to centre on the requirement to ensure that student assessment has been fair and appropriate and that standards have been maintained. This opportunity can also be important for determining what sort of assistance the department might require from an External in terms of helping to negotiate with the broader institution over the provision of materials, issues relating to staffing levels, etc.
The focus group compiled a list of other evidence and information that we consider of use in the processes of External Examining: 
i) Sampling practical work live, and viewing recorded documentation of practical work and observe its assessment.
ii) Feedback given to students, in relation to the marks awarded.
iii) Clear information in advance about what is expected of the External, in relation to the local regulations regarding External Examiners – so, for example, is the External being asked to moderate, sample, blind mark or to resolve discrepancies.
iv) Other information is provided by engaging in a dialogue with tutors. This can be very helpful in clarifying issues, problems, future course/Programme developments etc. The gathering of information is not all paper-based. Time allocated to informal discussions can be highly beneficial.
v) Meetings with students can provide an informative view of their own relationship with the assessment, the aims and objectives of the module in question, and their understanding of the criteria that are being applied to their achievements.
3.) Benchmarking standards against external parameters

Considering the range of external parameters offered as tools for the External Examiner, the view of the focus group was that it was rare that any of these were employed. Experienced External Examiners might never have used any, nor sought to, nor not considered them as particularly valuable.

The focus group considered subject benchmarks to be of little or limited value in judging the standard of the award. However, the group recognised a duty to be aware of those benchmarks, and certainly to be conversant with them if they are invoked in dialogues between the institution, the internal assessors and the External Examiner. The subject benchmarks within our own discipline are usefully broad and generic and, as such, do not serve as any rigid basis upon which to construct specific classifications, for example. The group believed that it is important that any Higher Education Institution clearly articulates purpose and expectation, offering students and all assessors coherent, clear and detailed specifications concerning the parameters of each specific module and detailed criteria for assessment. The work of the benchmarking panel and its statement has helped the subject area to more clearly articulate and frame its programme and module ambitions - and thereby retain individuality and distinctiveness within an increasingly homogenised sector. This is the group’s view of the utility and relevance of subject benchmarks: they act as facilitators of useful variety and difference in provision, not frameworks for the standardisation of approaches to pedagogy or assessment. As such, they can only be tangential to the concerns of an External Examiner, who operates within a local situation (albeit a situation informed by, and informing, those benchmarks). Consequently, the local programme specifications were found more useful for External Examiners, in a general sense (and as discussed above in Section 2) to assist in getting a sense of local intention and articulation of objectives. 

As regards professional body requirements, the group did not specifically find these an aid to judging the standard of the student award, except in certain very specific cases, where the setting of technical standards was pertinent to the assessment of material.
None of the group had used the TQI web-site on external examining or HESA statistics to get an indication on the standards of award and student performance across the sector. Consequently, none of the group felt that it would be particularly useful to use TQI and HESA data and information if it was more readily available. The fear that the integration of such data into assessment protocols might tend to produce a normative approach to assessment was articulated. The group felt a duty to the subject area to resist measuring performance and achievement at one Higher Education Institution against another. For this to be effective and realistically achievable, there would have to be comparability of provision. The consequent driving logic towards a national curriculum within HE subjects is not to be welcomed. The group therefore believed that an emphasis on local parameters, generated within the broad frameworks of the subject benchmarks that define the ambitions of the field, was the most crucial objective of the External Examiner.

The other external parameters employed by members of the group in reaching decisions on standards included the kinds of experiences already noted in section 1.): i.e. experience from working at or acting as External Examiner at other institutions, experience of practice at one’s at own institution; knowledge of professional practice in the field from own engagement in profession; experience as an invited specialist on validation panels
b.) The External Examiners’ relationship with specific awarded grades, or cohorts of grades, with regard to benchmarks

It is currently rare that an external examiner is in the position of awarding a mark, though he/she might be asked or required, in some institutions, to act as the moderator between two internal judgements. Where an External Examiner disagrees with an internal mark he/she is usually required to examine the whole cohort of students for the particular assessment task in question. In cases when the External Examiner disagrees with a proposed grade, and his/her opinion lies significantly outside the parameters set for that grade by the internal examiner(s), and when to view the whole cohort of assessment is either infeasible or highly undesirable within the usual timeframes (with very large cohorts, for example), this can be the cause of procedural awkwardness. Where this might occur with some frequency across modules, a set of dialogues over application of criteria becomes necessary. Where no resolution can be agreed to the satisfaction of the External Examiner as regards individual grades, he/she is left with few options to express any residual or material concern.

