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External Examiners Internal Audit Report 2015/16 
 

 

Recommended Action 
 
Senate is asked to note the report. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Summary 

 
The attached paper provides an overview of the Final Internal Audit Report for 
External Examining Appointments and Reporting 2016/16. 

 
One action required. 
 
 

 
Publication: Open 



 

FINAL INTERNAL AUDIT REPORT 2015/16 
EXTERNAL EXAMINING APPOINTMENTS AND REPORTING 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Opinion and Recommendation Classification 
 

A Substantial level of assurance can be given to the adequacy and effectiveness of External Examining 
Appointments and Reporting systems of internal control at the time of our audit and limited to the scope. 
Substantial assurance is defined as, “While there is a basically a sound system, there are weaknesses 
which put some of the system objectives at risk, and/or there is evidence that the level of non-compliance 
with some of the controls may put some of the system objectives at risk”. 

 
 

As a result of our audit, the following recommendations have been raised. 
 
 

Recommendation Type Number 
Priority One - 
Priority Two 4 
Priority Three - 

 
 
 

Audit Sponsor: Professor David Bolton 



INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 External Examiners play a critical role in supporting the maintenance of academic standards and 
overseeing the assessment process. The University appoints External Examiners for all provision 
that leads to its award, including activity delivered through validation and partnership1. 

 
1.2 University policy concerning External Examiners is contained in the University's Senate Regulation 

19.4 which states that for each programme there shall be an External Examiner who shall take an 
overview of the Programme. There may be additional External Examiners appointed to cover 
particular academic areas within a programme as determined by the appropriate Board of Studies2. 

 
1.3 External Examiners are appointed for an initial period not exceeding four years and may serve for 

no more than five consecutive years. Appointments are made by Senate following nomination by the 
relevant Boards of Studies or (for validated provision) Course Boards. Senate has delegated this 
function to the University Education and Student Committee. 

 
1.4 External Examiners are drawn from such institutions, industry and professions as befit the particular 

programme content in order to provide for appropriate scrutiny3. 
 

1.5 Student & Academic Services works with the Schools and coordinates the management of External 
Examiners. It reports to the Deputy Vice-Chancellor and provides support to Schools, the University 
Executive Team, academic leads and partner institutions in the strategic development and 
assurance of the quality of education awarded by the University4. 

 
1.6 Within Student & Academic Services, responsibility for external examining falls within the Quality & 

Academic Development Team led by the Assistant Director (Quality and Academic Development) 
and includes the following areas: 
• Oversight of operations; 
• Appointments & payments; 
• Induction; and 
• Review of reports. 

 
1.7 At School level, the Boards of Studies responsibilities include5: 

• Timely nomination of External Examiners for both new and continuing programmes; 
• Approving recommendations for External Examiner appointments and fees 
• Approving responses to External Examiners’ annual reports. 

 
1.8 The External Examiner’s Guide for Taught Programmes6 is the primary document for providing 

External Examiners with assistance in their role and responsibilities, and supplements the 
University’s policies on external examining for taught programmes. 

 
1.9 The University’s policies, procedures and guidance for external examining are based on the 

principles set out in Chapter B7 of the Quality Assurance Agency’s UK Quality Code for Higher 
Education. The code was published in 2011 with minor updates in 2015 and a major review is 
anticipated within the next year. 

 
 
 
 
 

1   http://www.city.ac.uk/about/education/quality-manual/7-external-examining 
2 http://www.city.ac.uk/   data/assets/word_doc/0003/69249/s19.docx 
3 http://www.city.ac.uk/   data/assets/pdf_file/0004/68917/appointment_of_extermal_examiners.pdf 
4  http://www.city.ac.uk/about/education/academic-services 
5 http://www.city.ac.uk/ data/assets/pdf_file/0004/68917/appointment_of_extermal_examiners.pdf and 
http://www.city.ac.uk/  data/assets/pdf_file/0005/68936/consideration_of_external_examiners.pdf 
6 http://www.city.ac.uk/   data/assets/pdf_file/0007/68956/exex_guide.pdf 

http://www.city.ac.uk/about/education/quality-manual/7-external-examining
http://www.city.ac.uk/__data/assets/word_doc/0003/69249/s19.docx
http://www.city.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/68917/appointment_of_extermal_examiners.pdf
http://www.city.ac.uk/about/education/academic-services
http://www.city.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/68917/appointment_of_extermal_examiners.pdf
http://www.city.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/68936/consideration_of_external_examiners.pdf
http://www.city.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/68956/exex_guide.pdf


1.10 The last Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) Review took place in the autumn of 2012, with the final 
report being published in January 2013. The method for Higher Education Review has now changed 
– the sector is awaiting the detail of the revised operating model for quality assessment. 

