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EXTERNAL EXAMINER'S REPORT 
 
 
 

 
External examiners are asked to complete this form annually (usually at the end of the 
academic year).  Reports should normally be submitted within a month of the final main 
assessment each session.  If you would like to submit an interim report please do so and, 
should you have a major concern at any time during your term of office, please feel free to 
write direct to the Head of Quality Assurance & Enhancement or the Vice-Chancellor. 
 
The report form is in three parts.  The report will be circulated widely within the University 
and will be made available in full to students.  Individual staff and students must 
therefore not be named in a report.  We will use the information that you provide to help us 
improve the programmes and modules that we offer.  Please ensure that you mention 
delivery of any modules at collaborative partners.  You can expect a written response from 
the School responsible for the subject area(s) that you examine. 
 
We would prefer to receive your report electronically via e-mail (Extexam@uel.ac.uk); 
if this is not possible please contact the External Examiners Administrator.  This 
form is also available via our web site at: 
http://www.uel.ac.uk/qa/externalexaminersystem/forms/    
 

Name of External 
Examiner 

Robert McCandless Academic 
Session 

2014-15 

Home Institution and/or 
other Professional / 
Institutional Affiliation 

South West London and St Georges NHS Mental Health Trust/ 
The Association for Family Therapy 

Title of subject area 
externally examining at 
UEL 

Systemic approaches to working with individuals, families and 
organisations (D4) 

Contracted as ‘Lead 
Examiner’? 

Yes/No 

If your personal details have changed in the last year (e.g. you are now working for a 
different employer or you have changed your home/work address) please provide details 
below.  The information will be used to up-date our computerised records.  

 
No changes 
 

Dates of Assessment Board(s) 
 Please give dates and indicate whether you were in attendance. 

10th July 2015                 In Attendance 
15th September 2014      In Attendance (by 
phone) 

 
 
                               * Please delete as appropriate 

Notification of any change in circumstances 
It is important that you notify UEL of any changes in circumstance that may impact your impartiality as external 
examiner.   Please tick the appropriate box below. 

 Yes No 

Has there been any change to your circumstances that may 
impact your ability to act impartially as external examiner at UEL? 
If you have ticked ‘yes’ please contact the External Examiners’ Administrator 
either by email or telephone (extexam@uel.ac.uk or 020 8223 2011). 
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PART ONE  
 

 
From the evidence available to you, do you confirm that the 
standards set within the subject area, (as evidenced by the 
modules reviewed) are appropriate for qualifications at this 
level, in this subject? 
 

Yes 
 

No 

 

 

 

 

 

If the answer is 'no' please provide a brief statement of the respects in which they fall 
short. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
From the evidence available to you, do you confirm that the 
marks awarded for student assessments are appropriate 
and comparable with marks that would have been attained 
at other institutions with which you are familiar? 
 

Yes No 

 

 

 

 

 

If the answer is 'no' please provide a brief statement of the respects in which they fall 
short. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
From the evidence available to you, do you confirm that the 
processes for assessment and examination in the 
determination of credit for modules you have seen are 
sound and fairly conducted, in line with university 
regulations and relevant Professional, Statutory and 
Regulatory Body requirements? 

Yes No 
 

 

 

 

 

If the answer is 'no' please provide a brief statement of the respects in which they fall 
short. 
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PART TWO  
 
The University has a particular interest in the areas described in the section headings.  We 
would also welcome your views on any other matters and space for this (or to extend your 
comments in any area where you feel insufficient space has been given) is available at the 
end of the form. 
 
If you feel that you would like to raise any serious issue of a sensitive nature direct with the 
Vice-Chancellor, please feel free to do so.  The address is Vice-Chancellor, University of 
East London, Docklands Campus, 4-6 University Way, London E16 2RD.  Please do NOT 
use this form for this purpose. 
 
NB External examiners’ reports are circulated widely within our university; they should not 
therefore identify individuals. 

