DIARY OF AN EXAMINER

A preliminary examination of the Examination Process in a small Cambridge Department over three decades

Alan Macfarlane

This is an account written in summer 2009, at the end of my years as a University Teaching Officer at Cambridge University. It is a rough, informal and personal account and should not be taken to be the view of my colleagues or the Department. 
The time and the place 

     A good deal of the system of trying to assess quality through written exams was invented in Cambridge (and Oxford). For example, we are told that the concept of grading students’ work quantitatively was developed by a tutor named William Farish at the University of Cambridge in 1792.
 

      The University set up its Local Examination Syndicate 150 years ago, in 1858. The Syndicate, Cambridge Assessment, is the largest assessment agency in Europe. The Oxford and Cambridge Examination Boards now set the standards of exams around much of Africa, Asia and the Americas. So an account of how exams are actually conducted in one tiny part of this heartland of examining may be of wider significance. 

    The present is also a good time to look at the matter. The arrival of the Internet, the re-emergence of China and India and other global events are changing the context of examining. There is now a vigorous discussion about whether standards are falling, whether plagiarism and other forms of corruption are more rife, whether examinations should be re-organized to increase social mobility. 

     There is also a particular anthropological reason for writing this piece. The examination process is a good index of changes in the wider educational system over the last half century. I have experienced the shift from one system – largely small-scale, oral, personal, towards a more bureaucratic, written, impersonal system over my years in Cambridge. Looking at how examinations work from the inside provides some insights into this. 

The examining process as a ‘social drama’

     Anthropologists have long discussed how difficult it is to get below the surface of a society – to see into the eddying currents which lie beneath the ripples. They have devised a number of techniques to reveal the normally hidden, including the ‘social drama’ approach. This uses a sudden eruption to probe deeper; a fight, a quarrel and other moments of stress and the discussion which often accompanies or follows them. A famous indirect application of slightly different but overlapping approaches are the celebrated essays on the Balinese cockfight by Clifford Geertz and the analysis of the feast of love (Holi) by McKim Marriot. 

     Where are the revealing social dramas that take one to the depths of the social structure at Cambridge?  My guess is that in terms of the Colleges, it is in the election to the Headship of a House – as C.P.Snow showed in his novel The Masters. In relation to Departments, the election to an important Chair can be revealing. But, as explained elsewhere, until recently the members of the Department of Social Anthropology in Cambridge were only slightly, and informally, involved in the election. So this is not equivalent. 

     Parties and social events sometimes give clues, as do the discussions (and expressions) in departmental seminars, in the weekly administrative department meetings, in gossip with one’s friends. Yet all of these produce only hints and tantalizing clues. Having thought more about the examining process, I have begun to realize that perhaps this central and protracted annual cycle provides a repeated ‘social drama’ where some of the deeper alignments, tensions and battles momentarily come to the surface. 

      They can be seen in the annual process of working out the following year’s teaching syllabus– lecture list planning meetings. In the past, certainly, at these meetings there was obvious jockeying for power, quarrels over territory, hurt feelings of exclusion, the exercise of patronage. But none of this, usually encompassed in two one-hour lunchtime meetings, is as dramatic and extended as the two days (or half-days) spent on setting and then classing the exams, along with the many smaller meetings that go on around this. 

      The amount of emotion here is far higher than in any other event in the calendar. Twice it rose to such a pitch that the Head of Department resigned the Headship in protest over some aspect of the process – only to be encouraged back into the job over the summer.

      If there is a Cambridge cockfight to be analysed, it is the metaphorical bloodletting of the examining – the blood is partly that of colleagues wounded in the minor intellectual battles. Other ‘blood’ is that of students who, having been treated with equality are suddenly chopped into separate classes. Very quickly after the meeting, the finals students are ejected from a place which they have probably come to love and feel part of, with a label  (“II:1” “Third”) stuck around their necks for the rest of their lives. 

     No wonder I always feel a mixture of a sense of relief and guilt after the final meeting. I feel as if I have been involved in an exciting chase. But when it is over, I am faced with the carcases of the pheasants or hares I have slain lined up on a bench in front of me. 

The conditions of the fieldwork

     This is an appropriate moment to stand back and write something on the examination process. I have just finished approximately my 33rd season as an assessor or Examiner in the Department of Social Anthropology in Cambridge and from now on will not be doing any more part II exams (next year I am Part I Examiner).
 Soon the details will blend together and the excitement and memories will be gone. I am still in the system but just on the point of leaving – time for the fieldwork report and analysis. 

     I have had more experience of examining than others in our Department or Faculty.  Because it is a small department, everyone tends to examine every year unless they are on leave. And because there are a wide range of topics and limited examiners, one examines across the years and across the themes. For one reason or another, not only have I been examining since 1973 (a paper or two until I became central to the Department from 1975), but also I have acted as part I Examiner for three years, including being Senior Examiner for the Faculty, Senior Part II Examiner at least eight times (check), as well as M.Phil. examiner and Senior Examiner.  

      I have been an examiner almost every year of my time in Cambridge because the summer term is not one which I usually take for sabbatical leave, being the monsoon season in the area of the Himalayas where I work. So I have witnessed more than 30 exam setting and class giving meetings over the years. I have watched how the system has evolved with changes in Triposes, papers, examiners and external pressures. It is long-term, intensive, fieldwork amongst a group of colleagues whom I know in a multi-stranded way. As far as I know, this is one of the few ethnographies of how examinations work. Obviously they differ greatly from subject to subject and University to University. I have seen this in the small amount of examining I have done for College entrance history exams (when I was a historian early in my career). And I have twice been an External Examiner, once for a small provincial University, once at a large London University. 

The art of setting questions

     Perhaps I can start with my memories of the first ten years (1974-1983) with Jack Goody. The system was one which had survived from an earlier era when there were few undergraduates and fewer staff and everything could be done quite informally and more or less orally (and at the last minute). Looking back from more bureaucratic times, the meetings were rather extraordinary. 

    The exam-setting meeting was often the one time when your knowledge of anthropology was brought out publicly in the sight of your colleagues. Since I was really still just converting from being an historian, I found it very intimidating. For example, I might be setting questions for a paper on kinship in the presence of the long experienced world experts on the subject, Jack Goody, Edmund Leach, Esther Goody and Ray Abrahams, all of whom knew far more than I did on the anthropology of kinship and marriage. 

