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Internal Audit Report: Assessment Board Controls 

 
Summary 
 
The purpose of this paper is to inform Senate of the recent Internal Audit of Assessment Board 
Controls. A substantial level of assurance was given to the adequacy and effectiveness of the 
system of internal control in respect of Assessment Boards.  
 
Senate is asked to receive and comment on the report.  
 
One action required. 
 
 
Recommended Action 
 
Senate is asked to receive and comment on the enclosed report.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Publication:  Open  
 
 



 
 

 

FINAL INTERNAL AUDIT REPORT 
ASSESSMENT BOARDS 

 

 

 

Opinion and Recommendation Classification 

 

A Substantial level of assurance can be given to the adequacy and effectiveness of the system of internal control 
in respect of Assessment Boards at the time of our audit and limited to the scope. Substantial assurance is 
defined as “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”. 

 

 

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

 

 

 

Recommendation Type Number 
Priority One - 
Priority Two 6 
Priority Three 4 

 

 

 

Audit Sponsor: Professor Bolton 
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INTRODUCTION 

2.1 The assessment of learning is integral to the University's commitment to provide high quality education 
and to demonstrating the academic standards of awards made in the University’s name. 

2.2 Assessment Boards are sub-committees of Senate and are responsible for making formal 
recommendations on student progression and award based on the marks achieved by students. Each 
Board is chaired by a senior member of University staff and receives input from both internal and 
external examiners.  

2.3 The Senate Assessment Regulations provide the rules through which Assessment Boards operate and 
apply their decision-making responsibilities.   

2.4 Student and Academic Services acts on behalf of Senate to oversee the operation of Assessment Boards 
and provide guidance and advice on applying these Regulations. 

2.5 There are currently around 200 Assessment Boards annually across the University covering each 
programme or group of programmes.  

2.6 A major review of Assessment Boards was undertaken in 2011 overseen by Senate. Following that 
review revisions have been made to assessment regulations and guidance and Student and Academic 
Services provide a periodic report on Assessment Board operations. 

AUDIT SCOPE AND APPROACH 

2.7 The audit approach was an assessment of key management controls operating within each area of the 
scope. 

2.8 The audit scope included the following areas: 

• Assessment Board structure and composition; 
• Meeting preparation and execution; 
• Internal and external examiner input; 
• Record and disclosure of assessment results;  
• and Extenuating circumstances 

2.9 In the context of these areas the audit also considered linkages between Assessment Boards and Boards 
of Studies and the mechanisms by which Senate receives assurance and recommendations made in the 
2011 Review of Assessment Boards. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

3.1 Areas of Good Practice Identified 

• General Oversight – Student and Academic Services carry out an annual review with representatives 
attending a sample of Assessment Boards across the Institution. This work which is reported to Senate, 
provides assurance regarding Assessment Board practice, enables inconsistencies and exceptions to be 
identified and addressed and facilitates the dissemination of good practice.   

• Composition and Structure: Regulations and Guidance – Regulations and guidance clearly describe Board 
membership requirements and the composition and remit of sub-committees- Preliminary Boards, 
Interim Panels, Extenuating Circumstances and Academic Misconduct panels.  

• Composition and Structure: Board Chairs – Each Assessment Board reviewed was chaired by a senior 
member of University staff with the appointment approved by Senate. This measure helps to ensure 
Assessment Boards operate efficiently and in accordance with University and Programme Regulations. 



• Meeting Preparation and Execution: Guidance – There is written guidance for Assessment Boards 
explaining how meetings should be scheduled, how the Board should operate and the information to be 
provided to members before meetings.  

• External Examiner Input: Attendance or written feedback – Most of the Boards reviewed had External 
Examiners present or received written comments which were considered. The Assessment Regulations 
provide External Examiners with alternative reporting routes to Senate through Student and Academic 
Services to raise any unresolved concerns. 

