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External Examining at Northumbria University: An Introductory Guide

Dear External Examiner,

This introductory guide has been produced in response to requests from our examiners, especially those based primarily in practice areas outside of the academic world, for a short guide to Northumbria’s terminology and processes.  Those processes are fully defined in a number of other documents and reference is included here to those.  I hope that this guide will prove useful and would welcome any feedback on ways in which it can be improved.

Ian Shell
Head of Quality Support
Ian.Shell@northumbria.ac.uk 
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Basic Information:

· The main documents referred to here (ARNA, Examiners’ Handbook, Guidelines for Good Assessment Practice) are linked from  http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/assess/
· Other key documents for External Examiners, including expenses details and report templates are available from our External Examiner page http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/assess/exex/
· The Academic Calendar, with key dates, is at http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/spa/dates/
1.
Modules and Programmes: Northumbria’s Modular Structure

· Northumbria introduced its modular structure in 1994.  It has evolved since and closely aligns with QAA’s Framework for Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ) and with the Higher Education Credit Framework for England 
· The modular structure is defined in the document The Modular Framework for Northumbria Awards (MFNA) (http://www.northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/approval/framework/).  All Northumbria programmes must conform to MFNA unless variation is approved on behalf of the University’s Student Learning and Experience Committee; variations normally relate to professional body requirements.  MFNA defines the awards that Northumbria may use (eg BA (Hons), MA, MBA, PhD).  New awards must be approved by the University’s Academic Board (its highest academic authority).
1.1
Modules: Basic Definition:

Programmes of study are divided into units of learning (modules).  Each module has specified learning outcomes and a specified volume of credit at one level only.  Modules can also stand alone as coherent credit bearing learning experiences in their own right for which credit is awarded. (MFNA 2.3)
1.2
Module and Award Levels

The levels used at Northumbria (in line with the FHEQ) are:
Level 3 – Foundation certificate level – offered in some areas as entry route to degrees

Level 4 – first year undergraduate (certificate of higher education level)
Level 5 – second year undergraduate (foundation degree level)
Level 6 – third year undergraduate (honours degree level)
Level 7 – Master’s degrees
Level 8 – Doctoral degrees
Guidance on expectations of student performance at each level can be found in our Guidelines for Good Assessment Practice (http://northumbria.ac.uk/static/worddocuments/ardocs/ggap.doc) 
1.3
Module Sizes and Credit

· One credit is intended to equate to 10 hours work for the average student 

· In a standard full-time academic year (2 semesters), a student will study 120 credits

· The norm for module size at Northumbria is 20 credits; the minimum module size is 10 credits; the maximum is 60 credits except for the dissertation on a MRes degree which can be up to 90 credits

· To avoid excessive fragmentation of learning, the number of 10 credit modules allowed in a programme is limited – normally no more than four 10 credit modules in a 120 credit level
· Modules can be semester-long or year-long.  Assessment is completed by the end of the module

· The number and level of credits required for each award is defined in MFNA table 2.  For example, an honours degree requires 360 credits - 120 each at levels 4, 5 and 6

1.4
Module and Programme Specifications
· The content of the module, including its learning outcomes (what the student will be able to do - academic and practical) and form of assessment are defined in the Module Descriptor.  This document is approved through the School approval process for a new module and then should be kept regularly updated.  External Examiners should receive copies of the Module Descriptor for all modules they are responsible for. 

· For each programme, or, where appropriate, each framework of related programmes, a programme specification is produced, showing programme learning outcomes and their mapping to modules, as well as learning and teaching and assessment strategies.  External Examiners should receive this for all programmes they are responsible for.
1.5
Collaborative Programmes
Northumbria engages in a large number of collaborations with other organisations to deliver its programmes.  These may be in the UK or overseas; they may be other educational institutions or corporate or community organisations.  The main types of collaborative venture are:

· Franchise programmes – where a Northumbria programme is delivered at another institution, in the main by the staff of that institution.  Some local variation is allowed but the programme should be largely the same as that delivered here and subject to the same assessment processes
· Validated programmes – where we validate a programme not taught here.  The main examples are the Foundation Degrees taught in local FE Colleges.  We generally expect adherence to our modular structure and assessment regulations

· Articulation Agreements – where the student studies the first part of their award elsewhere and is admitted with advanced standing to finish their award at Northumbria.
Note that the language of tuition and assessment for all Northumbria awards (excepting those in modern languages) is English.  Northumbria’s Collaborative Handbook can be found at http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/cv/.  
2.
Assessment Regulations for Northumbria Awards

