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Dear <>
Thank you for your External Examiner’s Report for the Academic year 2011-2012 on our Accounting &
Finance masters programmes. We are very pleased that you believe our programmes are in good
shape, the standards of assessment are appropriate, the feedback is comprehensive, the student
performance is satisfactory and the quality of our research-led teaching meets the intended learning
outcomes. We are also glad that you had a positive experience as an external examiner to our
programmes.
At the Leeds University Business School, we continuously strive to improve the quality of our
programmes and always aspire to deliver world-class higher education, within an excellent learning
environment. Your contribution, your active support and your most encouraging feedback are of the
utmost importance and highly appreciated.
Yours Sincerely,

<>
Dean, Leeds University Business School
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I include below the two passages where I wanted to say more than the brief words I wrote on the
form in longhand yesterday, the day of the Examination Board, 24.10.2012
Please comment on your experience of the programme over the period of your appointment ....
I am very well pleased with what I have seen during my four years as External Examiner to this
programme.
The programme is clearly in good academic health. The curriculum is quite full and demanding
(unavoidably and necessarily), as there is a lot of ground to cover: mathematical theory; the core
material of mathematical finance (options, Black-Scholes theory, interest-rate models, etc.); lots of
numerical implementation, using a variety of specialised software.
The teaching team impresses me. They are technically very good. The teaching is clearly
effective, from the results. The marking is careful and thorough.
The administrative support is excellent. I am very happy with the procedures of the School.
The jewel in the crown of the programme is the dissertations. I have been consistently impressed
with these. The cost in staff time is high – this is very labour-intensive. But the value added is also
high. Students graduating with a high mark overall, particularly with a distinction on their
dissertation, have a qualification that will stand them in good stead throughout their careers.
The range of project topics offered excels in two respects: its breadth, and the way it keeps
abreast of current events (we are all aware of the glaring deficiencies at the systemic and
macroprudential level that have been revealed by the financial crises of recent years). It is here, I
feel, that year-on-year change in the programme has been most evident, as the project topics have
moved with the times. For most of the rest of the programme, change has been largely confined to
natural development, and I am happy with this. To quote the footballing maxim: don’t change a
winning team.
All in all: well done. Keep up the good work.

Other comments
LaTeX.
One aspect I am unhappy with is the use of Word (the equation editor) to do mathematics,
particularly in the dissertations. This is crude, ugly, antiquated and third-rate.
The thing to use is LaTeX (long a; x = ch, as in loch: Lamport’s version of Knuth’s TeX). This could
be taught to the whole cohort in a day, as part of their induction to the programme. It is far easier
to learn than the range of specialised software that they will encounter in their courses, particularly
the ones on the computational side. LaTeX produces output of textbook quality, and is the “gold
standard” for mathematical display (and has been for decades now).
Grammar, spelling and punctuation.
I am not satisfied with the standard of grammar, spelling and punctuation – particularly in
mathematical display.

Mathematical display forms part of the sentence containing it. So when it comes at the end of a
sentence, it needs a closing full stop, etc.
Mathematics students are notoriously bad at writing, for all the obvious reasons: they haven’t
had to write English since their schooldays; they probably voted with their feet to get away from
writing essays; they may well not have English as their first language. I am sympathetic both to the
problems of new authors (even those with native English), and to those coping with all this in a
second language (particularly one as different from English as Chinese – which I mention because
Chinese is so well represented in the student cohort).
I want students graduating from this programme to be noted for the high standard and accuracy
of their document preparation. This is an invaluable transferable skill. It can be taught! I
systematically do a “red-ink job” on any document I read. This works.
Plagiarism.
I was shocked to hear one of my opposite numbers as External Examiner yesterday saying words
to the effect that one could have mild plagiarism, and that perhaps the student had not understood
what was acceptable. On the contrary: plagiarism, like rape, is clearly defined, and ignorance of the
law is no excuse. I was relieved to hear that it is a University requirement that computer software (I
use Turnitin, which I find works well) be used.
Go in hard when you write the rules; go in hard when you tell the new cohort about it; go in hard
when you encounter plagiarism.
Marketing and numbers.
I noticed that numbers had fluctuated during my term, and enquired as to this. I was told that the
target was 30 (sensible, in view of the size of the teaching team), but it had varied between 20 and
40 in recent years. When I expressed horror, I was told that nothing could be done: the marketing
was all done centrally, and the numbers reacted to the way the University announced on its website
that various programmes were/were not still recruiting.
It is not my business whether this is done by the programme (who would certainly not expose
themselves avoidably to these wild fluctuations), or done right at University level. But I am not
satisfied with how things are done at present/have been done in recent years.
Bimodality.
Mathematics is notoriously a make-or-break subject – people tend to be very good at it or very
bad. This is reflected in the results, as a glance at the summary statistics will confirm. This puts a
premium on selection procedures.
China/Skype.
In every programme in financial mathematics with which I have been associated, as an external
examiner or a teacher/internal examiner, the “tail” (the group of weak students who struggle
throughout, on everything) has strikingly and obviously had a Chinese component. (The good
Chinese students are splendid – hats off to them, and to those who teach them, but that is not the
point here.) I make a point of asking admissions officers about this, and they all say the same: that
they know within two weeks (or less – by the end of Day 1, I heard yesterday) who will be in the
problem category, but have no way of knowing before arrival.
An interview, before acceptance, would reveal the problem cases, who could be rejected, and/or
advised to re-apply after, say, a year of further study of English.
It is obviously impractical to interview face to face: it would be too expensive, whichever county it
was done in.

The answer is obvious. It should be done by using specialised interview software (Skype, for
example).
Recall the time when touchline cameras were introduced in tennis. It immediately became
obvious that it should have been done years before. Goal-line technology in football is obviously
long overdue for introduction now. Pre-admission interview for foreign students (particularly, but
not exclusively, Chinese) will, I predict, become the norm, and I want to see the University of Leeds
showing leadership and taking a lead here.
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Dear <>,
Thank you for your External Examiner’s Report for the Academic year 2011-2012 on our Financial
Mathematics masters programme. We are very pleased that you believe our programme is in good
shape, the standards of assessment are appropriate, the student performance is satisfactory and the
quality of our research-led teaching meets the intended learning outcomes. We are also glad that you
had a positive experience as an external examiner to our programme.
At the Leeds University Business School, we continuously strive to improve the quality of our
programmes and always aspire to deliver world-class higher education, within an excellent learning
environment. Your contribution, your active support and your most encouraging feedback are of the
utmost importance and highly appreciated.
Regarding your suggestion to require all dissertations to be typeset in LaTeX, I can assure you that
we will teach LaTeX to all dissertation students in 2012/13 as part of the research methods module.
The teaching staff will strongly encourage students to use LaTeX in their research proposal and
dissertation. Although we will not be able to make LaTeX a mandatory requirement, the presentation
element of the marking criteria can and will be used to reward usage of LaTeX.
As your tenure is coming to an end after 4 years of service as external examiner on the MSc Financial
Mathematics programme, we would like to take this opportunity to thank you for your work.
Yours Sincerely,

<>
Dean, Leeds University Business School