• External Examiner Input: Reporting – External Examiners are asked to provide an annual written report 
to the University. This provides additional assurance over the assessment and Assessment Board 
processes. Staff in Student and Academic Services review the reports to identify issues needing a 
response and areas of good practice.  Reports are then considered and responded to by the relevant 
School.  

• Record and Disclosure of Results: Double checking of Assessment Board reports – The audit confirmed 
that Schools have appropriate and established practices for double checking the accuracy of student 
results in the Assessment Board reports. 

• Extenuating Circumstances: Guidance to Students – There is clear and easily accessible guidance for 
students explaining University policy on Extenuating Circumstances, how to make claims, how these will 
be assessed and the likely outcome of a successful claim. 

3.2 Key Issues Identified 

• Composition and Structure:  Representation from External Examiners – The audit found that a Board 
which made recommendations on student progress had no external representation either through 
examiner attendance or written comments. (Optometry part 1)  

• Meeting Preparation and Execution: Consideration of Anonymised Results – There are  varied practices 
with some Boards committed to entirely anonymous marking and others not using it at all. 

• Meeting Preparation and Execution: Papers for Assessment Board Members – The audit found 
variations in the materials circulated to members of different Assessment Boards. Examples include 
reporting from Extenuating Circumstances and Academic Misconduct Panels, guidance on programme 
assessment regulations and notification of student debtors. These variations have implications for the 
sufficiency of information members have ahead of meetings. Inconsistencies in reporting from the Panels 
may also result in ambiguity regarding decision making responsibilities and variations in how University 
Regulations and Policy are applied.  

• Extenuating Circumstances: Explaining Decisions –Schools maintain records of Extenuating 
Circumstances claims and Panel decisions. However there are inconsistencies in documenting the reason 
for accepting or rejecting a claim with explanations provided for some but not all claims.  This could make 
it difficult to demonstrate that students have been treated equitably and in accordance with University 
Regulations and policy.  

• Composition and Structure: Voting Members – The Assessment Boards for MSc Investment Management 
and for BA Journalism included Course or Programme Directors as voting members. The Assessment 
Regulations state that Programme Directors should not be voting members of Assessment Boards unless 
they also hold one of the voting member roles, for example, Internal Examiner. Papers for these two 
Boards did not show how the Course or Programme Directors met this requirement.  

• Composition and Structure: Board of Studies Confirmation – The Boards of Studies for Health and SMCSE 
approve Chairs and Deputy Chairs but do not confirm wider membership of the Assessment Boards as 
indicated in the Assessment Regulations. 

• Meeting Preparation and Execution: Declaring Conflicts of Interest – The audit found that Assessment 
Board minutes for nine of the ten programmes reviewed included confirmation that declarations had 
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been requested. The Assessment Board for MSc Organisational Psychology included this item in the 
agenda but the minutes made no reference to the item being covered in the meeting 

• Meeting Preparation and Execution: Evidence of the decision making process – For all Boards reviewed 
there were formal minutes documenting decisions made but some of these contain little or no reference 
to the Board’s discussion making it difficult to determine the level of challenge and review and to 
understand how decisions were made.  

• Meeting Preparation and Execution: Use of University template agendas– The agendas for the Law LLB 
Assessment Board do not use the University template and omit certain items including, Chair's actions, 
Notification of student debtors, and details of the specific decisions to be made regarding student results. 
Minutes indicate that these items have been addressed but there is a risk of tasks being overlooked if 
they are not on the agenda. 

• Meeting Preparation and Execution: Student debtors – Minutes for the Board for Commercial Law LLM 
stated that because of OFT guidance, results could not be withheld from students, even if there were 
unpaid fees. This concern was not found in minutes for other Boards suggesting that there may be some 
confusion and variation in how the University Regulations are applied. 

• Composition and Structure: Training for Chairs – There is currently no formal induction or training for 
Assessment Board Chairs as recommended in the Review of Assessment Boards reported to Senate in 
2011. The requirement for training has been highlighted as a finding following the annual Assessment 
Board review by Student and Academic Services. Management have agreed an action to provide briefings 
to all Chairs before the 2014/15 Boards. In view of the action already agreed no further recommendation 
has been raised in this report. 