All Northumbria taught awards, undergraduate and postgraduate, are governed by a common set of assessment regulations, The Assessment Regulations for Northumbria Awards (ARNA) (http://northumbria.ac.uk/static/worddocuments/ardocs/arna.doc).  NB  ARNA is updated annually at the start of the academic year so care must be taken to use only the current version. 
Variations from ARNA are normally allowed only for professional body requirements and such variations must be approved on behalf of the University’s Student Learning and Experience Committee.  The general principle, to safeguard standards, is that variations should tighten rather than ease ARNA requirements.  ARNA regulations apply equally to collaborative programmes (there may be some exceptions for Validated programmes, but the same principles should apply).
2.1
Pass Mark
ARNA defines the pass mark as 40% for undergraduate modules (up to and including level 6) and 50% for postgraduate modules (level 7).  Any variations to this must be approved on behalf of the University’s Student Learning and Experience Committee.  The pass mark for postgraduate modules was changed from 40% to 50% with effect from 2007/08.
2.2
Progression, Referral and Compensation

Normally all assessment components must be completed and all modules must be passed in order for the student to progress to the next level or receive their award.  Referral opportunities exist in most cases for failed modules, provided that the student has attained a high enough average mark for the level.  In particular cases, failure in some modules can be compensated for by the student’s overall performance.  Requirements vary by award and by level and ARNA must be consulted for the detail.  For final year honours/integrated masters degree students, referral and compensation are dealt with through ‘option to retrieve’ rules.
2.3
Classification of Awards

For honours degrees, classification is on the basis of average mark, either on final year alone, or on a weighted average across level 5 and 6 (40:60) on the following scale:
	First Class Honours
	Average mark of 70% or above

	Second Class Honours, Upper Division
	Average mark of at least 60% but less than 70%

	Second Class Honours, Lower Division
	Average mark of at least 50% but less than 60%

	Third Class Honours
	Average mark of at least 40% but less than 50%


Integrated masters degrees also have honours classifications determined either on the basis of the average mark for level 7 modules, or on a weighted average across levels 6 and 7 (40:60).

Borderline rules also apply; if the average mark is in the borderline zone, the number of credits in each class determines the classification awarded.  NB that these rules are not discretionary.  Commendation and Distinction may be awarded on all taught awards other than honours/integrated masters degrees and BTEC awards.
2.4
Personal and Technical Extenuating Circumstances (PECs and TECs)
· The student may claim for personal extenuating circumstances where their performance may have been affected by medical or other problems of a personal nature.  Claims for PECs are made through the guidance tutor and assessed by a School PECs board.  This makes recommendations to the Examination Board which will consider action to be taken.
· Technical extenuating circumstances apply if the assessment has been disrupted in some way that affects the performance of students involved.  The Examination Board will need to decide, on the basis of evidence, whether marks should be adjusted.

2.5
Plagiarism and other forms of Academic Misconduct
ARNA Appendix 1 specifies the expectation that students adhere to appropriate standards of academic practice, including proper citation and referencing, and indicates that work that fails to do this may be penalised.  More serious cases will fall under the procedures for dealing with academic misconduct.  ARNA Appendix 1 specifies the informal and formal stages that must be followed in such cases.  Where academic misconduct is found, it is for the Examination Board to decide on the penalty; ARNA Appendix 1 provides indicative penalties.
· The TurnitinUK plagiarism detection software is available to staff.  This may be used to screen whole class assignments or for the work of specific students in the context of the academic misconduct process.  We recognise that TurnitinUK may be of more use as a formative tool – allowing students to screen their own work – than as a punitive one. 

3
Assessment Processes
ARNA is supplemented by the Examiners’ Handbook for Taught Awards (http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/assess/).This spells out the processes for setting assignments, marking and moderation, the role of external examiners and of exam boards.
3.1 Setting and Approving of Assessments
· The Chair of the Module exam board has responsibility to ensure that appropriate arrangements are in place to approve assignments and examination papers before they are given to students, and in particular that:

· assignments are aligned with the learning outcomes of the module
· the assignment instructions can be understood by the students
· there is a marking scheme (or criteria for assessment) which will produce marks at an appropriate standard (Examiners’ Handbook)
· The External Examiner should be involved in this process for assessments at level 5 and above; where it is not practical for all assignments to be checked before they are issued to students, this should be discussed with the External

· In setting assessments, care should be taken to ensure that they are at the appropriate level, that the workload is appropriate, and that they do not facilitate plagiarism (see Guidelines for Good Assessment Practice)
3.2 Marking and Internal Moderation