     At first sight it seemed helpful that one could ask one’s colleagues to supply two or three questions related to a course of lectures they were giving, and these could be woven into a paper. But there were traps here. For example, Edmund Leach would send you a question which you did not really understand and were pretty sure that the students would not either. Perhaps he had mis-typed it (as once delightfully happened when ‘hunter gatherers’ was typed as ‘hunter caterers’ by one of Ernest Gellner’s typists from his not too easy hand-writing). Gingerly I might try to adjust my colleague’s questions – but this might lead to an eruption and fierce interrogation on what I knew about prescriptive alliance systems among the Kachin. 

     The questions I set myself, earnest and careful, could be dismissed as trivial, banal, ethnocentric and muddled and completely re-written in a way which took them away from what I thought I was getting at. In the spotlight of the meeting I would try to think of improvements, but the more I talked, the more it appeared I revealed my ignorance. Later I learnt the strategy, which I have tried to spread to all such meetings, that if after two or three minutes, a better formulation has not been agreed (drafting questions by committee is a very inefficient method), the paper setter would take away the question and work on it in peace after the meeting. 

     What was obvious at the time, and now strikes me as interesting, is that underneath many of these discussions about wording lay a world of theoretical and methodological debate: structural-functionalism versus structuralism, methodological individualism versus methodological holism, Marxism versus Hegelianism, the pupils of Malinowski against those of Radcliffe-Brown, and more recently modernism versus post-modernism, or German versus French epistemology. And then there were the confrontations of Africa versus Asia, the young Turks against the Old Warhorses, and, occasionally the feminists against the male chauvinists, or the class system of England in its various disguises. 

     So the meeting would become a cockfight in the Geertzian sense – with many issues piled layer upon layer onto the apparently innocent and simple changing of one letter or one word in one question. I began to realize that an empire could fall or a philosophy triumph depending on the difference between State and state, Nation or nation, God or god. 

     Yet the meetings were not entirely grim affairs. Often a humorous alternative exam paper (in the style of 1066 and All That) would be devised during the meeting – Ray Abrahams was particularly good at this. ‘If the Nuer think that twins are birds, do they eat them?’ ‘Consider the twenty-five uses of a Cassowary in New Guinea culture’, ‘Analyze and dissect the physical anthropology of the soul’, ‘What has anthropology learnt from the social organization of earwigs’ or whatever. It would be fun if one or more examples of such humour (much wittier than the examples above) still exist. In these bureaucratic days, probably such activity would be considered unseemly or a waste of time. 

*

     I have often wondered, as I set exam questions, who exactly I am writing them for. The obvious answer would be for the students, and indeed they are one constituency. As I set them or look at papers set by my colleagues, I see the students I personally know and try to imagine how they would interpret such questions. 

    Yet I have long been aware that as important as the students are one’s colleagues. In order to be accepted, those at the meeting must approve and, ideally, not only approve but also esteem you for setting interesting, answerable and preferably witty and elegant questions. 

     My questions over the years have been deliberately simple and straightforward - at least on the surface. I have always felt that it is better to set clear, plain, questions, which even the less brilliant can answer reasonably, than clever, difficult, questions which the top third will answer very well, but which will confuse and perhaps depress the other two thirds who may consequently do worse than they should. Other examiners take the opposite view, seeming keener on either dazzling their fellow-examiners by their brilliance or believing that only by really complicated or difficult questions will the really good students be able to show their excellence. 

      In fact, not only is one setting the questions for the students and for others in the room who are approving the paper, but also, crucially, for the External examiner. If the questions are too low level, banal, over simple and ‘old hat’, then news may spread that the Department has become stale and lost its edge. And in these days of competitive ranking this may even feed into financial consequences, since the endless assessment of departments pay considerable attention to external Examiner’s Reports over the previous few years.  Such Reports also circulate through the University – going to the Vice Chancellor, Faculty Board and one's colleagues in neighbouring departments.  

    One effect of these pressures which I have noted is what one might call ‘difficulty inflation’. I have noticed over my years that the first year students are now set questions which used to be thought appropriate for the second or third year, the second year often have questions more difficult than the old third year questions, and I now hardly understand many of the third year questions. Although no doubt this is partly a matter of age, paradigm changes and so on, it would also, I think, be evident to anyone who made even a cursory study of the wording of the questions over the last forty years. It is a paradox which I shall discuss later, that as the questions get more difficult, the numbers of students getting higher marks and classes has dramatically increased. 

*

 Setting exams has brought home something which I should have known, and do know as a writer, which is that tiny changes in a sentence – a comma here, a slight change in word order, alters the world. Scientists know that e=mc squared is very different from e=m squared c. But the vast difference between something like ‘Is marriage universal?’ and ‘Is “marriage” universal?’ is often a subject for long and animated discussions. A misplaced word or piece of punctuation can make the difference between eliciting a hundred really interesting and lively scripts, or a boring re-hash of a particular lecture. Making the subtle distinctions between asking ‘Contrast and compare’ or just ‘Contrast’ or just ‘Compare’ is a fine art. 

    Other difficulties in setting the questions arise from the fact that the exams are often meant to cover a whole syllabus, a broad field such as ‘religion and ritual’ – whereas often in practice the lectures and supervisions can only cover a part of this. Should one ask stretching questions or only those on what has probably been taught? Should one ask about world religions which are not singled out this year, about aspects of religion such as dogma or eschatology or pilgrimage, which may not have been covered but are all within the syllabus? Or should one just reflect the range of teaching?

    Another problem is the matter of repeating questions from previous years. Certain themes come up year after year. Students know this, their supervisors bank on it, the examiners are aware of it. How much should one try to start afresh, leaving out a favourite that one knows will have been taught to almost all the students? 

    For example, when I lecture in the first year to students who do social anthropology as one of three disciplines in a rushed nine months, I try to give them a broad foundation for the study of politics and economics from an anthropological perspective – all in eight hours. But I know that they only do perhaps one essay and supervision in each of these vast areas. Most of them will do one essay on societies without formal political systems, and one on gifts and commodities. Should I avoid these perennials when I suggest questions – which is unfair on the students and their teachers, but re-enforces a tendency to narrowness?