4 Detailed Recommendations 

4.1 Assessment Board Composition: External Examiners 

Rationale  

The University Assessment Regulations set out requirements for the composition of Assessment Boards and 
state that "An External Examiner is normally required to be present at meetings of an Assessment Board.  If, 
in exceptional circumstances, the External Examiner cannot attend, the recommendations of the Board 
shall stand.  In such circumstances, the views of the External Examiner shall be sought in advance and, if 
received, shall be reported to the Board." 

The audit found that Assessment Boards for nine of the ten programmes reviewed adhered to this 
requirement. However the Board for part 1 of the BSc Optometry programme had no external examiner 
members either attending or providing written feedback. Minutes indicate that this Board approved 
student marks and progression, tasks which the University Assessment Regulations assign to a full 
Assessment Board with representation from external examiners.   

There is a risk of a loss of credibility and confidence in decision making where Assessment Boards do not 
adhere to University requirements for external examiner input. 

Recommendation Priority 

Assessment Boards which make recommendations on 
student progress between parts of a programme should be 
attended by or include input from the external examiner for 
that programme. If an external examiner cannot attend and 
has not provided their views this should be clearly recorded 
in the Board minutes. 

Two 

Management Response 

The Assessment Board Guidance reflects this requirement. This particular instance will be followed up with 
the relevant School by Student and Academic Services.  More generally, all Schools will be reminded of the 
need for representation from External Examiners at Assessment Boards, or written feedback if they are 
unable to attend, through the Assessment Board briefing sessions for Chairs and Secretaries being delivered 
in May and June 2015.  These sessions will run on an annual basis. 

 

Practice in this area will be reviewed as part of the sampling of Assessment Boards undertaken by Student 
and Academic Services and the outcome will be reported to Senate in December 2015. 

Target 
Date 

December 2015 Responsibility Helen Fitch 
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4.2 Meeting Preparation and Execution: Consideration of Anonymised Results 

Rationale  

The Assessment Regulations encourage Boards to consider student results anonymously to reduce the risk 
of actual or perceived bias in decision making.   

The audit found that of eight programmes reviewed, only three were considered anonymously by the 
relevant Assessment Board.  

There is therefore an increased risk of actual or perceived bias in decision making on the grounds of 
characteristics that can be determined by name, such as gender or nationality. This could undermine 
confidence in the integrity and fairness of assessment decisions and damage the University's reputation. 

Recommendation Priority 

Assessment Boards should consider marks anonymously 
where possible to ensure decision making is consistent and 
fair. 

Two 

Management Response 

Currently the Assessment Regulations encourage rather than require Assessment Boards to consider results 
anonymously. As part of a review of the Assessment Regulations that is already in progress, Education and 
Student Committee agreed at its meeting in March 2015 that the Regulations should be amended from 
2015/16 to require anonymous consideration of marks.  Senate approval will be sought for this change in 
July 2015 and, if approved, it will be implemented from 2015/16.  Prior to formal approval, Education and 
Student Committee agreed that Boards operating for the remainder of 2014/15 should consider results 
anonymously, where possible, and this is being followed up with Schools. 

Target 
Date 

September 2015 Responsibility Alison Edridge, Helen Fitch 

 
  



4.3 Meeting Preparation and Execution: Papers for Assessment Board Members 

Rationale  

The Guidance for Assessment Boards document describes a set of items that should be included in papers 
circulated to Assessment Board members before a meeting.  This list ensures Board members have all of 
the information relevant to their role, and are able to prepare for and contribute effectively to decision 
making.  

