POLIS002
ACADEMIC QUALITY AND STANDARDS TEAM
RECEIVED BY E-MAIL 21/06/2011

The University of Leeds
EXTERNAL EXAMINER’S REPORT
ACADEMIC YEAR: 2010-2011
PART A: GENERAL INFORMATION
Subject area and awards being examined:
School

Subject(s):

of:

Politics

POLIS
Programme(s) / Module(s):

Modules pertaining to British

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

BA

Politics.

The completed report should be attached to an e-mail and sent as soon as possible, and no later than 6 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.

N/A

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?

N/A

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 programme’s aims and intended learning outcomes were commensurate with the level of the award, and the
standards were appropriate for the award under consideration.

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.

Yes, the aims and ILOs are entirely comparable and commensurate with similar programmes at other Russell
Group universities, national benchmarks and the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications.

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 assessment methods entailed an appropriate combination of essays and examinations, which were then
subject to detailed marking by two internal markers, who both provided clear written feedback and justifications for
the mark or grade awarded. The grades/marks were appropriate to the ILOs and benchmarking criteria, and the
feedback provided was extensive, and would enable the students to understand fully why they had been awarded a
particular grade/mark. Some of the assessment exercises were particularly innovative, such as those on the
'Parliamentary Studies' Module, which entails students adopting the role of an MP, and then writing letters in
response to issues or grievances from their constituents. This was particularly commendable and noteworthy.
The Department clearly has some very high calibre and academically strong students, who are benefitting from
excellent and enthusiastic research-led teaching by conscientious and committed academic staff. I am extremely
impressed by the quality of many of the students, and of the teaching delivered by staff in POLIS.
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.

I saw a range of assessed student work, namely essays, exam papers, research dissertations, and role-play
exercises which entailed students writing press releases on behalf of a pressure group or Government Department,
and letters from an MP to their constituents.
These assessed assignments entailed students developing and displaying a range of cognitive, communication and
research skills, and thereby illustrated the extent to which they are clearly benefitting from the imaginative and
innovative teaching and assessment methods in POLIS.
POLIS students are evidently being provided with ample scope and opportunities to demonstrate their achievement
of Module/programme aims and ILOs.
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. 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.

I am pleased to note that a wider range of marks are now being awarded at the higher and lower ends of the scale;
in the 70s and 40s. Last year, I saw some marks of 70 or 71 which could justifiably have been 74 or 75. This year,
the very best students are being rewarded accordingly, as they should be.
I am also delighted with the new 'Improvement Principle', whereby if a borderline Final Year student attains a
specified number of Credits in a higher degree category than their numerical average mark, they are eligible for a
degree at the higher level (i.e., a 2.1 rather than a 2.2). This rightly rewards students who have excelled in their
Final Year.
7. The influence of research on the curriculum and learning and teaching
This may include examples of curriculum design informed by current research in the subject; practice informed by
research; students undertaking research.

Please see response to 3, above.

The Examination Process
8. 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.

Yes. All relevant guidance was sent to me, along with contact details of appropriate members of staff in case I
required further information or clarification.
9. 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?
•

The coherence of the policies and procedures relating to external examiners and whether they match the explicit roles
they are asked to perform.

Yes, I was sent all appropriate documentation, including marking criteria and Module Handbooks.
10. Was sufficient assessed/examination work made available to enable you to have confidence in your
evaluation of the standard of student work?
Yes. For each Module I was responsible for, I was sent a representative sample of assessments and Examination
scripts, which included First, Fails, and several examples of 2.1s, 2.2s and 3rds.
11. Were the administrative arrangements satisfactory for the whole process, including the operation of
the Board of Examiners?
Yes, I was extremely impressed with the administrative process throughout, which was conducted with faultless
efficiency. In particular, <<<>>>, the POLIS Exam Secretary, is a credit to the University, such is <<>>
professionalism and efficiency.
12. Were appropriate procedures in place to give due consideration to mitigating circumstances and
medical evidence?
Yes. The Special Circumstances Board, which met on the evening preceding the Exam Board itself, was
scrupulous and thorough in its deliberations over students with serious special circumstances. Each such student
was considered with great care and equity.

For Examiners involved in Mentoring Arrangements
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

Other Comments
Please use this box if you wish to make any further comments not covered elsewhere on the form.
I am concerned at what I understand is a University policy regarding a 20-90 marking range, whereas a 0-100 is the norm
elsewhere. I marked one exam script where the student had completely failed to answer the third question. yet was awarded a
'statutory' 20, the lowest mark that could be awarded. This 20 was sufficient, when added to their other two marks, to raise them
to a bare Pass, whereas the award of a '0' would have meant that they failed.
To award someone a minimum mark of '20' for a completely failed or wrong answer has serious implications for quality
assurance.