Some in the focus group expressed unease with being expected, in such and similar circumstances, to act as the bearer and upholder of a set of benchmarks. Nevertheless, the group recognised that External Examiners are explicitly requested to comment upon the comparability of the local awards as against comparable awards from across the national spectrum of HE Institutions. To compound this unease, the form given to External Examiners in many Institutions asks the question of national comparability with only ‘yes’ or ‘no’ options as responses, with no option offered that might qualify or contextualise such a response. Even in the rare situations where an External Examiner has met with the kinds of frustration noted above, he/she may feel obliged to respond in the positive when an inclination to perceive the negative is partially formed though proportionally outweighed by recognition of general ‘good practice’. In such cases, other comments made within the report may be able to address concerns over the definition and application of criteria.

Nevertheless, this unease is a result, in part, of the seemingly conflicting duties of an External Examiner to offer both an overview of the application of assessment practice locally, and consider that practice within broader, national perspectives. Given that, as previously stated, the “focus group considered subject benchmarks of no considerable value in judging the standard of the award”, we felt that it was difficult to define (and consequently apply) national standards outside of our participation in the various communities of practice that work together to evolve the definition ‘good practice’ within the discipline. A seemingly in-built assumption within the External Examining system, rendered visible by the types of question articulated on the various permutations of the External Examiner’s statement form, is that all Institutions operate on something of a ‘level-playing field’, or perhaps a series of differential ‘level playing fields’. We did not think this assumption tenable, given the variation in levels of provision, cohort size, student constituencies, and other factors, across the subject.

This caused us to consider what might be understood as a ‘benchmark’. We understood our own subject benchmarks as primarily “a means for the academic community to describe the nature and characteristics of programmes in a specific subject” but also to “represent general expectations about the standards for the award of qualifications at a given level and articulate the attributes and capabilities that those possessing such qualifications should be able to demonstrate.”
 In this way, the benchmarks which operate within our discipline(s) act as facilitators of statements of identity and objectives, but also capture ‘general expectations’ which, by definition, avoid the kinds of specificity demanded in the scenarios detailed above. And yet, the assumption of a ‘level playing-field’ provides a notional assessment regime within which a benchmark might be considered as something that serves as a specific, coherent standard by which others may be measured or judged (and therefore assumes that such a standard can be obtained and described); or as a standard test or measurement used to compare the performance of similar units (which would require a similarity in provision and delivery across those units, which does not exist); or as a marked point of known measurement from which other measurements may be established (which would obviate development, dialogue and evolution of practice). None of these possible assumptions fitted with either the subject benchmarks as given for our disciplines, or with the fields of our experiences. We did, of course, recognise that External Examiners are expected to consider the qualities of work measured against local criteria (which have been written within the framework of the ‘general expectations’ of the subject benchmarks) but considered that this requirement was necessarily fulfilled ‘locally’ rather than with any significant concern for national standards beyond the provenance of the criteria employed locally.

This notion of the ‘local’ focus of an External Examiner is seemingly corroborated by the relative lack of coherence between institutions in their demands upon External examiners (though some standardisation is evident). Different institutions employ External Examiners differently, and significant workload elements differ in different sets of regulations (whether the External Examiner might act as a moderator of internally generated marks, for example). The template form that External Examiners are required to complete and submit alongside their reports - which requests a confirmation of the comparability of awards - represents in part a standardised approach nationally, but this conflicts in many people’s experience with the manner in which most External Examiners tend to moderate local performance as measured against local aims and objectives and criteria for assessment, as noted above. In this we have a slight friction between HEFCE and the previous TQA models of expectation. The belief (and embodiment in their practice) of the focus group was that an External Examiner appointment provides the opportunity to work with individual institutions in ways informed by their own local aims and objectives, and the manner in which they have described the assessment of those things, as articulated upon validation or subsequent appropriate review. 