The audit found that all Boards reviewed received papers including a formal agenda, minutes of the last 
meeting, and details of Chair’s actions and the spreadsheet of student results. However there were 
variations in other papers, particularly the reports from Extenuating Circumstances and Academic 
Misconduct Panels, guidance on programme assessment regulations and details of students with unpaid 
fees. Some Boards received a separate report detailing cases considered and the Panel's conclusion whilst 
other Boards received the Panel recommendations as annotations within the spreadsheets of student 
results. Some Boards reviewed included written guidance on the programme assessment regulations within 
circulated papers whilst others received a hard copy for reference at the meeting or only a verbal 
explanation. Similarly there were differences in the reporting of student debts with some Board members 
receiving a summary with papers and others being notified verbally within the meeting. 

There are risks that variations in the information circulated to Assessment Board members may limit the 
ability of members to prepare effectively for meetings and may result in aspects of the Board's role being 
overlooked. There are also risks of inequitable treatment of students where some Boards receive more 
detailed reporting than others, for example, concerning extenuating circumstances claims.    

Recommendation Priority 

Assessment Board Secretaries should be reminded of the 
guidance and the need to ensure papers cover the elements 
listed. Where there is nothing to report under a particular 
item the agenda should clearly state this to demonstrate 
that none of the Board's responsibilities have been omitted 
or overlooked.  

In addition clarification should be provided concerning 
reports from the Extenuating Circumstances Panel to the 
Assessment Board. This should ensure that the information 
provided to the Assessment Board is appropriate and not 
excessive or likely to expose a student to undue bias. 

Two 

Management Response 

Assessment Board Secretaries will be reminded of the guidance of the list of items to be circulated to 
Assessment Boards via the Assessment Board briefing sessions for Chairs and Secretaries taking place in 
May and June 2015.  The format and level of information to be provided to Assessment Boards on reports 
from Extenuating Circumstances Panels will also be discussed with Schools as part of the review of EC Panel 
Guidance (see response to recommendation 4.4). 
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Practice in this area will be reviewed as part of the sampling of Assessment Boards undertaken by Student 
and Academic Services and the outcome will be reported to Senate in December 2015. 

Target 
Date 

December 2015 Responsibility Helen Fitch 

  



4.4 Extenuating Circumstances: Explaining Decisions 

Rationale  

The decisions and recommendations of the Extenuating Circumstances Panel should be documented with 
some explanation of the rationale for accepting or rejecting a claim. This ensures there is evidence that the 
Panel has acted fairly and in accordance with the University Assessment Regulations and Extenuating 
Circumstances policy and that the University can defend its decisions.  

The audit found that Schools maintain records of Extenuating Circumstances claims and Panel decisions. 
However there are inconsistencies in documenting the reason for accepting or rejecting a claim with 
explanations provided for some but not all claims.   

There is a risk to the University's reputation if decisions to accept or reject claims of extenuating 
circumstances cannot subsequently be explained. A lack of explanation with decisions may make it difficult 
to demonstrate that student claims are treated equitably and in accordance with University Regulations 
and policy. 

Recommendation Priority 

Records of the decisions made by Extenuating 
Circumstances Panels should include a brief explanation of 
the grounds for accepting or rejecting a claim. 

Two 

Management Response 

Education and Student Committee is overseeing work to improve the guidance available to Extenuating 
Circumstances Panels and this is due to be completed during 2015/16.  In advance of that, supplementary 
guidance will be provided to Schools about documenting decisions of EC Panels. 

Target 
Date 

December 2015 Responsibility Helen Fitch 
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4.5 Assessment Board Composition: Board of Studies Confirmation 

Rationale  

The University Assessment Regulations state that "The membership of the Assessment Board shall be 
confirmed annually by the relevant Board of Studies".  

The Audit found that Boards of Studies approve the Chairs and Deputy Chairs annually but that the Boards 
for the Boards for the School of Arts and Social Sciences, the School of Health Sciences and the School of 
Mathematics, Computer Science and Engineering do not confirm wider membership of their Assessment 
Boards.  

There is a risk that departures from University policy on Assessment Board composition may remain 
unacknowledged and unchallenged. Non-compliance with composition requirements may result in Boards 
that are unbalanced or inefficient and may undermine the credibility of assessment decision making. 

