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Part A: General Information

Subject area and awards being examined
Faculty / School of:

Faculty of Biological Sciences

Subject(s):

Zoology & Environmental Biology

Programme(s) / Module(s):

Zoology BSc
Zoology (Int) BSc
Zoology (Ind) BSc
Ecology and Environmental Biology BSc
Ecology and Environmental Biology (Int) BSc
Ecology and Environmental Biology (Ind) BSc

Awards (e.g. BA/BSc/MSc etc):

BSc

Completed report
The completed report should be attached to an e-mail and sent as soon as possible, and no later than six weeks after the relevant
meeting of the Board of Examiners, to exexadmin@leeds.ac.uk.
Alternatively you can post your report to:

Head of Academic Quality and Standards
Academic Quality and Standards Team
Room 12:81, EC Stoner Building
The University of Leeds, Leeds LS2 9JT

Part B: Comments for the Institution on the Examination Process and Standards
Matters for Urgent Attention
If there are any areas which you think require urgent attention before the programme is offered again please note them in this box
There are no matters that require attention that would preclude the programme being offered again.

Only applicable in first year of appointment
Were you provided with copies of previous relevant External Examiners’ reports and the response of the School to these?
Yes, I was provided with both the report and the response of the school.

For Examiners completing their term of appointment
Please comment on your experience of the programme(s) over the period of your appointment, remarking in particular on changes
from year to year and the progressive development and enhancement of the learning and teaching provision, on standards
achieved, on marking and assessment and the procedures of the School
N/A

Standards

1. Please indicate the extent to which the programme Aims and Intended Learning Outcomes (ILOs) were
commensurate with the level of the award
•

The appropriateness of the Intended Learning Outcomes for the programme(s)/modules and of the structure and content of
the programme(s);
• The extent to which standards are appropriate for the award or award element under consideration.
•
The aims and intended learning outcomes for both programmes are appropriate both in relation to structure and
content of the course as a whole, and of individual modules.
•
The standards are entirely appropriate with the levels of awards made in all programmes.

2. Did the Aims and ILOs meet the expectations of the national subject benchmark (where relevant)?
•

The comparability of the programme(s) with similar programme(s) at other institutions and against national benchmarks and
the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications.
•
The programmes are comparable with similar programmes in other universities with which I am familiar, including my
own (
and others that I either have taught at or served as external examiner.
•
Teaching is of consistently high quality and includes a significant practical component, including field work. It includes
a good l evel of gen eric and transferrable s tills, including quant itative anal ysis t hat enh ance the student’s c areer
prospects.

3. Please comment on the assessment methods and the appropriateness of these to the ILOs
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•

•
•

•

The design and structure of the assessment methods, and the arrangements for the marking of modules and the
classification of awards;
The quality of teaching, learning and assessment methods that may be indicated by student performance.
The des ign and s tructure of the assessment methods ar e entirely appr opriate. There i s a good m ix of as sessment
methods and I understand and agree that some of the variation relates to the aims, learning outcomes and structure
of the individual modules.
Some modules are assessed entirely by coursework and others entirely by a closed book examination, although the
former ar e i n a minority. N ot w ithstanding t he bullet point ab ove, c onsideration needs t o be g iven t o t he
appropriateness of ei ther an ent irely exam- or coursework assignment-based assessment of final year m odules as
both methods of as sessment t est di fferent k nowledge and s kills. I n a ddition, an as signment c omponent pr ovides
valuable feedback as to individual student performance prior to the examination.
I was able to comment on examination questions, and was given adequate time to do so. The length and breadth of
questions were appropriate, including the challenging and wide-ranging paper that tests the student’s knowledge of
statistics in year one.
The type of questions re the close-book examinations is appropriate, with one or more essay-length answers required
by final year students to test their depth of knowledge and understanding.
Annotation of ex amination s cripts i s v ariable. I t i s i mportant t hat t he comments pr ovide j ustification f or t he mark
awarded as an ai d t o t he moderator, an d t o a ssist t he ex ternal ex aminer in assessing t he appropriateness of t he
individual and overall marking. It should also be made clear which scripts were moderated by the moderator initialling
the agreed mark and, where appropriate, adding a comment(s) on the script.
I was not able to comment on written assignments. A lthough I realise t hat such a r equest in f uture w ill n ecessitate
(some) students returning their marked work I feel that it is important for the external examiner to be able to comment
on the appropriateness of the assignment, quality of feedback and standard of marking. Clearly I would only wish to
see a selection reflecting the range of marks for the module in question.
Consideration needs to be gi ven to ensuring parity of student time between modules attracting the same number of
credits. Some assignments appear to require more work on the part of the student than others and it is important that
student effort is similar and commensurate with the number of credits
The standard of the projects and the resulting dissertation were entirely appropriate, and I commend the broad range
of areas studied. Likewise the method of assessment was detailed and rigorous.
I c ommend t he de tailed br eakdown of m arks ( including m eans an d v ariance) w hich f acilitated i nter-module
comparisons.
There remains a large variation in mean, variance and distribution between degree class of marks between modules.
Modules assessed entirely by coursework invariably resulted in an overall higher mark and, often, lower variance than
those assessed by coursework and/or closed book examination. Consideration needs to be given to addressing this
disparity to ensure that students do not select modules of basis that some are perceived as ‘easy’.
The s ystem of m ark pr ovision v ia s preadsheets works v ery well and I c ommend t he e fforts of the ac ademic a nd
administrative staff to ensure that marks (including from other schools and faculties) were available for consideration
by the examination board.
The ar rangements f or t he classification o f aw ards w ere v ery good, w ith ea ch s tudent g iven due an d a ppropriate
consideration. I w as g iven t he opp ortunity t o c omment on t he b orderline s tudents on t he ba sis of examination an d
project per formance. The pr ovision of t he pr o-forma i s an e xcellent a pproach a s ens ures c onsistency bet ween
students.
The qual ity of t eaching, l earning a nd as sessment methods ar e v ery good a s i ndicated by s tudent per formance
statistics, with an appropriate distribution of grades. As stated above, the standard of assessment is appropriate,
both i n t erms of student performance, b ut al so f rom av ailable har d copy do cumentation a nd on -line m aterial - and
commensurate with other Russell Group universities.

