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University of the Arts  - External Examiners 
Guidance Note on Sampling 
 
 
Introduction 
 

1. The University of the Arts London external examiner regulations cover sampling under 
section 2.2 on the role, responsibilities and rights of external examiners (para 2.2.2.6) 
where it states that external examiners have the right “to normally see the work of all 
students proposed for the highest available category of the award, and for failure, and 
samples of the work of students proposed for each category of the award”.  This note 
gives further guidance on the extent of the sample, upper and lower limits of the sample 
size, and other matters.  It is intended to help both course leaders and external examiners. 

 
 
What is the sample for? 
 

2. The choice of sample must meet the formal regulations and should take account of the 
advice in this guidance note; however if there is any doubt then consideration of the basic 
principle of sampling should be enough to resolve the issue.   External examiners need to 
see enough student work to be able to make a judgement about the standard of marking 
undertaken by the internal examiners and therefore be able to confirm that the marking is 
in line with that of similar courses elsewhere or, where necessary, to exercise their right to 
moderate marks. 

 
 
Who chooses the sample? 
 

3. The Course Leader should choose the sample which should be based on the placement of a 
particular student within the range of marks on the full mark sheet rather than on the 
nature of their work.   

 
 
What work is sampled? 
 

4. External Examiners are required to sample work from level 5 and level 6 for BA (Hons) 
courses. For FdA courses external examiners should sample final year work only.  This is 
not to say that external examiners are forbidden from seeing the work of students from 
earlier years on a studio tour at interim or final visits.  However it should be made clear 
that any viewing of work of earlier years is for general briefing and to help external 
examiners get a feel for the course and is not sampling.   
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For Grad Cert, Grad Dip and for postgraduate courses structures vary and the sample will 
be drawn from the units that contribute to the calculation of distinction on the particular 
award in question.     

 
Sample on Unitised Courses 
 

5. All UAL courses are unitised.   All units that could contribute to the final award must be 
externally examined (for BA (Hons) this is level 5 and 6 work).  Where there is a team of 
external examiners it is acceptable for individual units to be externally examined by just 
one examiner.  However the final major project unit or equivalent should be examined by 
all examiners from the relevant specialism.   

 
 
Size of Sample 
 

6. All fails should be included in the sample for all courses. All firsts or distinctions should be 
included in the sample for most courses.  However on a large course it is permissible to 
provide a sample of the first/distinction category.  This would generally be true where a 
cohort has more than 60 students or where there are more than 6 firsts or distinctions.  
For the other categories the sample should be taken from the top, middle and bottom of 
the band so will be at least 3 and would not normally need to be higher than 6 for each 
band. From this general guidance it can be seen that no matter what the size of the cohort 
the sample size will generally be between 12 and 45.  For cohorts of 12 or fewer students 
this may mean external examiners are seeing the work of all students and this is 
permissable. The sample should include a selection of work that has been internally 
moderated (as defined in section 3.5 of the University Course Regulations) and provide 
enough information for the external examiner to make a judgment on how the process 
has operated.      
 
Please note that this table is for guidance only to help course teams make judgements on 
an appropriate size sample for external examiners to consider. 

 
 
Number of 
Students in 
Cohort 

Under 12 
Students 

12-30 30 - 60 60-100 100+ 

      
1st/Dist all all all 6-10 6-10 
2.1/Merit Plus all 3 4-5 6 10 
2.2/Merit all 3 4-5 6 10 
3rd/Pass all 3 4-5 6 10 
Fail all all all all all 
Total Size of Up to 12 12-15 20-25 Up to 30 Up to 45 
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Sample 
 
 
Adding to the Sample  
 

7. External examiners should be given the full mark sheet for the entire cohort along with 
the sample work or when they are viewing work.  External examiners may, if they wish, 
ask to see more samples of work.  This may be needed when the examiner feels unable 
to come to a conclusion on the standards of the course from the original sample and will 
generally be needed if there is the possibility of external moderation. 

 
 
Sampling on Text Based Units/Courses 
 

8. The sample should be sent to the External Examiner(s) in advance together with the full 
mark sheet for the cohort for that unit or the whole course.  It is good practice to 
anonymise the mark sheet by using only the numeric part of the student ID code. 

 
 
Sampling on Studio Based Units/Courses 
 

9. Sampling on studio based courses varies depending on the specific nature of the 
discipline.  Generally the external examining is carried out in the same way as internal 
examining and this is normally by each examiner viewing the work and coming to their 
own view on a mark followed by collective discussion and agreement of a mark.  
Whatever method is used the following outlines generally accepted practice.  Internal 
examiners should view alone, mark and then discuss collectively to arrive at a final mark 
for each student before external examination takes place and this should include any 
process of internal moderation that is used.  A sample of students should be identified.  
External examiners should be given the full mark sheet for the cohort with the sample 
students identified.  External examiners should view the sample work, without the 
internal examiners initially, and then should have an opportunity for dialogue with the 
internal examiners about how they arrived at the mark.   
 

10. External examiners sometimes meet with the students whose work they are viewing 
(again generally reflecting the practice of internal examination); while this is acceptable 
University rules no longer allow this to be called a viva voce, only internal examiners 
may carry out a viva voce, that is use the information given by the student to help them 
arrive at a mark.  Where external examiners meet with a student in the sample it is to 
help them understand the work in question.  Where the work of all students is displayed 
it is normal for external examiners to want to view the whole show and this is of course 
acceptable to get a general feeling for the cohort; however a full discussion about 
individual students should be limited to the sample chosen by the course leader and any 
extended sample requested by the external examiners. 