c.) Training for External examiners

No-one in the focus group had ever experienced any training, or offer of training, for the role of External examiner. This was seen as anomalous with the current practice of required training schemes for those involved in, for example, staff appraisal across the HE sector. Many of us recognised a need for such training. In addressing this issue, we did not consider that the induction days we had been offered, or required to attend, by employing Institutions constituted ‘training’ of any sort, but instead involved a clarification of local regulations and expectations, and are usually, and understandably, institutionally-generic and heavily weighted towards quality assurance and quality monitoring concerns. The group favoured a QAA/PALATINE model of discipline-specific training if such training addressed the mapping of quality assurance against local procedures, expectations and identities.

d.) Assessment of practice

The group agreed that it was absolutely necessary to witness practical work, in relations both to the application of the criteria applied to the marking of such work but also to issues of facilities and provision, which will vary from institution to institution and may have an influence on the possibilities allowed in relation to the practice.

It can be difficult for an External Examiner to make lengthy visits to see practical work. Different institutions have different requirements and expectations of their External examiners in this regard. Most expect at least one visit to view practical work, many two, and some request three or more such visits, though do not ‘require’ or ‘expect’ as much. Usefully, witnessing practical work can often involve witnessing the work of a whole cohort, facilitating the kinds of energetic discussion permitted within regulations when the external examiner sees the work of a whole assessment cohort. As with written material, the witnessing of a sample of practical assessment is considered acceptable, in that the satisfactory application of criteria is the principle matter under scrutiny. Attendance at live performance events also facilitates the witnessing of discussions amongst the internal examiners, and represents an opportunity to see how the assessment of practical work operates and to monitor how such discussions engage with module objectives, outcomes and the set assessment criteria.

When an External examiner is unable to attend a live assessment, which is not unlikely, the group considered it important to have access to some documentary evidence which would offer access to meaningful information about the work. Video documentation, however technically inept, offers some objective information - external to narratives around given marks - which may then be supplemented from other sources, including marker’s notes, conversation with examiners and students, student journals etc. As such, video archiving was considered a tool of reference which has a specific relationship with the assessment material.  It was recognised that video could not be an expected solution in all cases, and certainly not in some performance styles or genres (applied drama, for example, where the work may take place with participants who cannot be filmed). The group emphasises that video archiving of assessed performance, whilst valuable, acts as ‘insurance’, and cannot replace, or be seen to replace, or treated as replacing the live artefact. There are issues too surrounding the validity of the recording of all the elements which may be being assessed, such as lighting or sound design and operation, FOH or publicity, or even scenic design. Where such assessed elements are not witnessed, and cannot be easily or coherently archived, then access to students’ journals, portfolios and critical appraisals of their own work can prove crucial for the External examiner to make some judgement. It was nevertheless considered possible for an External Examiner to still comment on the parity between sets of internal assessors’ comments upon a performance, and the manner in which criteria are quoted or applied, without necessarily seeing that performance.

The limitations of technical support (principally financial in nature) often involve the simplest and most inadequate means of capturing material from a fixed-point, auto-focussing camera is the current standard. Whilst this is tolerated in the discipline, it is of a standard of documentation that would rarely be tolerated, for example, in many science disciplines. The group considered the possibility of documentation standards that might be developed to suit different kinds of practical work, especially where such documentation itself forms part of the assessment. However, it is crucial that in developing such standards, the requirements for it (technical and otherwise) do not supersede the elements of learning that are the clear objects of assessment, nor restrict the range of objects of learning being offered. 
e.) External Examiners and Practice-Based PhDs
The group considered that external examiners on practice-based PhDs should be required to undertake a single substantial or a series of viewings of the candidate's practice at different points in the registration, in the particular context in which the work has been made. Normally such visits would not exceed one per year of registration following upgrade to PhD registration. Recorded performances will not be considered appropriate for examination purposes unless the specific framework of the medium of capture, technologies or modes of recording performances are pertinent to the cogent demonstration of a research imperative, or in instances where the recorded performance might act as an illustration (appendix) of particular insights or developmental work leading to advanced practical output. Recorded performances will, however, be considered of relevance in informing examiners of the purpose and nature of the original live event which they partially capture. The group considered that it should be necessary to appoint External and Internal Examiners much earlier than is customary for traditionally written PhDs. The process of appointing examiners might begin, for example, upon successful upgrade to PhD registration. 
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