     For many years as exam setter and Senior Examiner I used to be particularly obsessed with not setting exactly the same question as in the previous two or three years. I felt that this was somehow cheating, as the student would have used previous examination papers to prepare essays. More recently I have decided that while it is prudent to avoid exactly the same wording, since no student can predict which out of fourteen questions might be repeated, it is not terribly important. 

     The problem of overlap is, of course, also one which affects questions both within a paper, and between the five or six papers a student takes in a year. One of the main jobs in the exam setting meeting is to scrutinize the paper carefully to see whether two apparently different questions could easily be answered by the same set of arguments or materials. Often this is where fine discriminations and specialist knowledge is most important. 

     To an outsider, and even to most of one’s fellow examiners, a question which asks ‘What is the Malthusian marriage pattern and what are its consequences’, may seem to be similar to ‘How helpful is the Malthusian framework in understanding the current world?’ Indeed, it would be possible to write more or less the same essay in answer to both, but in fact the latter is really about the famous Malthusian laws of positive and preventive checks, arithmetic and geometric levels of growth and such matters. 

     The role of the body of examiners is to raise the question of any possible overlaps which the paper setter may not have anticipated.  The paper setter can either agree and change one of the questions, disagree and leave them, or compromise by turning them into an EITHER/OR. 

      If, as is bound to happen, something slips through which does allow and even encourage a student to answer two questions with largely overlapping materials, examiners are encouraged to remember that this is their fault, and not that of students who have spotted a loophole. On the other hand, the examiners also bear in mind that a really bright student would want to demonstrate a wide range of knowledge and, while seeing the opportunity, would reject it because it would actually hamper his or her performance. 

*
     When I first attended the exam-setting meetings the procedure was that paper setters would come with a single copy of a question paper, often hand-written, which they would proceed to read out aloud to the others. As a person spoke, one had to try to remember all the other questions, to reconstruct the punctuation, to pay attention to coverage, overlap, phrasing, all in the passing words. It was difficult to pick out any but the most obvious errors. Possibly with half a dozen students a year and a relatively small teaching staff and a limited set of readings, this worked. But it became less satisfactory over time. 

        A few years later, perhaps in the early 1980’s, it became required to have duplicates made of a typed draft of the paper. This was then read aloud and people would express dissent, amazement, make humorous comments, or whatever as each question was read aloud. This was much better, but only moderately efficient. Now there is a system where the paper is read through in silence by all member of the Board for three or four minutes as if they were reading proofs of an article. They can get a sense of the parts and the whole, mark small trivial corrections to spelling, grammar and other matters which can be dealt with by the Examiner and administrator without repeated discussions about small matters. Then one goes through the paper calling out the number of the question, or asks people for more substantial comments. The presence of the person who will later deal with the typing and editing of the scripts is again a very recent innovation. It means that slips between the meeting and the typed up version are reduced. 

     A frequent point of discussion is the ascription of quotations. It is more impressive and interesting to ask the question “‘He who controls the present, controls the past, he who controls the past, controls the future’. Discuss.” (ORWELL) than to ask ‘How important is it to control history?’ Quite often, however, examiners make up their own, sometimes Wildean or Joycian quotations summarizing a theory or body of literature and then encouraging the students to assess and challenge it. 

     This conventionally takes the form of an assertion: “‘Men are always superior to women because they are hunters and women are gatherers’. Discuss.” This allows the examiner to distance him or herself – to put up a proposition and see how the student reacts. It often leads to good answers. But some students are thought to be worried that this is the disguised assertion of some famous writer whom they should have read and should engage with, or at least not disagree too strongly with. Should they be put out of their agony by stating that the examiner made it up? This, of course, would lose the point. So it is part of the teaching throughout the course that if a quotation is not attributed this means that it is not important to know who said the words. 

The checking by the External Examiner and the uniformity of papers

       In the early days, the paper was set and was typed by the Faculty Secretary – a task later transferred to the Department (after a struggle over ownership) in the early 1980s. Then one had to go over to check the transfer from what was usually a rather rough hand-written script to a typed page and to sign off the paper. It was then sent to the External Examiner and returned with comments. Here was another hurdle. 

     As Senior Examiner, you would wait for a minor (written) version of the meeting itself. Someone from another anthropological culture – for anthropology departments vary greatly, with different histories, revered ancestors, styles of teaching and of examining - would comment. We were fortunate that during most of my time almost half of those who were teaching in anthropology departments in the United Kingdom had done either or both their undergraduate and postgraduate degrees at Cambridge, so that the External probably remembered the assumed culture of Cambridge anthropology quite well. In the 1970s, they might come from a Department where half their own exam questions referred to ideas associated originally with Malinowski, Firth, Freedman and Fox, and here they were faced with a tradition resting on Radcliffe-Brown, Levi-Strauss, Fortes, Leach, Goody, Tambiah.

      Local variations in the examining applied to the length of papers, brevity or complexity of questions, the use of lists of alternative questions, and many other things. And there might be a particular difference, as in the anomalous kinship paper which existed for a few years when I first came to the Department. 

      Kinship was then thought to be special – and the subject in Cambridge took up almost half of the effort of my colleagues as teachers and writers. Most of the top anthropologists of kinship in the period – Evans-Pritchard, Fortes, Leach, Needham, Goody and others were also at the top of the profession. It was the most difficult area of anthropology and the real anthropologists cut their teeth on this. So, in order to make it a special feature in Cambridge, while there were twelve questions on other papers, the kinship paper was divided into a section A and B. 

      Section A consisted of a long, perhaps half-page, quotation from some great thinker like Morgan, Rivers or Lévi-Strauss, and the students would be invited to comment on it – for the full three hours. Brilliant students chose this option and wrote a shimmering essay, often replete with diagrams and mathematical formulations, elaborating on the mysteries of the obscure, but misleadingly termed, ‘elementary structures of kinship’. The weaker candidates would chose three questions from the second half. But after a few years the anomaly was cut off as odd and discrepant. 