Recommendation Priority 

Boards of Studies should confirm Assessment Board 
membership each year as well as recommending Chairs and 
Deputy Chairs for approval by Senate. 

Two 

Management Response 

Student and Academic Services will work with Schools to ensure that Assessment Board membership is 
confirmed by Boards of Studies in the autumn term from 2015/16 alongside recommendations on 
Chairs/Deputy Chairs.  The schedule of reports for Boards of Studies will be amended to reflect this 
requirement. 

Target 
Date 

December 2015 Responsibility Alison Edridge 

 
  



4.6 Assessment Board Composition: Voting Members   

Rationale  

The University Assessment Regulations identify roles eligible for voting membership of an Assessment 
Board. These state that Programme Directors can attend Assessment Boards but cannot be voting members 
unless they also hold one of the eligible roles such as Internal Examiner or Head of Department.  

The audit found that agendas and minutes for the MSc Investment Management and BA Journalism 
Assessment Boards included Course or Programme Directors as voting members without confirming their 
status as internal examiners and therefore the basis for their membership.   

There is a risk that Assessment Boards are perceived as not conforming to the University Assessment 
Regulations for membership and this may reduce confidence in the quality of Board decision making.  

Recommendation Priority 

Assessment Board minutes should clearly show how voting 
members meet the requirements in the regulations. 

Three 

Management Response 

Student and Academic Services will follow up on these two instances with the relevant Schools.  More 
generally, all Schools will be reminded of the regulations for voting membership via the Assessment Board 
briefing sessions for Chairs and Secretaries taking place in May and June 2015.  The requirements will also 
be clarified in guidance and template minutes. 

 

Practice in this area will be reviewed as part of the sampling of Assessment Boards undertaken by Student 
and Academic Services and the outcome will be reported to Senate in December 2015. 

Target 
Date 

December 2015 Responsibility Helen Fitch 
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4.7 Meeting Preparation and Execution: Declaring Conflicts of Interest 

Rationale  

University template agendas and minutes for Assessment Boards include an item requiring members to 
declare any conflicts of interest. This creates a clear record that the Assessment Board has sought to 
operate fairly and without bias.  

The audit found that Assessment Board minutes for nine of the ten programmes reviewed included 
confirmation that declarations had been requested. The Assessment Board for MSc Organisational 
Psychology included this item in the agenda but the minutes made no reference to the item being covered 
in the meeting.   

If conflicts of interest exist and are not declared there is a risk of actual or perceived bias in decision making 
and damage to the University's reputation. If the request for conflicts to be declared is not recorded in 
minutes there is a risk that the Assessment Board is perceived as not complying with the Regulations or 
best practice. 

Recommendation Priority 

The declaration of any conflicts of interest or confirmation 
that there are none should take place at every Assessment 
Board and be clearly recorded in the minutes. 

Three 

Management Response 

Student and Academic Services will follow up on the particular instance where declarations of conflicts of 
interest where not present in the minutes with the relevant School.  More generally, Schools will be 
reminded of this requirement during Assessment Board briefing sessions for Chairs and Secretaries in May 
and June 2015. 

 

Practice in this area will be reviewed as part of the sampling of Assessment Boards undertaken by Student 
and Academic Services and the outcome will be reported to Senate in December 2015. 

Target 
Date 

December 2015 Responsibility Helen Fitch 

 

  



 
4.8 Meeting Preparation and Execution: Evidencing the Decision Making Process  

Rationale  

Minutes should provide a record of an Assessment Board's activity so that anyone not present at the 
meeting can understand decisions made. 

All minutes reviewed during the audit provide a clear record of decisions made by the Assessment Board. 
However some minutes only record the decision with no reference to the preceding Board discussion.  

It is appropriate that minutes are succinct and easy to follow. However without a record of discussion there 
is a risk that Boards are unable to demonstrate adherence to University regulations and best practice. In 
addition it may be more difficult to defend decisions that are subsequently challenged by examiners, 
students or others. 