 

The standards attained by the students 
We are particularly interested in a comparison between our students' performance and that 
of their peers.  We would also like to know about their strengths and weaknesses and the 
quality of knowledge demonstrated by them.  Our interest is not only in subject-specific 
matters but in general areas such as standards of literacy. We are also concerned about 
high failure rates if these occur.  Please ensure that you mention delivery of modules at all 
centres of delivery, such as collaborative partners. 
 

 
The D4 programme comprises Year 1 (introductory level) and Year 2 (intermediate level) of a four-
year part time programme leading to full qualification as a systemic family psychotherapist.  
Students successfully completing D4 Year 2 are awarded a postgraduate diploma. 
 
This is my last report as external examiner for Year 2 of D4.  The best students in this programme 
demonstrate very good levels of systemic thinking and practice at intermediate level.  Students 
address issues of power and difference with sufficient consistency across all assignments and 
learning centres for me to infer that this is integral to all aspects of teaching.  Similarly there is a 
helpful emphasis on reflexivity in tutors’ comments across all assignments.  In viva examinations, 
tutors work hard to create a supportive context that encourages students to perform to the best of 
their ability.   
 
The course has a low failure rate and I take this as indicative of good selection procedures and of 
good support once students are recruited onto the course.  Over the year, students’ levels of 
achievement were spread across grades (pass, merit, distinction) in a reasonable way.  I see all 
papers that fail, and I have felt in all cases that these have been graded appropriately. 
 
These findings have been consistent year-on-year during the time I have been external examiner. 
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The standard of the subject area 

We are particularly interested in whether the standards demonstrated by the students on 
the modules you have examined are appropriate according to subject and level.  In 
reaching a judgement here you may wish to refer to documents within the QAA UK Quality 
Code for Higher Education / Academic Infrastructure, University regulations governing the 
standards of awards, professional body accreditation requirements and other relevant 
information. 
 

 
The course expects high standards from students and some produce work that would not look out of 
place in the first year of qualifying training.  This performance is reflected in the grades that students 
achieve; almost a quarter of the cohort received distinctions for both ‘snapshot’ and theory papers.  
There were no fails for the theory essay this year, and two for the ‘snapshot’ paper. 
 
Tutors are appropriately mindful that, although students at postgraduate diploma level are assessed 
primarily in terms of ability to meet learning outcomes within an academic framework, many will go 
on to study at qualifying level and will need to demonstrate capabilities commensurate with entry 
into the profession of psychotherapy.  Students with good therapeutic sensibilities often show these 
capacities within their academic work - and vice versa - but this is not always the case.   
 
I feel the course holds a careful and appropriate balance in which support is offered to promising 
students struggling with the conventions of academic writing and, in other instances, where 
academically able students show less developed ability in therapeutic engagement, thought is given 
to how references might be written should these students apply for qualifying level training.  This is 
an area that has been taken up in a recent tutors’ meeting, with a decision to write and file a 
reference for each student qualifying at intermediate level. 

 

 

The design and structure of the assessment 
Please comment on the appropriateness of the assessment, including the assessment in 
place at all centres of delivery of the programme.  Are the assessment methods appropriate 
to the learning outcomes?  Are all learning outcomes adequately assessed?  Are the 
assessment methods fair? 
 

 
For the Year 2 Postgraduate Diploma, the three assignments that students complete over the year 
are well-designed and, taken together, encompass the range of learning outcomes specified by the 
Association for Family Therapy for intermediate level training.   
 
D4 assignments require students to produce written material and also audio or video material of 
their work.  One written assignment – the ‘snapshot interview’ – is based on an interview with a non-
clinical family.  Assessment methods are appropriate to these requirements and to AFT learning 
outcomes, incorporating assessment of written material and viva examination of (usually) video 
material. 
 