The writing of the scripts and what is counted in the final classing

      The papers having been set, the students duly assemble to answer them. The actual examinations are usually well organized. The desks are well apart so it is impossible to see other scripts. The invigilators are careful. The paper-setter in his or her gown is present for the first twenty minutes in case a student is confused or there has been (as sometimes happens) a mis-print or even a whole section or paper has been mistakenly reversed or truncated. Students are nowadays allowed drinks and wearing casual clothes – a great improvement for, as I remember, the worst anxieties of my under-graduate examinations in history at Oxford in 1963 was how to find a mortarboard and other bits of the costume. 

     If a student is dyslexic or has some other impediments, he or she is given extra time and the papers are sometimes written on computers with spell-checks. The highly-strung or those with other good reasons can take the papers in their College. Yet whatever one does, it is still hugely stressful. Certainly in social anthropology, almost everything depends on the written examination, answering three questions in an hour each, synthesizing three years of lectures, discussions, seminars, and supervisions onto a dozen sheets of paper. No dictionaries, notes or other aids are allowed. 

     No elements of the coursework – the weekly essays, projects and so on are allowed to count in the final examinations. Only in the third year does the dissertation (which is optional and usually done by about two thirds of the cohort) count as one fifth of the marks. Such a system puts a high premium on memory, stamina, rapidity of thought, writing skills. It has many advantages. It is less open to abuse than assessed coursework modules; it is a better test of deep understanding and far superior to multiple-choice and other methods used in some universities. And quite often the result is that one has a set of essays among which there are a number of great brilliance which astonish one – leaving one with a sense of awe that one could never have done such a thing at that age. But it is indeed stressful. 

     When I took my history Finals at Oxford, I did about twelve papers in six days and there had been no exams at the end of the first or second years, so that was the only indication of one’s class. Although there are now formal exams at the end of each year,  it is still true that it is the final year that really counts. A first in Part I or Part IIA will not necessarily impress a potential employer or grant-giving body if it is followed by a low 2:1 or 2:2. And unlike the two external universities I have examined at, in which one could accumulate credits from earlier years, nothing is carried forward in Cambridge. 

The individual marking of the scripts

     The markers now have a brown sealed envelope with their (and another person’s) name on it and containing from one to a hundred or more scripts in it. How is one to mark them? 

      For over half my time in Cambridge the criteria were largely passed on orally and were defined in a minimal way. It was assumed that everyone knew how to evaluate scripts since they had been through the system themselves. There might be a short outline of what was expected and containing alternate marks in Greek and English for the various classes. 
   Over time there were increasing demands for a more elaborate definition of what a ‘first’ ‘second’ ‘third’ were and various attempts were made to formulate this explicitly. For several years descriptions were compared between different arts and social science Faculties and Departments and amendments made. The criteria when I left have been stable for some years and in Social Anthropology they read:
	ARCHAEOLOGY &

ANTHROPOLOGY



	Examination Classing 



	Class


	Quality

	1*
	Outstanding knowledge of relevant material, evaluation 

and synthesis thereof.   Complete understanding of 

material dealt with.   Imaginative and original.

	1
	Evidence of having read and understood most relevant material.   Excellent analysis, synthesis and evaluation of material.   Showing originality in approach and thinking.

	2.1
	Evidence of having read and understood much of the relevant material and the ability to integrate this information in an answer that shows some originality.

	2.2
	Evidence of having read and understood a reasonable amount of relevant material, or the ability to integrate such information that the candidate has into some coherent argument.

	Third
	Rudimentary analysis and evaluation of such material as the candidate has read.   Fairly basic understanding of material.

	Fail
	Minimal analysis and evaluation of material.   Superficial understanding of some of the material dealt with.

	Fail
	No answer provided for a question.


    This may help the students, the markers and the External Examiner.  And the ‘World at Large’ may feel that there are robust standards of excellence in place. But, of course, in the end, within broad parameters, it comes down to a matter of training, judgement and attention. It is like all human arts, a mixture of rules and intuition.

      When I sit down to mark, I do a few things to try to ensure that the result is as fair to the students as possible. I try not to mark too many papers in one session. Three or four hours marking a day is enough, for it takes great concentration to do it well. It is best to do it when one is not too tired. There should not be interruptions – people, emails, and telephones. Hence people often mark in their homes rather than rooms in the Department or even College. 

     After each hour, which means roughly three scripts, I take a short walk for five minutes and after two hours a longer tea or coffee break. With such a regime I can perhaps get through up to 16 papers in a day. Which means that a year’s marking will take part of about seven to ten days work. 

      I mark the whole of a person’s script, all three questions, in order to get a sense of the candidate. Some disciplines, or examiners, mark all the answers to question 1, then all to 2 and so on. This may reveal common texts, lectures, approaches, better and improve the accuracy of marking each particular question. But it makes it difficult to judge the range and ability of a person. Some good candidates write their answers with implicit or explicit cross-references to other answers in an integrated approach to a subject. Their range and depth is often only shown by reading their answers together. 

     When I started to examine in Cambridge, or now when I examine in a new area of anthropology, I try to re-read the first two or three papers, since until one has read several candidate’s answers one’s judgement can be a little uncertain. One tends to be either over impressed by essays (which it later appears are filled with standard digested lectures and good teaching which applies to almost all candidates), or under-impressed by students who show a quirky brilliance which on reading through the batch only gradually emerges.  

    In terms of allocating marks at the end of reading each essay, I have found it useful to avoid exact numerical marks. It is easy to come to believe that a 65 is really very different from a 63 if one writes that down, whereas it is at this stage just an impression. I started marking in 1965 for Oxford history entrance, and was no doubt told how to mark with Greek characters. Α+ plus is superlative, Α-  is pretty fantastic, ΑΒ is just a first, BA  is borderline and so on. One could create complex combinations showing one’s preliminary uncertainty – A-?-/B??++ with an arrow going up. This meant that there were touches of brilliance, and touches of mediocrity. 

    The symbols remind one that this is not a precise matter and one is in a preliminary way marking in ranges. B++ means a mark in the range 64-66, but one can decide on the precise figure when one has to – which is in reconciling the marks with the other examiner. For the moment, one just notes the sort of answer it is. This is more flexible and allows one to concentrate on the reading. And indeed, since it is often only the total mark for the three questions which is needed, the conversion to this summed total can be done by looking at the more flexible approximate marks and weighing their balance.