4. Were students given adequate opportunity to demonstrate their achievement of the Aims and ILOs?
•

The academic standards demonstrated by the students and, where possible, their performance in relation to students on
comparable courses;
• The strengths and weaknesses of the students as a cohort.
•
The academic standards demonstrated by the students are comparable than programmes in other similar institutions.
•
I has the opportunity to talk to students from all three years of the programme in March (which I commend as good
practice) and they were articulate and very positive regarding their programmes
•
Students were provided with an opportunity to demonstrate their performance on basis of examinations, projects and
assignments although I could onl y t ake a v iew of t he f ormer t wo methods o f a ssessment. O n this b asis t he best
performing students were excellent and commensurate with similar programmes elsewhere

5. For Examiners responsible for programmes that include clinical practice components, please comment on
the learning and assessment of practice components of the curriculum
N/A

6. Please comment on the nature and effectiveness of enhancements to the programme(s) and modules
since the previous year

It would be particularly helpful if you could also identify areas of good practice which are worthy of wider dissemination.
•
Difficult to comment on changes as this is my first year as external examiner
•
Good practice:
Opportunity to talk to students from the three cohorts in March, i.e. before they are focussing on examinations. I
would encourage staff to encourage more students to attend these sessions.
Good grounding in statistics and transferable skills
Good quantification of mean and variance of marks within and between modules
Full provision of marks and other information before and at the examination board.

7. Please comment on the influence of research on the curriculum and learning and teaching

This m ay i nclude e xamples o f c urriculum des ign i nformed by c urrent r esearch in t he s ubject; pr actice i nformed b y r esearch;
students undertaking research.
•
From unit content and examination questions, some of the modules, particularly in the final year, are informed by
current research. Provision of assignments would allow an as sessment as to whether this applies to this method of
assessment also.
•
Projects often relate to current research of supervisor(s).

For Examiners involved in mentoring arrangements

8. If you have acted as a mentor to a new External Examiner or have received mentor support please comment
here on the arrangements
N/A

The Examination/Assessment Process

9. The University and its Schools provide guidance for External Examiners as to their roles, powers and
responsibilities. Please indicate whether this material was sufficient for you to act effectively as an
External Examiner.
•

Whether External Examiners have sufficient access to the material needed to make the required judgements and whether they
are encouraged to request additional information.
•
Material was generally sufficient. I had access to examination papers, outline answers where available, examination
scripts and projects (including assessments).
•
Staff were helpful in providing additional material such as student marks.
•
I would in future like a v iew of a s election of assignments from each module, including question(s) asked and some
indication of data sources available to the students in relation to completing the assignment.

10. Did you receive appropriate documentation relating to the programmes and/or parts of programmes for
which you have responsibility, e.g. programme specifications or module handbooks, marking criteria?