Written assignments are now all presented with a covering sheet that requires students to confirm 
that their submission is within the word limit.  Students are now much more consistent in this regard, 
staying within 10% of the upper limit.  The assignment with the highest word limit – a theory paper – 
has been reduced by 500 words; I believe this reduction is appropriate, and that the new word limit 
of 3000 words is ample at this level of training, taking into account the requirements of the theory 
assignment. 
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This next point is not one that I have raised at Exam Board, but which has been in my mind and 
struck me again when re-reading the Handbook as part of writing this report.  I offer it for future 
consideration.  I feel that the snapshot interview is insufficiently differentiated from a similar 
assignment in Year 1 – the ‘family observation’.  Both assignments involve a non-clinical family, 
seen at home by the student.  For the snapshot essay, the assignment description and marking 
criteria make reference to ‘observation’ and, I suggest, in any review of assignments within D4, it 
may be helpful to take this out, and instead to frame this requirement in terms of ‘reflection in action’ 
(i.e. during the interview) and ‘reflection on action’ (i.e. in the analysis that follows).  This would then 
constitute an appropriate step up from the lesser demands of the Year 1 assignment that, I feel, ask 
for ‘reflections on observation’, made both during and after the visit, but while the student is free of 
the interactive demands of conducting an interview. 
 
Following a suggestion by D4 externals last year, a meeting was convened between the external for 
M6 (qualifying level training) and those for D4 (intermediate level training).  This meeting also 
included the course leader and it allowed for a helpful review of assignments across the range of 
student experience from first contact with systemic training to full qualification.  Our discussion led to 
a useful conversation about the ‘snapshot’ essay, in which each student arranges to interview a 
non-clinical family.  I believe that this assignment produces useful learning for students; however I 
did take a number of points from this conversation.  The first was a renewed sense that tutors need 
to brief students carefully in relation to the contracting phase, and in particular to stress the 
importance of all family members feeling secure in confidentiality arrangements, without any sense 
that content from the interview might ‘leak’ into their social network via persons known to both the 
student and the family.  It is crucial that everyone present is satisfied on this point before proceeding 
to the body of the interview.  A second point to have in mind, where children are present and 
biological parents are separated, is that an absent parent may have views about their child’s 
involvement in the interview, especially if their consent has not been sought.  An absent parent may 
also have concerns about how they are portrayed in the write up.  This area does have a small, but 
finite, potential for generating a complaint against the course.  Thirdly – and this arose from one 
assignment I read – I feel it is vital that students are aware that they should terminate an interview if 
it becomes apparent that there is potential to do harm to any member of the family.  For example 
(this is what happened in the example I read) by inadvertently stirring a dispute that had been 
dormant, and which may then require a reparative intervention nearer to a therapy conversation 
than a research-style interview would allow.  I imagine students will feel freer to terminate their 
interview if they are clear that they can still produce a successful assignment, provided they give a 
coherent account of the contracting process, how the decision to stop was reached, and how this 
was managed in the room. 
 
Lastly, the externals did consider the number of viva examinations that students undergo if all 
stages of their training are undertaken at the Tavistock.  Currently these examinations fall at the end 
of D4, the end of the first year of M6, and again at the end of M6.  It is not for me to make 
recommendations for M6, but I do think the viva examination at the end of D4 is very helpful in 
assessing students’ readiness to go on to qualifying training.  Selection processes at this juncture 
are a crucial contribution to overall quality control within the profession of systemic family 
psychotherapy.  Acceptance onto M6 – or any other qualifying level training – triggers a significant 
investment of resources on the part of both students and the course, and failing students on their 
clinical work at some point thereafter becomes problematic unless they begin to demonstrate clearly 
tangible or gross deficits. 
 
Following on from the above point, my colleague external examiner for Year 1 D4 suggested that 
students’ portfolios are made available for external examiners to view on the morning of the Exam 
Board.  This idea will be taken up in future years, and I strongly support the introduction of this 
practice, since it will help externals to have a more comprehensive view of students’ overall 
development. 
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The general conduct of the assessment         Please tick appropriate boxes. 
 
 

1. Did you receive all of the draft assessment tasks (for the 
modules in your allocation that ran in the current academic 
year)? 

 

Yes No 

 
 

 

 

 
 

2. Was the nature and level of the assessment tasks 
appropriate? 

 

Yes No 

 
 

 

 

 
 
3. Were suitable arrangements made to consider your 

comments? 
 