Academic Quality and Standards Team
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The University of Leeds
EXTERNAL EXAMINER’S REPORT
ACADEMIC YEAR: 2010– 2011
PART A: GENERAL INFORMATION
Subject area and awards being examined:
School

of:

Subject(s):

Politics/International Studies

POLIS

Programme(s) / Module(s):

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

BA

Programmes:
BA Political Studies
BA European Studies
BA International Relations
BA International Development
Modules:
PIED 2463 United States Politics
PIED 3750 Dissertations
PIED2520 Foreign Policy Analysis
PIED3405 Israel: Politics and Society
PIED3535 Terrorism ( Semester Two)
PIED1511/12 International Politics PIED1541/2
Globalisation

The completed report should be attached to an e-mail and sent as soon as possible, and no later than 6 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.

n/a
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?

n/a
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 programme aims and ILOs are appropriate for the level of study: the curriculum is well designed, intellectually
robust and covers all the main pillars of the discipline; there is an excellent choice of modules, including both
compulsory and optional units, and the content is invariably stimulating and interesting; module outlines contain all
relevant information for students relating to programme aims, ILOs, modes of assessment and so on.
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.

Yes. The curriculum is consistent with national benchmarking guidelines and comparable with other leading
institutions in the UK. The breadth and depth of module choice is outstanding. The quality of the teaching and
student performance also seems to be first class.
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.

Although there is some variation in modes of assessment between different modules and programmes (in terms of
the balance of assessment, weighting of essays, role of seminar presentations and so on), overall the structure and
design of assessment methods are excellent. The range of essay and exam questions is in line with programme
aims and ILOs as set out in module outlines. Assessment sheets accompanying essays provide for extensive
feedback, inviting tutors to comment on both the ‘formative’ and ‘summative’ aspects of the essay. There is also
plenty of evidence that the system of double marking and internal moderation is both robust and effective.
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.

Yes. POLIS is clearly producing some outstanding students. Some of the work I came across was almost of a publishable
standard. The breadth and depth of the work in the dissertations was particularly impressive – and certainly comparable with
students at my own and, I suspect, other leading universities in the UK.

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. 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.

n/a
7. The influence of research on the curriculum and learning and teaching
This may include examples of curriculum design informed by current research in the subject; practice informed by
research; students undertaking research.

Yes. There is clear evidence that modules linked to the expertise of individual tutors are informed by cutting-edge
research. This was especially evident in the best dissertations – presumably the product of close and conscientious
supervision of leading experts in the field.

The Examination Process
8. 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?
•
Yes.

Whether external examiners have sufficient access to the material needed to make the required judgements and
whether they are encouraged to request additional information.

9. 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?
•

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 programme specifications, a copy of the External Examiner’s Handbook, module outlines and exam
papers were received. I have received regular updates from the HoD and Exams Officer informing me of changes
to regulations/guidelines alongside general responses to my comments. Overall I have found the responsiveness of
the School to be exemplary.
10. Was sufficient assessed/examination work made available to enable you to have confidence in your
evaluation of the standard of student work?
Yes. I was given a sample of scripts for each module sufficient to judge the overall stand of work, consistency of
marking, quality of feedback and so on. This year, I was sent a random 20 per cent of scripts for each module
rather than all firsts and fails; there has also been a shift away from sending complete samples of individual
students’ work in favour of a cross section of the cohort. I have welcomed both of these changes, which in my view
offer the external a more representative, not to mention a more manageable, sample of work. The distribution of
this sample work was efficient and received in good time to read and comment on the scripts. Advance warning of
the examination period was also received in good time. I would like to make particular note of the responsiveness
and efficiency of the Exams Secretary, <<>>, who invariably responded to my numerous queries in good time. I
would especially like to thank <<>> for showing a great deal of flexibility in respect of turnaround deadlines - which
cannot have made <<>> job any easier - allowing me to manage my other responsibilities and commitments.
11. Were the administrative arrangements satisfactory for the whole process, including the operation of
the Board of Examiners?
Yes.
12. Were appropriate procedures in place to give due consideration to mitigating circumstances and
medical evidence?
Yes. A pre-exam board was held, at which external examiners were present, where all cases involving mitigating
circumstance/medical evidence were discussed at length. The process was thorough and transparent. All cases
were subsequently reported by the Exams Officer to the full board. The confidentiality of the mitigating
circumstance/medical evidence of individual students was maintained throughout the process. There was one case
in particular - whose complications necessitated over 30 minutes of heated deliberation – that showed the
robustness of the pre-board. I would like to single out the Exams Officer, <<<>>>, for the way in which he handled
both the pre- and main examine board, taking great care to ensure that due process was followed at all times while
allowing ample time and space for deliberation. <<<>> did a first rate job of maintaining the autonomy of the preboard throughout.