    Every year the examiners are exhorted to ‘use the range’, to give really good papers marks in the high 70’s, really bad paper very low marks. This is not to inflate the grades, but to make it easier in the final meetings to discriminate between classes. For some reason, although one or two examiners can do this, most find it very difficult. And if only one or two do, it can lead to another kind of unfairness. If a good student is fortunate enough to be marked by someone who gives astronomically high marks, they may get an 85, which no other examiner would give. This may skew their whole class as compared to others.

     The difficulty for most markers is that the students are almost uniformly intelligent, work hard, and are extremely well taught and enjoy the subject and the questions are well set. So it becomes difficult to discriminate. Almost all answers are in the middle to high 2:1 range up to a first and there is not much to choose between them. Is it fair to give 80 to a student who is only a little better than a person to whom one gives 70, who is only a little better than a person to whom one gives 65?

Double marking; ‘reconciling’ or ‘agreeing’ the marks

     After marking the  scripts, one then arranges with one’s fellow examiner to ‘reconcile’ the marks. Some disciplines do not do this – feeling it is fairer just to send in two unreconciled marks. If they are more than 10 points apart, they are sent to a third marker. Otherwise, they are averaged. It is difficult to say which is a better system, but ours is certainly quite difficult and depends on a good deal of trust and mutual respect. Yet the reconciling system, when it works well, may allow a fairer and more educative result to emerge. 

     For many years I used to find this one of the most stressful encounters of the year. As a junior member of staff fresh from another discipline I would sit down with an older colleague, often quite territorial about a paper which he or she had marked many times, and try to agree or reconcile the marks. Sometimes I was amazed and cheered that our separate marks were almost identical. Other times I was depressed to find huge discrepancies. In fact, over the years, I seem to have noticed greater convergence and in the last few years have had no serious difficulties. I also began to see patterns. Certain of my colleagues were less positive than I, others more so. There were several people I particularly enjoyed examining with since they seemed to be careful, judicious, and of course, agreed pretty well with me on most marks – and were reasonable and flexible when there were disagreements.

     I did have one colleague who I found difficult to examine with. A number of my firsts were thirds in this person’s eyes, and vice versa. I never understood the logic of their approach. In my wilder fantasies I used to wonder if they had misapplied one of the techniques suggested by Parkinson to cut down examining time, such as throwing all the scripts down a set of stairs. Those which were heavy would arrive at the bottom and get firsts; the feather-light ones would drop at your feet and get thirds or fails. Or perhaps they had some other system, something else like marking on how legible the script was, how many times it mentioned certain authors or something. But the fact that only one marker out of many dozens I have co-marked with sometimes gave me this feeling is comforting. 

     At a very rough guess, considering the over three thousand scripts, that is nearly ten thousand essays, I have marked, I suspect I only seriously disagreed to the extent of putting people in a different class to my co-examiner in about one in between one in twenty or thirty scripts. [This is something I could check]. 

     My anxiety about the reconciliation meetings lessened as I became more experienced and self-confident. I also began to realize that rather than arguing heatedly about the merits of a script, which I would sometimes do, and is occasionally a good idea, or even re-reading a script to see if one had over or under marked it, it was a good idea to put the difference to a third person. After a brief discussion of a large difference, checking which questions one had agreed and disagreed on to see if there were an explanation, we would agree to send the disagreed marks to the External. They could arbitrate. Then at the final meeting I would check their adjudications against the disagreed marks, noting inwardly with satisfaction when they agreed with me, or dismayed when they had sided more with the other examiner. 

     Fortunately, there was never, to my knowledge, any pressure towards inflating of the marks, no effort to aim at some kind of expected ‘normal’ distribution. I have never tried to get a certain number of firsts, 2:1s and so on. Indeed, for a long time there were big variations both in papers and years in relation to the distribution of classes. 

The meeting to class the candidates

     Once all the marks have been given for each paper and a number of papers have been adjudicated by the External (disagreements, potential firsts, fails and borderlines), the day of the classing meeting dawns. When I first came as a new and insecure anthropologist, this used to be another stressful occasion, but has improved enormously, both because I am older and more experienced and the procedures are better. 

      Presumably because the methods had been developed in the days of much smaller numbers, when it would work well enough, the procedure when I came was for each paper marker to bring their marks on a sheet of paper. Everyone was given a grid with candidate numbers. Then paper-by-paper, the marks for the Prelim (Preliminary to Part II, an informal exam which was set mainly so Colleges knew how the students were getting on and was later turned into a formal part IIA) and the Part II (now IIB) were read out by each individual and the others wrote them down. 

    By the time I came there might be up to forty candidates sitting some of the papers, and with six papers in the Part II (final) year at that time, this meant that 240 marks (including the complex dissertation marks which had to be figured out by changing the names into anonymous numbers in the meeting) had to be correctly entered and another 120 for the three papers of the Prelim. It is amazing how much confusion, mis-hearing, appeals to speak louder, to go more slowly, can be produced by a dozen people calling out 360 individual marks and other people then writing them without error in the right box – and then someone adding them all up and providing averages. The result was that only after two or three hours of irritation and strain did we finally have a set of marks. 

       This method was phased out, I imagine in the later 1980s (I can check) and the Senior Examiner was then asked to collate the marks. This meant that people could be presented with a more or less complete copy of the mark book with all the numbers entered. So the classing could start straight away. 

*

      The actual classing would appear to be a simple matter. Indeed a number of departments and universities have developed strict rules, which make it almost automatic. Being a small, face-to-face, subject, the anthropologists like to preserve some element of judgement in the matter. They want the results to be not only just, but also fair. In doubtful cases, certain components of the course are conventionally given a little more weight. For example, if people do really well in the difficult core papers, this might be a plus, or if they do a really good dissertation this may weigh more heavily (though it is not counted as a double mark, as happens in some universities). 

     Or again, if the general run of papers was in one class, but there is one disastrous paper, there might be a call for the marker’s views on this. It may be that just in this one paper the third question was not finished and this pulled the candidate down. It may be legally the case that on a set of abstract rules they would get a 2:1, but it seems unfair to deny a person a first just because in the twelve essays they wrote, they wrote eleven excellent ones and then, for whatever reason, did not finish the twelfth. This seems a fairer system, for example, than automatically giving all those with an average of 69 and above firsts. 