Yes No 

 
 

 

 

Please provide further comment on the way that assessment was carried out.  Were the 
arrangements for your approval of papers/examinations work appropriate?  Did you have 
sufficient access to all the material that you needed to make the required judgements?  
Were appropriate procedures in place for moderation of papers and on operation of the 
assessment board?  If appropriate, were you able to distinguish between students at each 
centre of delivery?  If you ticked ‘N’ to any of the above questions, please ensure that you 
provide further detail. 
 

 
The course administrator has provided good and efficient access to the materials I need to fulfil my 
role, and I am able to distinguish between students from different learning centres.   
 
I would like to make two points in this area: 
 
It has been the practice of the course to make a selection of papers and send these to me, at first in 
hard copy, more recently electronically.  There has also been a pattern of sending all fails and 
distinctions to me, with a smattering of those submissions receiving intermediate grades.  I do 
certainly wish to see all papers that fail, but otherwise I prefer to sample an equal proportion of all 
other grades.  In order to achieve this, I arranged with the course administrator to be sent an 
electronic grid setting out results so that I could make my own selection.  This works much more 
satisfactorily and reduces waste of administrative effort.  Although this is my last report as external, I 
would commend this practice to the new, incoming, external examiner as an efficient, and arguably 
more transparent, process. 
 
There has been clarification this year among tutors that the verifier is not a second marker, but 
rather checks for consistency of marking and commenting across the cohort.  However, I 
understand that, on the basis of discussions taking place between markers and verifier, marks are 
on occasion amended, and it would be helpful for the external to see this process on the marking 
grid i.e. the initial mark and the final mark.  This is one area in the marking process that lacks 
transparency from the external’s point of view, and I have asked that this be remedied in our recent 
discussions at Exam Board.  
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Marking         Please tick appropriate boxes. 
 
 

1. Did you receive examples of assessment for all modules? 
 

Yes No 

 

 

 

 
 

2. Was the method of selection satisfactory? 
 

Yes No 

 

 

 

 
 
3. Were the assessments marked in such a way as to enable 

you to understand the reason for the final mark? 

Yes No 

 

 

 

Please provide further comment on the accuracy and consistency of internal marking and 
on the systems and procedures used for marking overall.  In particular, please comment on 
the implementation of UEL’s policy on Second and Anonymous Marking.  If you ticked ‘N’ to 
any of the above questions, please ensure that you provide further detail.  Ensure that you 
also mention marking and implementation of policy at any collaborative partners where the 
programme is delivered.   
 

 
I can confirm, for each assignment, that the proportion of papers verified, and the proportion seen 
by the external, both exceed the minimum standard.  The same is true for viva examinations. 
 
I note that, in response to comments in my last annual report, sub-scores are now made available to 
students on feedback sheets in relation to each of the marking criteria.  This was consistent across 
all assignments, and is a welcome development that gives students a useful additional layer of 
feedback.  Similarly, tutors’ comments on the theory paper were structured on the feedback sheet 
under the relevant marking criteria – aiding readability for both students and externals.  These each 
represent incremental, but useful, improvements. 
 
I feel that the course now is much more consistent in conducting viva examinations to a standard 
format and timing, clearly embedding the principle that each student has the same opportunity to 
demonstrate their learning.  A decision, made last year, that students’ personal tutor would not be 
present, has been put into operation in all of this years’ viva examinations.  It is not possible to 
conduct a viva examination ‘blind’, but I think having a tutor from the ‘home’ learning centre 
conducting each examination together with an external colleague (a tutor from another learning 
centre) strikes a good balance between knowledge of the particulars of the course, as taught, with 
an ‘outsider’ perspective on the student’s performance as evidenced in the viva. 
 
Another innovation this year has been to have one tutor carry out verification across all learning 
centres.  The verification role is assigned to tutors on a rota basis, with a new verifier for each 
assignment.  I think this is an excellent way to improve consistency in marking, and it has the 
additional benefit of giving tutors a perspective across the learning centres that would not be 
achieved otherwise.  Reports produced by verifiers have provided a helpful additional ‘take’ on the 
marking process. 
 