 
1.11 It is important to note that external examining relies heavily on principles of professional co-operation 

and shared professional interest. External Examiners receive fees but the greater emphasis is on 
non-financial incentives such as the opportunity to build collaborative links or keep abreast of subject 
developments. 

 
AUDIT SCOPE AND APPROACH 

 
2.1 The audit approach was to develop an assessment of risks and management controls operating within 

each area of the scope. The audit included the following areas: 
 

• Policies and procedures; 
• Nominations and appointments; 
• Induction and briefing; and 
• Reporting. 

 
2.2 The audit focussed on External Examiners for taught programmes, and did not cover External 

Examiners for research programmes. 
 

2.3 The audit approach was an assessment of the operational effectiveness of the controls as set out in 
the External Examiner’s Guide for Taught Programmes, within each area of the scope. 

 
2.4 The audit tested controls in relation to a sample of external examining appointments drawn from all 

five Schools. 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
3.1 Areas of Good Practice Identified 

 
• Policies, Procedures and Guidance – Documented policies, procedures and guidance are easily 

accessible on the University website. Materials provided include core external examining polices, the 
relevant Senate Regulation and “the External Examiner’s Guide for Taught Programmes” as a key 
source of reference for stakeholders. The website also includes slides from the most recent induction 
session and links to relevant sector guidance. 

• Student & Academic Services Attending Boards of Studies – The audit found that within the past 
academic year members of Student & Academic Services have attended Boards of Studies meetings 
at City Law School, the School of Health Sciences and the School of Mathematics, Computer Science 
and Engineering. . 

• Database – Staff in Student & Academic Services maintain a database of External Examiners and 
use this to monitor appointments and identify when new External Examiners will be needed. 

• Appointment & Reappointment Forms (EE1) – Of a sample of 15 recent External Examiner 
appointments all had an EE1 form completed and signed by the respective Chair of the Board of 
Studies. 

• Curriculum Vitae – Of a sample of 15 recent External Examiner appointments all had a copy of their 
CV attached to the EE1 form. 

• Appointment Packs – Of a sample of 15 recent External Examiner appointments all had been sent 
a formal appointment letter and a pack of key documents along with links to web-based guidance. 

• Induction and Briefing – Of a sample of 15 recently appointed External Examiners all were invited 
to attend an induction session followed by a briefing from School staff. 

• Induction Monitoring – Student & Academic Services maintain a spreadsheet of External Examiner 
induction and use this to monitor attendance. External Examiners who are unable to attend an 
induction are advised of subsequent induction dates. 



• Annual Report Form – External Examiners are provided with a template form for their annual report 
which can be submitted electronically (or in hard copy in exceptional circumstances). The form sets 
out key questions and helps to ensure reports cover all of the appropriate areas. 

• Annual Report Review – Of a sample of 14 Annual Reports received by Student & Academic 
Services, all had been read, reviewed and annotated by a member of the team. Staff use a database 
to record and classify report content, identifying areas of good practice, strengths and items which 
require a formal response. 

 
3.2 Key Issues Identified 

 
• Chair’s Action – The audit found that, due to time pressures, recommendations for five out of fifteen 

recent external examiner appointments were approved by Chair’s Action rather than at a Board of 
Studies meeting. 

• Acceptance Forms – It was identified that of fifteen recently appointed external examiners, one had 
not returned formal acceptance of the appointment and another had returned the form after 
commencing work. 

• Board of Studies Oversight of External Examiner Reports and School Responses – The audit 
found that the Board of Studies for Arts and Social Sciences had not formally approved the School’s 
responses to two External Examiner reports. 

• Monitoring and follow up of overdue reports – The audit identified that nine reports of a sample of 
fifteen were submitted late and one had not been submitted at all. However the audit found only limited 
evidence of follow up activity for four of the late reports. 