      This can, however, lead into problems for someone with a higher numerical average, say 60, may get a II:2, for example because all their marks are high II:2 but one mark is in the 70’s, while someone who gets an average of 59.5 may get a II:1, because four of their marks are reasonable II:1 but one paper is in the forties (perhaps because they only answered two out of three questions) and this bring the average right down. What we are judging is the total class of the person, whether they ‘look and feel’ like a first, upper second or whatever, not what their statistical average is. But, of course, in the days of exposure, accountability and transparency, this exercise of judgement and attempt at fairness exposes the examiners to challenges.

     A general rule of assessment which I developed over the years was to look at the marks as a kind of intellectual balance. A very frequent outcome is one borderline and three (in the IIA) or four (in the IIB) marks distributed in two classes. When there were three marks, it was easy to see that two were, say 2:1, one 2:2 and one on the borderline, so the class is 2:1. With the final year’s five marks, it was more difficult, but again one had a sense of the weight of individual marks. A 67 was ‘heavier’ – further from the fulcrum upwards, than a 57 which was only two marks below the border of 59. So the heavier mark pulled the balance towards a II:1. 

     What is impressive about the discussions over the years is that a couple of hours might be spent discussing the still anonymous candidates and trying to resolve the four or five difficult cases. Borderlines were focused on and compared. The two markers for papers which turned out to be anomalous or crucial were asked to read out their often detailed notes on each question answered by this candidate so that the group could get a feel by the adjectives used, as to what sort of candidate this was: ‘brilliant, but writes little’, ‘wide ranging but not very deep’, ‘only gives a limited range of examples’. Often only after such lengthy discussions was the final decision made. 

        It seems curious that it has only been in the last two years that an obvious device (perhaps made possible by computers, but long used for the Part I) has been incorporated, which is to produce a sheet with the candidates in rank order of marks. Previously we would have three or four pages in a mark book and we tried to locate and then discriminate between three or four candidates on different pages who were almost identically on a borderline. Now it is obvious where the straight firsts end, where the 2:1’s and 2:2’s are bunched. The small cluster of borderline cases is very close together and can be easily compared and contrasted. 

     The whole process is anonymous and the candidates are ascribed their classes without being named. Then the names are revealed – to the occasional acclamation or expression of disappointment. It is at this point that a considerable difference emerges between Cambridge and the other two Universities I have examined for as External. 

     In Cambridge, if a student is ill, has family or other problems, their College Tutor sends a ‘warning letter’ in advance of the exams to the Senior Examiner. These letters are kept sealed until all the classes are agreed and the names known. At this point, if there are any Fails, then the Senior Examiner looks at the warning letters. If a person has failed and there is a warning letter, their papers and the letter are sent to a special ‘Applications’ committee which can, on the strength of this, award the person an unclassed degree – ‘Declared to deserve honours’. The warning letters are not used to alter marks or classes. 

      In the two Universities where I acted as External it was different, though it was some years ago and practices may have changed.  At various points in the proceedings, and certainly before the final classes were awarded, members of the Board would inject personal information about a candidate into the meeting. A student, we were told, had arrived late at the exam because they had fallen off their bike or there was a underground strike; they had been very depressed for the previous few weeks; they had had to go abroad to a family funeral. I felt uncomfortable at this procedure where extenuating circumstances were allowed to push up marks. 

      The Cambridge system is impersonal. From the start to the end all you are judging is the person’s intellect in a three-hour session. Nothing else counts. It is like any serious game. In a football match, it is no use the players trying to alter the outcome by pleading that they were not feeling well, were worrying about their mortgage or whatever. The Cambridge system gives justice between candidates and between years. Favouritism, chance and special knowledge do not help. 

*

     One fairly recent change which will push the system towards a more mechanical and less flexible approach is the increasing pressure towards transparency, and the growth of litigiousness. For a long time, minimal information about particular marks was fed back to candidates and results were accepted as final. For the first 20 or so years of marking I do not remember any disputed outcomes. Now each year there may be one or two people who challenge the outcome, asking to be reconsidered for a class, to be re-classified from a 2:2 to a 2:1 for example. This leads to a great deal of extra work for the markers are asked to re-look at each paper, thus involving not only the Senior Examiner but up to ten markers. 

   Part of the problem, of course, is that the twenty minutes of careful discussion, comparing marks, listening to individual reports on each script, considering which papers are strong and weak, are not available outside the meeting. It has been suggested that minutes be taken, but unless they are extremely full, this would not help. Minuting the discussions would change the whole tone of the meeting for the worse. There is just the bald result, which may suggest that people with similar apparent total marks out of 100, get different results. 

     Given the double marking, the role of the External, and the care taken in the marking process, unless there has been a serious error and some paper has been badly mis-marked or a score inaccurately written down (which I have never known to be discovered), these challenges are unlikely to succeed. But they are a growing phenomenon and can lead to pressures to artificially modify the marks to head them off. So one might ask the External whether he or she, in the light of the discussion, will push a mark up or down to prevent misinterpretation. It is obviously best to avoid this, but it is likely to be more common in the future. 

      This ‘massaging’ of some marks used to be found when I first came to the Department. For a few years there was a Joint Examinations Board for the newly formed Departments of Archaeology, Social Anthropology and Physical Anthropology (as it was then called). After deciding the marks internally in our Department, and having perhaps awarded some people with an average of 68.5 or 69 a First, we would know that the other Departments marked higher and would say that this was not a First. So we had to push the marks up for the formal meeting. It was an uncomfortable process, and ended after two or three years when the examining was formally separated. But it gives an insight into what may happen in the future. 

*

     Every marking scheme is fallible and however much the regulations are tightened up, judgement needs to be used. For example, two markers may have a different view on unfinished scripts – one seeing the promise in the half-essay and the attached detailed plan, the other strictly observing that it is only half an essay and thus should only get half a full mark. Some markers are better at reading bad hand writing, and more tolerant of this; others mark badly written or messy scripts quite severely. Some pay attention to the essay plans, which can be longer and more illuminating than  the essays to which they are attached, others do not look at them at all. 