There was a useful discussion at this year’s Board about how to assign papers for verification.  
There is a dilemma about how to achieve a balance such that a reasonable proportion of papers are 
verified at each grade, but also to verify a roughly equal proportion of papers first marked by each of 
the tutors.  The grade assigned to each paper is, of course, not known until it has been through the 
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marking process, and this can leave the verifier – receiving papers from a number of their tutor 
colleagues – very little time in which to fulfil their role and meet the specified deadline.  We could 
see two solutions: a) to extend the time period between submission and giving students their marks 
+ feedback, b) to allocate papers for verification at the point when they are submitted – the thinking 
being that it is then much easier for the verifier to prepare for conversations with markers, since they 
can read their sample while the marking process is going on.  
 
As external, when I read through my sample, I think it is noticeable that verified papers sit most 
securely in rank order, and this leads me to incline towards each tutor having a similar proportion of 
their marks and comments verified, particularly since the external will subsequently be in a position 
to sample a similar proportion of papers at each grade.  In this way the verifier has a good grasp of 
consistency across markers, and the external has a grasp of consistency by grade.  I realise that a 
new, incoming, external may have a different perspective, and it will be important to keep this area 
under review.  The course will have a new lead tutor next year, and it will be operating under a 
marking policy determined by another academic institution.  All of these factors will, I am sure, have 
an impact on how this dilemma is managed in the future. 

 

 

The subject area or modules 

Record any observations you may have concerning the modules or subject area which 
have been highlighted by the assessment process. 
 

 
 
During my period as external examiner, the three units that comprise D4 Year 2 (Introduction to 
Systemic Applications; Introduction to Systemic Theory; Introduction to Systemic Practice) were re-
written in order to clarify both unit aims and criteria for assessment.  I was able to comment on a 
draft of these documents.  The handbook is significantly easier to read as a result of this work, and 
therefore more useable for students.  Additionally, for each module, Unit Learning Outcomes are 
listed under the following headings: Knowledge, Thinking Skills, Subject-Based Practical Skills, Life 
and Work.  These are also linked to the Association for Family Therapy learning outcomes, 
contained in the ‘Blue Book’, which sets out requirements for course accreditation.  I am satisfied 
that D4 modules are structured in such a way as to meet relevant academic and professional 
standards. 

 
 
 

Progression decisions 

If progression decisions were made, were these conducted fairly and consistently, in 
adherence to the regulations? 
 

 
 
I can confirm that progression decisions have been made in a fair and consistent way, with due 
regard for the particulars of each student’s case. 
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Previous reports 

Please indicate whether matters arising from previous reports have been adequately 
addressed. 
 

 
 
I feel that the course leader has been very responsive to my observations.  All my comments have 
received a response, usually by enacting my specific recommendations. 

 
 
 

Other comments 

Include here any other reflections that you feel are appropriate and wish to raise. 
 
 
I raised a number of points at the Exam Board that I will list below: 
 
It is now established practice for students to submit their work electronically.  However, the course is 
not yet using a web-based electronic submission system.  A sample of assignments is therefore 
sent to me by email.  This is not problematic in itself, provided students are rigorous in rendering 
their work anonymous.  However, students often submit an assignment with different sections each 
contained in a discrete document.  For example, genograms are often sent separately, but it is not 
unusual for one student to send three or even four files.  Since there is no convention in place for 
naming files, these can become a muddle in one’s inbox, creating significantly more work for 
administration, for tutors, and for externals.  It would be very helpful to introduce a requirement that 
students submit everything in one clearly labelled file.  Better still (and perhaps this will come with 
the change of academic partner institution) would be to introduce a web-based electronic 
submission system. 
 
For the written material that students submit in support of their viva presentation, it would be helpful 
to be explicit across all learning centres as to whether students are expected to include a genogram 
of their own family. 
 
In any re-write of guidance to students regarding viva examinations, it would be helpful to require 
that their five interventions be indicated in some way within the transcript.  This would aid clarity of 
understanding for tutors who are usually conducting a series of back-to-back viva examinations that 
can be taxing on one’s powers of concentration. 
 