Detailed Recommendations 
 
 

4.1 Appointment by Chair’s Action 
Rationale 
The University policy on the Appointment of External Examiners states that Boards of Studies are 
responsible for recommending external examiners for appointment by Senate. The appointment form 
states that approval of appointments by Chair’s Action is not normally permitted. 
The audit examined the appointment of fifteen external examiners from 2014/15 onwards. Six 
appointments were approved by Chair’s Action rather than consideration at a Board of Studies 
meeting. In discussion it was determined that this happens due to the need to make appointments 
promptly and the gaps between Boards of Studies’ meetings. A solution has been proposed by 
management of allowing Boards to consider proposed appointments by circulation with a deadline 
for members to offer their comments. 
The practice of approving External Examiner through Chair’s Action is not consistent with University 
policy and creates the risk that appointments are made without taking sufficient account of differing 
perspectives across the School. 
Recommendation Priority 
Proposed external examiner appointments should be 
subject to agreement by the Board of Studies, through 
circulation if necessary, rather than by Chair’s Action. 

 
Two 

Management Response 
 
Proposals for External Examiner nominations can be received at any time during the academic year 
and may not always be received at the right time to be included with Board of Studies papers for a 
scheduled meeting.  Whilst consideration of nominations at a Board of Studies meeting is the 
default process, it is proposed that Boards of Studies may be permitted to consider External 
Examiner nominations by circulation if paperwork is received too early or late for a scheduled Board 
meeting. This will enable Board of Studies members to consider an External Examiner nomination 
form, CV and rationale, provide comments and feedback to the Chair and identify any conflicts of 
interest within a reasonable timeframe.  A copy of the email trail from the Board of Studies 
members offering comments will also be retained with the External Examiner’s appointment 
documentation, as evidence of the approval process. Nominations approved by circulation would 
then be reported at the next Board of Studies meeting. 

 
This approach has been approved by the Deputy Vice Chancellor and relevant documentation will 
be updated accordingly for 2016/17. 

Target 
Date 

New process to commence with 
immediate effect August 2016. 

 
Updating of documentation and 
dissemination to stakeholders 
September 2016. 

Responsibility Assistant Registrar 
(Quality)/Development Support 
Officer 

 
Quality and Academic 
Development Team 



 
4.2 Acceptance Forms 
Rationale 
External Examiners are asked to sign and return a form confirming acceptance of their appointment 
with the University and the associated terms and conditions. This acceptance should be obtained 
before Examiners start work for the University. 
The audit found that of a sample of fifteen recently appointed External Examiners, one had not 
returned a signed acceptance form and another had returned the form after commencing work. 
Without signed acceptance of the External Examiner role there are risks of differing expectations and 
disputes over terms and conditions. The University may be relying on individuals who no longer wish 
or expect to serve as External Examiners and External Examiners may not have adequate information 
about the terms of their appointment. It is noted however that payments are not made to External 
Examiners without this form since it includes the Examiner’s bank details. 
Recommendation Priority 
Student & Academic Services should monitor the return 
of signed acceptance forms and issue reminders where 
necessary. 

 
Two 

Management Response 
 
The Acceptance Forms are now being issued electronically via email to External Examiners upon 
appointment, as well as being provided by post. A copy of the form has also been included in the 
External Examining section of the University website at: 

 
http://www.city.ac.uk/about/education/quality-manual/7-external-examining#tab=tab-3. 

 
Student & Academic Services will continue to prompt newly appointed External Examiners until the 
Acceptance Form is completed and returned. The contract letter template will also be updated to 
emphasise the requirement for the completed form before the External Examiner commences work 
in order to confirm the appointment. 

Target 
Date 

New process to commence with 
immediate effect August 2016. 

Responsibility Development Support Officer 
 
Quality and Academic 
Development Team 

http://www.city.ac.uk/about/education/quality-manual/7-external-examining#tab%3Dtab-3


4.3 Board of Studies’ Oversight of External Examiners’ Reports and Formal 
School Responses 

Rationale 
Boards of Studies have delegated authority from Senate for the maintenance of academic standards 
and quality within their academic subject area. Senate Regulation 3 attributes to the Boards of Studies 
a specific duty to review External Examiner reports and draft responses from Programme 
Committees. This responsibility is also reflected in University policy on External Examiner reporting. 
The audit identified two reports submitted in June and July 2015 for the School of Arts and Social 
Sciences which have not been included on the Board of Studies agenda. Responses have been 
provided to the Examiners concerned and these have been copied to Student & Academic Services. 
However there is no evidence that the Board has reviewed the reports and formally approved the 
responses. 
The issuing of responses to External Examiners without review by the Board of Studies is inconsistent 
with Senate Regulations and University policy. There is a risk that responses are issued which do not 
adequately address an examiner’s feedback and reflect poorly on the School and Institution. In 
addition there may be missed opportunities to disseminate useful feedback to the School. 
Recommendation Priority 
Boards of Studies should be reminded of their 
responsibility to oversee external examiner reports and 
formally approve responses on behalf of the School. In 
addition School staff should be asked to confirm that this 
approval has taken place when forwarding copies of 
responses to Student & Academic Services. 