Rules are set out in Appendix A of the Examiners’ Handbook

· The University is committed to anonymous marking in as many summative assessment tasks as is practicable.  However, there are agreed University-wide exemptions to the anonymous marking policy for tasks where it would prove impractical to conceal the student (eg presentations, dissertations/projects).  The School Student Learning and Experience Committee can also agree exemptions on a case-by-case basis.
· Markers may annotate scripts and assignments but they must bear in mind that students have a right of access to all such comments; for this reason, in many parts of the University, comments are put on a separate feedback sheet. 
· From 2008/9, it was agreed that exam scripts would normally be returned to students in line with existing procedures for other types of assessed coursework.  Subject to approval by the School, some exceptions will be permitted, eg for multiple choice (MCQ) format examinations or where professional body requirements  prevent or delay their return
· Internal moderation is normally by second marking of a sample of assessments.  Where this is not appropriate, other forms may be used – see the Examiners’ Handbook.  The standard size for a sample is the square root of the number of students, with a minimum of 6.  Where the module is delivered in several locations (as happens with franchise programmes) then a sample is drawn from each delivery.
3.3
External Moderation

The Module External Examiner should see the same sample as has been internally moderated.  The role of the external examiner is to assure the University that the standards for the module are appropriate.  Therefore, the examiner should not be recommending small changes to individual pieces of work.  They may advise that marks are, overall, too high or too low, in which case they may recommend scaling.  They may also advise correction of marking errors.  If they have significant issues with the internal marking of the module then they may, exceptionally, recommend re-evaluation of the marks of the entire cohort (see Examiners’ Handbook Appendix A).
4.
Examination Boards

· Northumbria operates a two tier system of exam boards; this was introduced with its modular structure in 1994. There are some exceptions to this, in a few cases where programmes are completely self-contained, both functions are performed by a single board
· There are normally separate MEB and PAB examiners.  See Examiners’ Handbook Appendix C for definition of their responsibilities

· Collaborative programmes are normally dealt with by the same MEBs and PABs as home programmes, to ensure comparability of performance.  In some cases the logistics mean that this is not possible in which case there may be separate exam boards for collaborative programmes; Schools then have responsibility to ensure that alternative means of ensuring comparability are in place.  For validated programmes, examination boards may take place at the partner institution, in which case the external examiner should attend 
4.1
Module Examination Board (MEB)
Module Examination Boards (MEBs) must satisfy the University that appropriate arrangements are made for the assessment of students with reference to the learning outcomes of the modules for which the School is responsible.  MEBs also determine that appropriate moderation of marking has taken place, such that the marks awarded for each module appropriately reflect attainment and are awarded consistently.  They do not look at attainment of individual students, although the MEB may be followed by an informal pre-PAB meeting which may make recommendations to the PAB.
4.2
Progression and Awards Board (PAB)
The Progression and Awards Board (PAB) will be in receipt of module marks for each of the students on each of the programmes within its purview.  It determines which students are eligible for progression to the next level, and for award level students it determines the award to be made, and any classification of that award.  These decisions are made according to the Assessment Regulations for Northumbria Awards (ARNA), and take account of the specific regulations governing the application of compensation and requirements for referral.  The Board will, with the aid of External Examiners and to the satisfaction of External Examiners, ensure the impartial judgment of students’ performance on the basis of their module marks as determined by MEBs, and in accordance with the regulations described in ARNA (Examiners’ Handbook).
5.
External Examiners’ Reports
5.1
Producing and Submitting Reports
· Responsibilities of External Examiners include the production of a report to the University.  This should be submitted electronically using the standard template (for MEB and for PAB).  The School Registrar for your School will supply this, with School and return details ready completed. If for any reason, you need to access the template, it is available from http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/assess/exex/
· The report template includes a Part A, to alert the University of any serious concerns about standards.  Note that the whole report is to be shared with student representatives via the Programme Committee or Student Staff Liaison Committee

5.2
What we do with Reports
· Reports are initially processed by the Schools who follow up necessary actions and produce a response to main comments

· Reports are integral to the Annual Programme Monitoring process and Periodic Review.  
· The reports are also made available by Schools to Academic Registry.  A summary report is prepared for the Pro-Vice Chancellor (Learning and Teaching) and for the Student Learning and Experience Committee and Academic Board.  A draft of this summary report is reported back to continuing examiners at the annual External Examiner Seminar and the version approved by Academic Board is sent to all.
6.
School Contact Details

	School
	Registrar
	email

	Arts and Social Sciences

	Debra Shannon
	debra.shannon@northumbria.ac.uk  

	Built and Natural Environment

	Jan Stafford
	jan.stafford@northumbria.ac.uk 

	Computing, Engineering and Information Sciences
	Ruth Hattam
	ruth.hattam@northumbria.ac.uk 

	Design

	Vashti Hutton
	vashti.hutton@northumbria.ac.uk 

	Health, Community and Education Studies
	John Braithwaite
	j.braithwaite@northumbria.ac.uk 

	Law

	Linda Armstrong
	linda.armstrong@northumbria.ac.uk 

	Life Sciences

	Melanie Davis
	melanie.davis@northumbria.ac.uk

	Newcastle Business School

	Sue Yarrow
	sue.yarrow@northumbria.ac.uk 
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