Some students declare on their front sheet that they have rendered their assignment anonymous, 
only for it to become clear that some material in their submission is person-identifiable.  Where this 
occurs, tutors must reflect this in their comments and marks.  This is an area that also requires clear 
procedures to deal with a) signed consent forms (which can be filed with the course administrator, 
but not sent out with the rest of the assignment for marking), and, b) genograms drawn with families 
(which may need to be reproduced with substitute names). 
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Final report 
If this is your final report, please add a brief summary of your findings over your term of 
office. 
 

 
This is my final report as external examiner. 
 
When I began as external examiner, I found a course that was providing high quality teaching, 
achieving high standards, and offering good support to students.  There was consistent emphasis 
on reflexivity and the manifold ways in which social difference and power intersect within human 
relationships.  The course was well managed with good administrative support.  All of these 
strengths have continued throughout my four-year tenure. 
 
Areas of improvement have been primarily in terms of increased rigour in marking and assessment 
practices, and also better protection for those families participating in work used as the basis for 
assignments.  In this latter area improvements are in terms of a) gaining informed consent, and, b) 
preserving confidentiality. 
 
In summary, D4 continues to be a well-run course with strong and clear leadership.  Tutors are able 
and committed teachers of systemic family psychotherapy.  Examination Boards are conducted with 
rigour, but also with flexibility that allows for useful discussion.  Tutors from different learning centres 
meet at least once a year to discuss whole-course issues.  External examiners are given adequate 
time to respond at the end of viva examinations and within the Exam Board.  Advice from external 
examiners is sought and heeded. 
 
It has been a pleasure to be associated with the course, and I wish everyone involved all the best as 
D4 moves into its next phase under new leadership and with a new academic partner. 
 

 



October 2014 

PART THREE 
 
Part three is only applicable if you are contracted as a Lead Examiner or if you have been 
in attendance at boards where final awards have been conferred. If you are not a Lead 
Examiner this section of the report is optional and you may wish to scroll down to p9 which 
contains information on how to submit your report. 
 

 
From the evidence available to you, do you confirm that the 
standards set for the awards are appropriate for 
qualifications at this level? 
 

Yes 
 

No 

 

  

If the answer is 'no' please provide a brief statement of the respects in which they fall 
short. 
 
 

 
 

 
From the evidence available to you, do you confirm that the 
standards of attainment and completion are comparable 
with similar programmes or subjects in other UK 
Institutions with which you are familiar? 
 

Yes No 

 

  

If the answer is 'no' please provide a brief statement of the respects in which they fall 
short. 
 
 

 
 

 
From the evidence available to you, do you confirm that the 
processes for assessment, examination and the 
determination of awards are sound and fairly conducted, in 
line with university regulations and relevant Professional, 
Statutory and Regulatory Body requirements? 
 

Yes No 
 

  

If the answer is 'no' please provide a brief statement of the respects in which they fall 
short. 
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The standards of attainment and award 
We are particularly interested in a comparison between our students' performance and that 
of their peers on comparable programmes and whether the standard of the programmes on 
which awards have been made are appropriate for the awards to which they lead.   
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

The general conduct of the assessment 
Please comment on the operation of the assessment board.  Were appropriate procedures 
in place for operation of the assessment board? 
Record any observations you may have concerning the programmes which have been 
highlighted by the award process. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Previous reports 

Please indicate whether matters arising from previous reports have been adequately 
addressed. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Other comments 

Include here any other reflections that you feel are appropriate and wish to raise. 
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Thank you for your contribution to assuring standards and quality at UEL.  You 
should receive an acknowledgement of your report within one week of its receipt by 
the External Examiners’ Administrator. 
 
Please send the completed report form to the External Examiners’ Administrator via 
email extexam@uel.ac.uk. 
 
The External Examiners’ Administrator Telephone Number: 020 8223 2011 
Quality Assurance & Enhancement E-mail Address: Extexam@uel.ac.uk 
University of East London  
Docklands Campus,  
4-6 University Way 
London   
E16 2RD  
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