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Institutional overview of External Examiner reports - 2010/11
1. Introduction

This report provides an overview of external examiner reports for the 2010/11 session, identifying themes and recurring recommendations that are worthy of further consideration.  The criterion for the selection of these themes is that they occur in more than one report and across more than one School/Department.  In most cases the themes have only been identified in a handful of reports and so should not be interpreted as evidence of systemic weaknesses.  It should be noted that the overall message within the external examiner reports is very positive, with considerable praise for high standards and excellent quality of provision.  

In total 137 reports were received and reviewed by April 2012.
2. Themes identified in the external examiner reports

1. Marking across the range

Several externals reported a perception that in some subjects there is a reluctance to use the whole range of marks available, especially at the top and bottom ends.  Externals encourage staff to reward the best performers, but also to be harder at the bottom end on weaker candidates.  
A typical comment is:
Assessments are marked in a very narrow banding. Staff should be prepared to use the full range from 0 to 100% rather than 50 to 75%. 

2. Classification boundaries

A number of external examiners commented that clearer guidance in the exercise of discretion in the 3% margin would be beneficial and would help to reduce inconsistency between different programmes’ awards.

The practice of moving the borderline boundary, rather than individual students, comes in for particular comment.  One external summarises the discussion thus:

The practice to move degree classification borderlines rather than considering upgrading individual students who are just below a degree classification boundary remains my strongest criticism of the University’s assessment procedure. The percentages for degree classifications are generally and uniformly accepted, whereas a strong case may be made for an individual student who is just below a boundary. The current practice can also lead to a situation that one student deservedly is moved up but another undeservedly benefits from the moved degree classification boundary.

3. Assessment load

Over assessment was a particular concern of some externals, with several suggesting staff review the assessment load to ensure there is an appropriate balance between summative and formative assessment.  One comments:

there are a large number of discrete summative assignments within some modules and this places a heavy burden of formal assessment upon staff where they may be better able to direct the same time to giving more of the (clearly very good) formative feedback that can enrich the learning experience. This is not to suggest any reduction in content or student effort, but to shift emphasis away from grades to learning. 
4. Student anonymity in assessment
There are several call for the introduction of student anonymity in all assessments, not just examination.  One examiner comments:

There is no reason to delay doing this and it will provide valuable evidence of even-handed treatment of all students.
5. Marking criteria

Some externals identified differences between the grades awarded by first and second markers, with several suggesting that fault may lie in the marking schemes, which in some instances were lacking in detail and clarity.
One external suggests:

This would suggest that further work may be required to ensure that the teams involved in the process are fully aware of the criteria involved and the benchmarks applied in the awarding of grades.  This may require teams to engage in further training and explicit use of marking schemes.  

3. Accolades

The overwhelming majority of reports are very positive about Loughborough University, its staff, students and positive.  The following is a selection of positive comments:

MA English

The standard of feedback is uniformly outstanding, as is the clarity with which feedback is labelled as such to students. Marking standards are more consistent and accurate than at any institution I have previously encountered. Students taking this MA will have experienced a first-rate postgraduate education which will equip them to approach PhD study with real confidence.

BA Graphic Design and Illustration

I have enjoyed my time as external examiner immensely and find myself singing LUSAD’s praises far too often. I feel like a Manchester United fan praising Man City. But there is much to praise, and learn from. I would encourage the course team to become active members of the design education community via the HEA and other outlets and to contribute papers and case studies on the developments and other work as there is much to learn from what happens here.

BA Graphic Design and Illustration at NAFA

I would like to add that I think the collaboration between Loughborough and NAFA with regard to these programmes is a model for others. The high regard international colleagues have for one another and the obvious sense of responsibility that Loughborough has for the students in Singapore are clear. At a time when such collaborations are getting a bad press this is one to shout about.

BA English

I have been particularly impressed by the number of students who have used the modules they have studied as a springboard to doing independent research; at undergraduate level this is very commendable.

Automotive Retail Management Programmes

The reputation of the Professional and Management Development Centre remains very high throughout the automotive industry. Loughborough University continues to be seen as synonymous with best practice and an academic institution well in touch with the industry. 

WEDC MSc, Diploma and Certificate programmes

I have the greatest admiration for the distance learning students, some working under very difficult conditions.  I would also add my admiration for the understanding shown to these students by the staff and the fairness and equity displayed when problems arise.

Manufacturing Engineering and Management and Innovative Manufacturing

There are now relatively few manufacturing engineering courses of this quality and I am confident that it will continue to have a strong impact particularly with the renewed importance of manufacturing to the UK economy.

BSc Social Psychology

My treatment as external examiner for the social psychology programme at Loughborough this year was the best I have experienced in any institution. The policies and procedures adopted by the Social Science Department in general, and the Social Psychology team in particular, were exemplary.

BSc Sociology

My impression of the Sociology team is that they are a strikingly committed and professional group, for whom teaching is very important. It is clear that they give a lot of time to thinking creatively about the content and the form of modules, and this is to be commended.

In the Sociology of Religion module, most of the best essays strikingly made us of sources for empirical evidence such as the UK Census and ARDA, which were accessible through the Learn server. This is an excellent feature of the course and it is important to make sure that such good practice is disseminated amongst colleagues.

BSc Social Psychology

I was particularly impressed by the teaching of research methods – a range of methods are taught in a manner that enables students to engage with material that often is considered dry or technical – a great deal of imagination and diversity of teaching methods are employed to make a success of this area of the curriculum.  This is only one example of an approach that provides support to the students who need encouragement alongside an opportunity for students to stretch themselves where appropriate.

4. Recommendations
The themes indentified in this report cover both guidance / practice of external examining, and broader regulatory issues for the University to consider.  
It is recommended that Academic Standards and Procedures Sub-Committee should consider the broader regulatory issues identified in this report and to disseminate effective practice.
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