    And, in the end, a subject like anthropology is particularly difficult to mark. Having marked alongside historians, archaeologists and biological anthropologists over the years, it seems that in their disciplines what is ‘right’ and what is ‘wrong’ seem enviably more certain. This degree of certainty was reflected for many years at Oxford, where I did my undergraduate degree in history (though I do not know if it is still the case), in the fact that each paper was only marked by one person – and only double-marked if the candidate was on a borderline. I never questioned whether I would be less safe in a system where the idiosyncrasies of a single don, unchecked over the years by marking with a co-marker, would determine my marks.

     In anthropology, as I have mentioned, the reconciling meetings and level of disagreements even between colleagues who know each other well, who have taught together, who know the particular subject in detail, can be considerable. This shows how subjective examining must always remain - unless it is in certain sciences or through devices such as multiple-choice tests. 

      Examining is an art form, though many discussions in the media and by administrators are misleading because they tend to assume that there is a ‘correct’ answer and that students can be graded with high accuracy on their intelligence. 

     In anthropology there are no ‘correct’ answers. There are brilliant, good, dull and ill-informed answers. Again, there is judgement in deciding whether we mark a brilliant, wayward, amusing and original essay, where there is not much detail and solid examples higher than one where all the facts and arguments are deployed in a sensible way but it lacks all sparkle and originality. 

     And because examining is an art or craft, it can only be learnt through experience and made better by corrections. But, in the end, like tennis or playing a musical instrument, the very best examiners are probably born and not made. 

PARTICULAR ISSUES

Grade inflation?

    There is much talk nowadays about grade inflation – that more students are getting higher marks at ‘A’ levels and at University. It is suggested that this is the result of easier questions or lower standards, the latter partly being the result of league tables and/or the need for overseas fees. Here I will suggest an alternative explanation to what I have seen in this subject in Cambridge. 

      The fact that the classes have improved considerably over the years I have examined in Cambridge is not in doubt. From memory, in our Department in the Final Year of a cohort of thirty to forty students, in the 1970’s or early 1980’s, there would be one to three firsts, about two thirds would be upper seconds, about one third lower seconds, with one or two thirds or fails. This year (2009), which is perhaps the most extreme of the new results, there are six firsts, twenty-seven upper seconds, three lower seconds and no thirds or fails. 

     The upward movement also seems to apply to the taught Masters courses, though the slight shift towards optional and set essays rather than three written exams and a dissertation may have  had an effect. I remember in early years there was an occasional fail in the M.Phil, and quite a lot of marks in the lower range of pass, and only a few very high passes or distinctions. It has all shifted up by about ten marks since those days. 

     As I have noted, this does not seem to be because the questions are easier, indeed they are more difficult, both for the undergraduates and the MPhil. Nor, as far as I can judge from my own experience, have I been lowering my marking standards in any way. Nor have I been under pressures to do so in order to boost league tables. Fortunately, Cambridge has a high reputation and there is as yet no pressure from Colleges, students or the University to do this. Nor is it likely that the students are intrinsically cleverer, or better prepared before they come, though they may be a little more mature in some ways. 

      I think the upwards drift is probably a combination of two factors interacting factors, namely that the results are more important to the students, so they work harder and better, and they demand and get better teaching. 

      To a certain extent, the early results are the anomaly, not the recent ones. Cambridge takes only the very best students. At the undergraduate level they usually need a wide range of GCSE O levels and several starred A levels and very strong references. In the M.Phil. we reject over half the applicants, many of them obviously pretty good. So the students are among the best in the world. 
      Anthropology is an exciting and engaging new subject which the students have not learnt at school but engages with the world around them. The students become really involved in learning it and anthropology is important in their wider life because it helps to explain things which puzzle them. They are taught by the one-to-one or one-to-two supervision system which is very intensive and can draw out the best in them. The teachers are on the whole dedicated, enthusiastic and themselves engaged in research. There is a good deal of pastoral care in the Colleges, with directors of studies, tutors, supervisors and various kinds of social and economic support. The surroundings are beautiful and the other students intelligent and lively. The students feel special being at Cambridge and the expectations on them are high. 

      So how did anyone not get at least a 2:1 in the past? Basically it was because a certain proportion did not take academic work too seriously. They played games, rowed, engaged in amateur dramatics, music, debating, widening their mind. The academic course was only a part of their experience in Cambridge – an old tradition in Cambridge where up to the nineteenth century there were many who came to join some of the teaching but did not take the final M.A. So these people, among whom there were also a few who found Cambridge too snobby or alien (a factor which has also changed a good deal over the last thirty years), got 2:2’s and occasionally lower. I suspect that the preponderance were men, and the fact that most undergraduates in social anthropology are now women may also have had an effect. 

     Nowadays, with pressures on employment and growing anxiety, almost everyone takes work seriously and tries really hard, and they nearly all get at least a 2:1. I don’t know, but suspect that some of the same factors may be true at the level of schools. 

Differences in the quality of students between different universities? 

     People sometimes ask me about, and others frequently comment on. the differences in quality of the scripts in Cambridge and in other universities. This is a subjective matter, but my impression is roughly as follows. The very best Cambridge firsts are often better than almost anything to be found in other places I have marked at or heard about. This is a combination of intake and teaching. They soar very high – though this does not mean that they will go on to do anything particularly remarkable later in their lives. Many of the greatest thinkers, I was relieved to find as I gained my (high) second at Oxford, had also got seconds – R.H.Tawney, Evans-Pritchard and others. But certainly there is brilliance. 

     At the other end of the scale, there is also a difference. At other places I know of there is a long tail. About a third or a quarter of the scripts show real defects in language, spelling, comprehension or something else. Such a person would be unlikely to be accepted into Cambridge. Often their difficulties are exaggerated by financial and personal problems of a kind which are ameliorated by a collegiate university. Their essays might fail in Cambridge, when compared to the excellent scripts of others, but in many universities they might get a low 2:2 or at least a pass of some kind.  

     Thirdly, the whole cohort in Cambridge, when I compare it with elsewhere, has tended to be marked a little lower. I have known years when I have been giving the same quality of essays a 1st in another university, and a high 2:1 in Cambridge and so on down the scale. I have often wondered what would happen if some sample scripts were deposited in a central repository and marked anonymously by a national board. I suspect that the proportion of firsts from Cambridge would go up and there would be very few below a high second. 