 
 
 

Two 

Management Response 
 
It is proposed that a coversheet is introduced to capture the following information: 
• The date of submission of the annual report by the External Examiner to Student & Academic 

Services 
• The date the annotated report was sent to the School 
• The date of the Board of Studies meeting where the response to the annual report was 

considered 
• A copy of the Board of Studies minute confirming the issues raised by the External Examiner 

have been adequately addressed and considered 
• The date that the response to the report was issued to Student & Academic Services 

 
This will enable Schools and Student & Academic Services to monitor the approvals of responses 
to annotated annual reports. 

Target 
Date 

To be implemented from 
2016/17 

Responsibility Development Support Officer 
 
Quality and Academic 
Development Team 



4.4 Monitoring and follow up of overdue reports 
Rationale 
External Examiners are expected to submit an annual report within two weeks of the relevant 
Assessment Board. Timely submission of annual reports is important to ensure feedback is properly 
recorded and addressed and can inform Annual Programme Evaluations. The University’s guide for 
External Examiners states that a reminder will be issued to Examiners who have not submitted their 
reports on time. 
Student & Academic Services receives and logs examiner reports and maintains a database to track 
submissions. The database includes space for notes which can be used to record follow up activity 
for overdue reports. The audit identified nine late and one outstanding submission for a sample of 
fifteen External Examiners but found only the following examples of follow-up action: 

• Two of the ten external examiners were included in a generic reminder e-mail sent on 21 
August 2015, 8 weeks after the due date. The database was annotated to show this reminder 
had been sent. 

• Two other examiners were included in a similar generic reminder e-mail in March 2016. The 
issue of this reminder was not recorded in the database. 

In discussion it was determined that overdue reports are often referred to Schools’ staff to follow up 
but this step is not reflected in the tracking database. 
There is a risk that a lack of timely action to encourage the submission of outstanding report leads to 
longer delays than necessary in receiving feedback. This may impact on effective implementation of 
the University’s quality assurance processes and adherence to Quality Assurance Agency 
requirements. 
Recommendation Priority 
Student & Academic Service should note follow up 
activity in the tracking database including referral to 
Schools’ staff. This information should then be used to 
prompt additional action if necessary where reports 
remain outstanding. 

 
 

Two 

Management Response 
 
The External Examiner database for 2015-16 and 2016-17 now includes formatting that highlights 
the relevant field if an annual report has not been submitted within two weeks of the Assessment 
Board. This enables Student & Academic Services to identify overdue reports and prompts the 
Development Support Officer to take action in liaison with the School and monitor progress. 
Additional comments can also be added to the ‘Notes’ column in the database. 

Target 
Date 

To be implemented from August 
2016 

Responsibility Development Support Officer 
 
Quality and Academic 
Development Team 



Appendix 1 – Assurance Definitions and Priority Levels 
 
 
In order to assist management in using our reports: 

a) We categorise our opinions according to our assessment of the controls in place and the level of 
compliance with these controls. 

 

Full 
Assurance 

There is a sound system of control designed to achieve the system objectives and 
the controls are being consistently applied. 

Substantial 
Assurance 

While there is a basically sound system, there are weaknesses which put some of 
the system objectives at risk, and/or there is evidence that the level of non- 
compliance with some of the controls may put some of the system objectives at risk. 

Limited 
Assurance 

Weaknesses in the system of controls are such as to put the system objectives at 
risk, and/or the level of non-compliance puts the system objectives at risk. 

No 
Assurance 

Control is generally weak, leaving the system open to significant error or abuse, 
and/or significant non-compliance with basic controls leaves the system open to error 
or abuse. 

 
 

b) We categorise our recommendations according to their level of priority. 
 

Priority 1 Critical business risk not being adequately addressed; weaknesses in key business 
control; substantial non-conformance with regulations and accepted standards. 

Priority 2 Important business issues to be addressed; improvement area; inadequate risk 
identification or reduction; non-conformance with regulations. 

Priority 3 Minor non-conformances with the business management system; other business 
issues to be addressed, good working practices. 
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