•

The coherence of the policies and procedures relating to External Examiners and whether they match the explicit roles they are
asked to perform.
•
Yes, all information was available, including in advance of the examination board.
•
My responsibilities were clear, including a helpful resume upon my arrival for the examination board.

11. Were you provided with all draft examination papers/assessments? Was the nature and level of the
questions appropriate? If not, were suitable arrangements made to consider your comments?
•
•

Yes, I was able to comment on draft examination papers. In some cases there were no outline answers re essay
questions and I would request these be provided in future
The nat ure an d l evel o f q uestions w ere appropriate t o t he c ohort and c ommensurate w ith s imilar pr ogrammes
elsewhere in the UK.

12. Was sufficient assessed / examined work made available to enable you to have confidence in your
evaluation of the standard of student work? Were the scripts clearly marked/annotated?
•
•
•
•

Yes, in relation to closed-book examinations and projects
Examination scripts and projects were clearly marked
Justification of individual/agreed mark for projects is clear
As stated above, annotation of examination scripts is variable. It was not always clear which scripts were examined
by the moderator.

13. Was th e c hoice o f s ubjects fo r d issertations appropriate? W as th e m ethod a nd s tandard o f a ssessment
appropriate?
•
•
•

Yes, the choice of subjects for the dissertations were appropriate, and informed by staff research interests in many
cases.
Both the method and standard of assessment were entirely appropriate.
Comments justifying the individual supervisor, moderated and agreed mark were clear.

14. Were the administrative arrangements satisfactory for the whole process, including the operation of the
Board of Examiners? Were you able to attend the meeting? Were you satisfied with the recommendations
of the Board?
•
•

•

The administrative arrangements prior to and during the board (which I attended) were entirely satisfactory
The performance of each student was given due and appropriate consideration, and I was able to take a view
regarding borderline candidates
I was entirely happy with the recommendations of the board.

15. Were appropriate procedures in place to give due consideration to mitigating circumstances and medical
evidence?
•

Yes. T here w as initially s light c onfusion r egarding my r ole but i t w as c larified that r ecommendations regarding
mitigating circumstances is entirely the responsibility of the internal mitigating circumstances committee, and that their
decision is simply reported to the board and marks etc adjusted accordingly.

Other comments

Please use this box if you wish to make any further comments not covered elsewhere on the form

This is my first year as external examiner for the above programmes and I am grateful to all of the academic and administrative
staff for the provision of information, and helping to make my visits to Leeds a pleasant and informative (and I trust effective)
experience. Likewise thanks to t hose s tudents w ho t ook t he t ime t o meet me a nd m y f ellow examiners i n the spring. I l ook
forward to further input into what are excellent programmes.

RESPONSE TO EXTERNAL EXAMINER’S REPORT
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External Examiner:
Programme Area:

BSc Zoology; BSc Ecology

Academic Year:

2011/12

Date of Response:

31 August 2012

Dear
Thank you f or you r tho rough review of the Zo ology and Ecology an d E nvironmental Biology de gree
programmes. We a re certainly pleased that there are no urgent matters of concern with the two p rogrammes.
Your support of the high standards we hope to d eliver is mu ch appreciated. The a reas o f con cern tha t you
raise will undoubtedly help us to im prove our programmes and we shall pay particular attention to the following
points that you raised:
Comment 1: “Some m odules are a ssessed entirely b y coursework and others e ntirely by a cl osed boo k
examination, although the former are in a m inority. Consideration needs to be give n to the appropriateness of
either an entirely exam- or coursework assignment-based assessment of final year modules as both methods of
assessment test different knowledge and skill s. In addition, an assignm ent com ponent pro vides valuable
feedback as to individual student performance prior to the examination.”
Response: The prog rammes team s will loo k at the differe nt method s of a ssessment a nd we m ay need to
account for how m arks po tentially differ sig nificantly betwe en cou rsework and exam assessments. To so me
extent the method s of as sessment are aligned with the particu lar mode of teaching (ex am whe n pu rely a
lecture-based modul e, sol ely cou rsework (typi cally a variety of asse ssments meth ods) when tea ching i s
seminar/small-group ba sed from seve ral staff). Modul es that are exam -based al ways have a meth od of
providing self -assessment and/or fo rmative feedba ck dur ing the teaching p eriod so th e stu dents d o hav e an
opportunity to test their l evel of unde rstanding. We offer a wid e choi ce of modules an d all student s doing
zoology or ecology have an opportunity to be assessed by both examination and coursework.
Comment 2: “Annotation of exam ination script s i s varia ble. It is im portant that the com ments provid e
justification for the m ark awarded as an aid to the moderator, an d to assist the external examiner in assessing
the app ropriateness of the individ ual a nd overall marki ng. It sho uld also be made clea r whi ch scripts were
moderated by the m oderator initialling t he agreed mark and, where appropriate, addin g a comment(s) on the
script.”
Response: We will certainly endeavour to b e more clear and consistent with exam script annotation and ask
staff to more strictly adhere to existing marking guidelines, which are routinely supplied with the exam scripts.
Comment 3: “I wa s not a ble to comment on written assig nments. Althoug h I reali se th at su ch a re quest i n
future will n ecessitate (some) student s returning th eir m arked work I feel tha t it is im portant for the ext ernal
examiner to be able to comment on the appropriateness of the assignment, quality of feedback and standard of
marking. Clearly I would only wish to see a selection reflecting the range of marks for the module in question.”
Response: This has been noted a nd we hope that these ki nds of assignments can be supplied in the fut ure.
Such assig nments are typically submi tted and marked ele ctronically so it sh ould b e po ssible to p rovide the
material in a timely fashion.
Comment 4: “Consideration needs to be given to e nsuring parity of student ti me between modules attracting
the same number of credi ts. Some assignments appear to require more work on the pa rt of the student than
others and it is important that student effort is similar and commensurate with the number of credits.”
Response: The prog ramme teams will examine th e relative wo rkloads bet ween mo dules and en deavour to
ensure that students con sistently work app roximately 100 hou rs for 10 cre dits as p er the guideli nes. The
disparity may arise from the differences in contact versus self-learning periods.
Comment 5: “There rem ains a la rge vari ation in mean, va riance an d dist ribution bet ween deg ree class of
marks between m odules. Module s a ssessed e ntirely b y co ursework in variably re sulted in an overall higher
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mark an d, o ften, lowe r varian ce than those a ssessed by cou rsework and/or clo sed b ook exam ination.
Consideration needs to b e given to ad dressing this disparity to e nsure that st udents do no t select m odules of
basis that some are perceived as ‘easy’.”
Response: The l arge va riation in m ean, vari ance and distribution b etween marks contin ues to occupy staff
across the whole of the Biology programme, but we are working to reduce this variance. For example, different
mark moderation/adjustm ent models have been consi dered. As per point 1, the programmes team s will
examine the cau ses of any sig nificant disp arity bet ween ma rks awarded for sol ely co ursework o r exam
assessments. Our feeling is that students do not think that the course work modules are easy; rather th ey do
not like exams.
Best wishes,
Programme Leader Zoology

Programme Leader Ecology and Environmental Biology
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Faculty of Biological Sciences

University of Leeds
Garstang Building
Leeds LS2 9JT

3 October 2012

Dear
EXTERNAL EXAMINER REPORT 2011/12: BSc Zoology and BSc Ecology
Many thanks f or agreeing to act as e xternal examiner for this programme and for your constructive report on the
programme. I am pleased t hat you feel t he teaching o n the programme is of hig h quality, that the programme
includes transferable skills which enhance the student’s career prospects, that learning outcomes are met and that
a good mix of assessment strategies are utilized; all core aspects of a well designed degree programme.
Regarding your comments on check marking and annotation of decisions where an agreed mark is recorded,
and
ha ve identified s trategies to h elp alleviate your concerns in future. To address issue s associated with
variation on mean module marks, we have recently drafted a new procedure, to be implemented in
all
programmes, where mark a djustment can be applied by exam boards where there is a strong ac ademic case f or
this to occur. The process allows for bot h increases a nd decreases in module or module element marks so t hat
the outcome appropriate reflects the aca demic capability of the stu dents. All e xamination officers have be en
briefed on ho w and when such a process is to be u sed which should help mitigate for the module mark variation
which you have observed.
Further to your comment about the varia bility in the le vel of annotat ion of e xamination scripts, this is an issue
which we have been targeting over the last year and will continue to improve. We have redrafted the ex pectations
of primary and check markers and given module managers the responsibility to make sure that annotation is
carried out. Another important point you raise concerns the disparity in workload across different modules with the
same credit weighting. This is an important issue and we need to do some work to harmonise this, which
will
be taking forward.
I’m glad you f ound the adm inistrative arrangement commendable an d the operatio n of the e xamination boards
assured a con sistency of ap proach for all students. Thanks once ag ain for agreeing to act as ex ternal examiner
for this programme and I look forward to meeting you again next April.
With best wishes,

Faculty Director of Undergraduate Student Education
Enc

Faculty Director of Undergraduate Student Education

