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Three Strategies for assuring that standards 
are comparable across institutions
❑ QAA Subject Benchmarks
o “Subject Benchmark Statements describe the nature of 

study and the academic standards expected of graduates 
in specific subject areas. They show what graduates might 
reasonably be expected to know, do and understand at 
the end of their studies” [qaa.ac.uk]

o QAA Benchmark Statements
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https://www.qaa.ac.uk/quality-code/subject-benchmark-statements


❑ QAA Frameworks for Higher Education Qualifications
o Can be found here
o The QAA note the purposes of the UK framework are to:
• provide the principal national points of reference for higher education 

providers and their external examiners when setting and assessing 
academic standards

• promote a shared understanding of the demands and outcomes 
associated with typical qualifications by promoting a consistent use of 
qualification titles across the higher education sector

• assist in the identification of potential progression routes, particularly in 
the context of lifelong learning.
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https://www.qaa.ac.uk/docs/qaa/quality-code/the-frameworks-for-higher-education-qualifications-of-uk-degree-awarding-bodies-2024.pdf?sfvrsn=3562b281_11


❑ External Examiners

o External examining has played an important role in UK higher 
education since the 19th century.

o At Liverpool Hope, we value the comments of External Examiners very 
highly.

o In order to provide assurance for stakeholders it is important that 
External Examiners are familiar with the policies and processes of the 
University.
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2. Policies and Processes:
[a]  Degree Classification

❑ In almost all cases Level 6 Honours degrees are classified 
using the following scheme:
o First class [typically 70+]
o Upper second class [typically 60-69]
o Lower second class [typically 50-59]
o Third class [typically 40-49].

❑ Level 7 Masters degrees tend to be classified differently:
o Distinction [70+]
o Merit [60+]
o Pass [50+].

❑ However:
o the scale can vary across Universities [especially for Masters degrees];
o each University is able to set its own detailed rules: 

there is no national benchmark.
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• Recent guidelines in relation to algorithm 
composition have been reported by UKSCQA

• The research report can be accessed here

• The statement reaffirms the sectors ‘commitment 
to fairness, transparency and reliability in academic 
standards’

• At Hope we currently have a dual algorithm system 
to classify undergraduate awards (bachelors and 
integrated masters). For students entering from 
2024/5 we will adopt a single algorithm (25% of 
Year 2 and 75% of Year 3).

https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/Reports/degree-algorithm-practice-2020-research.pdf
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Role of External Examiners in Quality Assurance

o external examiners CAN provide assurance that a 
University is following its own rules;

o they CANNOT, in principle, provide assurance that 
the University’s classification rules are in line with 
national standards, 

o they CANNOT, in principle, provide assurance that “a 
first class degree in Institution X means the same as 
a first class degree in all other institutions”.
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Accuracy and reliability of marking

❑ It is sometimes assumed that an External Examiner can 

provide assurance that each assessment has been given the  

“correct” mark on a percentage scale.

❑ This may hold for some assessments [eg multiple choice tests] 

but the nature of most assessments means that in many cases, 

it is unlikely that anyone can mark reliably to a high degree of 

precision.
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❑ Reflections:
o it is important for all examiners [internal and external] to be aware of 

the limits to the precision to which some assessments can be graded or 
marked;

o assuming that it will not be possible to identify the precise mark that 
every assessment is worth, an External Examiner:
▪ ought not to impose mark changes for individual students
▪ but could usefully provide overall feedback about 

✓ broad standards achieved by students in relation to Liverpool 
Hope assessment descriptors/ marking scales, and

✓ the appropriateness of assessment tasks and exam questions in 
relation to program aims and learning outcomes;

o in principle, it might be possible to enhance reliability if consideration 
was given to developing national expectations for awarding different 
grades [probably at discipline level].
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Degree Outcomes Statement

For the first time in 2020, it was proposed that providers should 

publish a degree outcomes statement analysing their 

institutional degree classification profile and articulating the 

results of an internal institutional review.  The most recent 

Statement, produced in Summer 2023 is available:

The Hope Degree Outcome Statement

https://www.hope.ac.uk/media/gateway/staffgateway/governance/committeesdocuments/Degree%20Outcomes%20Statement%202024.pdf


4.  And finally……

❑ We hope you have found this presentation useful.

❑ If you have any queries please email Dr Cathy Walsh [University 
Registrar] at walshc@hope.ac.uk
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mailto:walshc@hope.ac.uk