Recommendation Priority 

Assessment Board minutes should record key discussion 
points as well as decisions made. 

Three 

Management Response 

This will be covered in the briefing sessions for Assessment Board Chairs and Secretaries in May and June 
2015.  Guidance for Assessment Boards will also be updated to clarify the requirement to provide a clear 
record of discussions. 

 

Practice in this area will be reviewed as part of the sampling of Assessment Boards undertaken by Student 
and Academic Services and the outcome will be reported to Senate in December 2015. 

Target 
Date 

December 2015 Responsibility Helen Fitch 

 
  

14 
 



4.9 Meeting Preparation and Execution: Use of Standard Templates 

Rationale  

The University Guidance for Assessment Boards states that standard templates should be used for all 
Assessment Board meeting agendas and minutes. These templates include all key elements of the 
Assessment Board's business with an indication of what the Board is to do and help to ensure consistency 
in the decision making process.   

The audit found that of ten Assessment Boards reviewed, nine used the University template agenda and 
minutes. In one of these nine cases the agenda omitted the item for external examiner input although the 
minutes show that this item took place. The Law LLB Assessment Board uses School rather than University 
templates and these omit some elements included in the standard template. Specifically, the agenda for 
the Law LLB Assessment Board omits items confirming approved membership and reporting Chair's actions, 
student debtors, Academic Misconduct or Appeals Panel cases. There is no description of the specific 
decisions to be made regarding student results or reference to any statistical analysis or the authorisation 
of spreadsheets (the Board Reports).  

There is a risk that items omitted from the agenda may be overlooked and the Assessment Board may omit 
key elements of the decision making process.  

Recommendation Priority 

Assessment Board agendas and minutes should be include 
all of the items included within the standard template. 

Three 

Management Response 

Student and Academic Services will follow up with the City Law School on the agenda and minutes 
requirements for the LLB Assessment Board.  All Schools will be reminded of the standard templates as part 
of the briefing sessions for Assessment Board Chairs and Secretaries in May and June 2015. 

 

Practice in this area will be reviewed as part of the sampling of Assessment Boards undertaken by Student 
and Academic Services and the outcome will be reported to Senate in December 2015. 

Target 
Date 

December 2015 Responsibility Helen Fitch 

 
  



4.10 Meeting Preparation and Execution: Student Debtors 

Rationale  

The University Assessment Regulations state that results, transcripts and awards will not be provided to any 
student with unpaid tuition fees. This measure helps to ensure the University recovers all income due to it.  

During the audit it was noted that, in accordance with Office of Fair Trading guidance, the University can 
apply this regulation in respect of outstanding tuition fees but not for other types of debt (for example, 
library fines). However the minutes for one Assessment Board reviewed state that "the University would no 
longer be preventing students progressing or graduating due to outstanding debts because of the new OFT 
guidance" with no qualification to show that this only relates to non-tuition fee debt.   

There is a risk of inequitable treatment of students with unpaid tuition fees. If students are allowed to 
progress or graduate with unpaid tuition fees there is further risk that the University may lose income it is 
legally entitled to.   

Recommendation Priority 

Assessment Boards should be provided with guidance 
clarifying the OFT requirements and the distinction between 
tuition and non-tuition fee debt. 

Three 

Management Response 

The Assessment Board guidance was updated and circulated to Schools in 2013/14 to reflect the OFT 
requirements and that this related to non-tuition fee debt.  

 

Schools will be reminded of the requirements and distinction between tuition and non-tuition fee debt 
during the briefing sessions for Assessment Board Chairs and Secretaries.  The agenda template will be 
amended to clarify the distinction. 

 

Practice in this area will be reviewed as part of the sampling of Assessment Boards undertaken by Student 
and Academic Services and the outcome will be reported to Senate in December 2015. 

Target 
Date 

December 2015 Responsibility Helen Fitch 
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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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