      Of course, this is widely known and employers and others take it partially into account. And its impossible, and probably undesirable, to enforce uniformity. But there can be no doubt that standards are not uniform, just as procedures are not the same and the quality of the teaching, and of the backup of social and financial support, are different. 

Secrecy, favouritism and conflicting obligations

     It is worth commenting on a particular tension within the whole examination process. This is the difficulty of separating a person’s role as an examiner and as a teacher of particular students. 

     At the level of gross corruption, looking back on the many years when my assessment, along with others, could determine whether people were admitted to Cambridge or what degrees they received at the end, I am impressed at the absence of obvious bribery or other types of corruption. I have heard many stories of what happens not just in India or South America, but also in some other European countries. Yet in all my years I have never, to my knowledge, been offered any kind of inducement – monetary, sexual, career, power or other – or put under any pressure by colleagues, Colleges, friends or family to favour a student. No mysterious gifts have appeared, no student or student’s friend have made me attractive offers it would be difficult to refuse. It has been a delight to be able to act for this length of time in relation to thousands of cases without fear or favour. 

       Yet there are milder forms of pressure which it is more difficult to measure. The central one is  that as a member of an Examining Board, both at the exam-setting end, and in the final marking and classing, one may know things which could be of advantage to one’s students. Yet to use this knowledge in their favour is illegal, unjust and immoral. It is a subject little discussed, but worth pausing on. 

     The exams in our Department are usually set at the end of the Lent Term, in early March (though at times they have been set at the start of the Easter Term, in other words mid-April). At this stage, it is quite likely that one has been lecturing on a paper where, as the local expert, one sets questions for one’s particular supervisees. Should one avoid setting the questions upon which one has supervised, hence penalizing one’s students, or should one put them into the exam paper and hence give them an unfair advantage? Walking a middle path is not easy. 

      Once the exam papers are set, it is not difficult to remember a range of the questions, even if the papers agreed at the meeting have been handed back to the Chairman of Examiners. When one’s students ask for revision essays in the summer term, should one send them off onto questions one knows will not come up – which seems unfair, or direct them to something useful and helpful for a particular question that will appear, which seems unjust. Obviously each member of staff consults their conscience and over the years I have noticed little signs of abuse though there must be cases. 

     Then there is the pressure towards favouring one’s students in marking. The Department has avoided coursework, which is notoriously liable to corruption (supervisors helping too much etc.) The only ‘coursework’ element in the undergraduate degree is a dissertation in the third year, which is lightly supervised (there are regulations as to how much input supervisors can give) and then marked and given an oral examination by two examiners who are explicitly not the supervisor of the dissertation. 

     Yet the problem can effect the written essays. Except in exceptional cases (dyslexia etc) the scripts are still hand-written. It is likely that someone who teaches a lot of students, or is in charge of a special paper, will from time to time recognize the candidate’s  handwriting, even though all scripts have anonymous numbers. Even if they were typed, the style and content would sometimes reveal who the candidate is. It is obviously a temptation to favour one’s supervisees and the favouring can also be unconscious through the effects of background knowledge one has of the person which may encourage one to see behind their writing – to realize that they know much more than they write, for example. 

     Again, in the actual classing meeting, although with thirty or more students, all with random numbers, there is considerable anonymity, a determined person can probably work out some patterns through the combinations of optional papers a student takes. And in the old days the candidates were ascribed numbers alphabetically so once one worked out the key, it was not too difficult to decode the list (though this has now been changed for some years).  

      The final classes are important not only for the student but increasingly for a Director of Studies or supervisor for a College, whose esteem (and future employment perhaps) may depend on how his or her students perform. The relationship to the student may also be important. A supervisor or Director of Studies may have become a real friend with a student over the three years. The collegiate system and one-to-one supervision can make one well aware of the development, difficulties and potentials of a young person whom one has grown fond of. 

     Given this background, it is obviously tempting to try to push a student over a borderline (or, occasionally, to be rather severe if one thinks they have been over-marked) if one recognizes him or her. Again, from listening to the arguments (and who puts them) in meetings, I have noted very little of this kind of insidious corruption and indeed, if it becomes obvious, a colleague will indirectly call ‘foul’. 

Good-bye to Cambridge Examining

     I must admit that being an examiner is one of the most stressful aspects of academic life and as the season approaches, especially on the many occasions on which I have been Senior Examiner, my heart has dropped. But there are compensations. Many of the essays are a delight to read and provide surveys of topics, critiques of recent work, unexpected insights, in a concentrated form. I suspect that some of the ideas must have seeped into my lectures and writing, but I have never heard the subject of exam plagiarism, that is examiner’s taking ideas without acknowledgement (and how can one acknowledge an anonymous script?) discussed. 

       A second advantage can be in terms of feedback. Both as a supervisor and as a lecturer, one’s efforts to get across ideas are mirrored – sometimes uncomfortably – in the exam essays. A set of essays on one or two of one’s lectures may well show up their weaknesses or encourage one with their strengths. The comment forms at the end of a lecture course tend to give only a general assessment of the quality and value of the lectures. The essays can show whether what one has said has been helpful or not in some detail. Again it is a matter of personality as to whether a savage review of one’s lectures or books in an exam answer earn the student high marks or gets under one’s skin. 

      I do look forward to the release from the yearly anxieties and the sense of guilt, inadequacy and sadness that we cannot give all our students excellent results. Having spent more than a solid year in setting and marking exams, I feel that time has come to move on. 

      Yet, looking back, I do have a sense of some satisfaction. I have watched so many students blossom, mature and do really well. Often they amaze and delight me. They have been almost uniformly attentive, interested and interesting. To teach and examine in such a setting with a group of (usually) rational and congenial colleagues over so long is an enormous and unusual privilege. I shall also miss the encounter with some of the cleverest and most sensitive young minds. And of examining in the hub, which invented the examining system now used throughout the world and which has set and largely maintained high standards in its application.   

� According to Wikipedia ‘University of Cambridge’. 


� In the Cambridge system, there are technically only two internal, and one external Examiners for the Tripos. They are supported by a group of ‘assessors’ who help set and mark papers. In this paper I shall use examiner to refer to both the Examiner and assessor, but if I am referring to the formal duties of one of the three major players, will use Examiner. 
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