For Examiners involved in Mentoring Arrangements
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

Other Comments
Please use this box if you wish to make any further comments not covered elsewhere on the form.
This is now my second year as an external examiner for POLIS. POLIS has an excellent set of programmes, with an impressive
range of modules for students to choose from. The quality of the student work is, in many cases, outstanding and comparable
with the best teaching outlets for Politics and International Studies in the UK. Last year I commented on the comparatively low
amount of firsts for graduating students and, on occasion, the reluctance of markers to use the full range of marks. This year,
however, changes to School policy (including more reward for exit velocity and the encouragement of staff to use the full range
of marks and promotion of greater awareness among students of the changes – all of which was brought to my attention in a
letter from the HoD) seem to be paying off with a noticeable uptake in the amount of firsts being awarded. In will be interesting
to note the performance of next year’s cohort after these changes have had further time to bed in. But at this stage I would like
to register how impressed I have been with the responsiveness of the School to this issue since it was raised in my last report.
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The University of Leeds
EXTERNAL EXAMINER’S REPORT
ACADEMIC YEAR: 2010– 2011
PART A: GENERAL INFORMATION
Subject area and awards being examined:
School of:

POLIS

Programme(s) / Module(s):

Subject(s):

International Relations

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

BA

The completed report should be attached to an e-mail and sent as soon as possible, and no later than 6 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.

No areas of concern

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

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 programme aims and ILOs were commensurate with the level of the award.
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 aims and ILOs achieve national subject benchmarks and compare favourably with those of other institutions.

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.

In all modules examined for the degree the design, structure and assessment methods were appropriate. The use
of second marking and moderation works well and ensures fairness. Students were given opportunity to reveal
their knowledge of the subject and achieved appropriate marks reflecting a range of abilities. The teaching,
learning and assessment methods are of good quality reflected in some good marks at the top end of the range.
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 work examined was generally of a very high standard and is a tribute to the excellence of students and
teaching staff. Overall the work produced by the students compares well with other similar institutions offering
similar courses. The overall quality is higher than many universities with fewer weak students.

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. 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.

As this is my first year as an external examiner for POLIS I am not in apposition to comment.
7. The influence of research on the curriculum and learning and teaching
This may include examples of curriculum design informed by current research in the subject; practice informed by
research; students undertaking research.

There is compelling evidence of research-led teaching which works particularly well judging by student citations
and the research interests of staff in relation to module outlines. The dissertations and other research activities
carried out by the students were of a very high standard. The attention paid by students to formative feedback in
preparing dissertations reflects a high degree of expertise by staff and a developing strong research ethic among
the students.

The Examination Process
8. 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.

The materials supplied were sufficient to act effectively as an external examiner and make the necessary
judgements. It would be useful to receive all assessed work from students where there is a large discrepancy
between coursework and examination. I felt able to request additional information if required.
9. 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?
•

The coherence of the policies and procedures relating to external examiners and whether they match the explicit roles
they are asked to perform.

All handbooks and appropriate documentation were received. Policies and procedures were coherent.
10. Was sufficient assessed/examination work made available to enable you to have confidence in your
evaluation of the standard of student work?
Yes
11. Were the administrative arrangements satisfactory for the whole process, including the operation of
the Board of Examiners?
Yes. The administrative arrangements worked very well including the Board of Examiners which was the best
organised process I have witnessed at any university.
12. Were appropriate procedures in place to give due consideration to mitigating circumstances and
medical evidence?
Yes. It is a real strength of the university that mitigating circumstances are treated seriously.

For Examiners involved in Mentoring Arrangements
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

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 in POLIS and the experience compares very favourably with my experience of other
exam boards and institutions I have worked for. The assessment process clearly has the highest priority among the whole
department. The quality of the modules offered is unusual in their range and diversity. The feedback to students on the whole
is exemplary although all staff should be as encouraging to weaker students finding things to praise in feedback as well as
providing constructive advice on how to improve. The administrative process has been superb, efficient and timely. The
willingness of staff at all levels to engage with the externals is a real strength of POLIS and reflects a commitment to the highest
standards which comes through in the written submissions of students. Overall POLIS has some of the best students taking
international relations degrees in the country and it has been a real joy reading some of their work.
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