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A Historical Sketch of the London University External
Degree System

Yoshihito YASUHARA*

Granting academic degrees has been one of the time-honored special privileges of the
universities since their emergence in Medieval Europe. Universities alone were empowered
to award degrees to those who have shown their academic maturity and passed through
certain ordeals at various stages in university study.

British universities followed this traditional pattern until the Council for National
Academic Awards (CNAA) was established by royal charter in 1964, CNAA was a unique
British invention in that it made possible for students studying at non-degrees awarding
institutions of higher education (such as polytechnics) to earn degrees through its course appro-
val system. CNAA soon became the largest degree-awarding body in Great Britain, but it
dissolved itself in 1992 when both degree awarding power and university title were granted
to each polytechnic.

CNAA as an institution to award academic degrees to those who were not studying at
universities had a predecessor in the London University External Degree System. In fact,
the University of London from 1858 to 1900, in its strict meaning, was a mere examining
and degree-awarding body with no teaching function and no students. Its main function
was to conduct open examinations and to grant degrees to the successful candidates regard-
less of their educational backgrounds or the places of learning. The University of London
incorporated many colleges and higher education institutions in the metropolis as its constituent
“schools” after 1900, and became the largest teaching university in the Empire while maintaining
its examining roles. «

Since 1900, the University of London continued to award two kinds of degrees: internal
degrees for the students studying at its various constituent “schools” and external degrees
for those who are not. The growth of the London External Degrees System reached at its
peak during 1970s when other alternative routs degrees such as CNAA and Open University

were developed. Its future roles are now being seriously examined.
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