SEE008

The University of Leeds

ACADEMIC QUALITY AND STANDARDS TEAM
RECEIVED BY E-MAIL 28/06/2011

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

Earth & Environment

Programme(s) / Module(s):

Geological Sciences, Environmental Geology,
Geosciences

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

BSc/MGeol/MGeosci

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.

There are no areas that require urgent attention.

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.

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.

Learning outcomes are appropriate and commensurate with the BSc, MGeol and MGeosci programmes. The programmes are
generally well constructed to address the learning outcomes, and to offer breadth and depth of Earth Science subject matter via
a diverse and coherent set of modules. In their final year, all students normally carry out an independent fieldwork-based
project, which is an important component of Earth Science and Geology programmes. Students on the MGeol Geological
Sciences (International) programme also carry out their third year of study abroad, and this scheme generally appears to work
well in providing a high-quality and distinctive education.
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.

Academic standards are similar to those in my own institution, and to other institutions in the UK.
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.

Various assessment methods (examinations, coursework of various types, major independent projects) are used, and these
methods are employed in an appropriate way. The mixture of assessment methods across the programmes is intellectually
stimulating and also prepares students well for aspects of working life after their degrees. The overall balance between
assessment methods is appropriate and fair.
Assessment and moderation of each module is captured in module summary sheets with a standardised format – these sheets
provide a clear paper trail that records identification of anomalous marks, discussion of moderation of these marks, and any
action taken in adjusting marks. Although the module summary sheets are excellent, they could be improved by adding: (1) a
breakdown of assessment methods (e.g. percentage of overall module mark resulting from examination, coursework, etc.), and
(2) a summary of marks for each degree programme taking a shared module (e.g. average and standard deviation of marks for
each cohort of students taking a shared module, plus number of students in each cohort).
A few modules from those that I examined stood out as exemplary, and are listed below:
• 5308M MGeol Independent Project – these projects are well conceived and tightly constructed, allowing students to
collect data and get their teeth into substantive analysis in only one semester.
• 5320 Geology into Schools – an innovative module that provides (a small number of) students with experience of
outreach, science communication and teaching.
• 3560/5615 Petroleum Reservoirs Field Class – field class fosters cross-disciplinary learning of students on Geological
Sciences and Petroleum Engineering programmes, which is an essential for those students who will go on to work in
the oil and gas industry.
• 3630 Strategic Energy Issues – again, promotes cross-disciplinary learning and discussion between students on
various programmes (Geological Sciences, Petroleum Engineering, Environmental programmes), and greater
awareness of technical issues within a broader societal context.
• Overall, the second and third year modules offered to Petroleum Engineering students provide them with an excellent
geological grounding that is well integrated with reservoir simulation (although with scope to include more
petrophysics).
Two modules that I examined had issues that could be addressed with minor changes:
• 3135 Engineering Geology – there is a “bust” between the examination marks (average of 43%) and coursework
marks (average of 70%), which suggests that something is awry in the assessment (e.g. too many questions in the
examination, given 1.5 hours available?). However, the overall marks distribution is reasonable.
• 3073/3074/3078/5306M Independent Field Project – although these projects are consistently based on independent
fieldwork, there is a range of styles (“traditional” mapping project vs. “non-traditional” sedimentological project) and
academic expectations (BSc vs. MGeol). It would be helpful for each student to include a 2-3 sentence section in the
introduction of their project report that explicitly states its aims; from this statement, the focus of the fieldwork and
any associated analysis should be clear. These aims will likely be decided in consultation with fieldwork supervisors
in tutorials prior to the project starting in earnest. Formally stating the aims may also help weaker students in their
project management.
Students commented that some coursework deadlines were grouped rather closely; these could potentially be more evenly
distributed with greater co-ordination across the modules. Students also commented that they were broadly happy with the

quantity and quality of feedback, although they obtained more value from annotations on their own work than from proforma
feedback. Feedback was slow to arrive for a very few modules.
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. The overall performance of the students is strong, as testified by their results (see below, +/-). Performances in the
independent field projects (e.g. 3073/3074/3078/5306M) was solid, with no really stellar efforts – however, a significant
number of students performed at high 2i and low 1 st class level in this module.
BSc Environmental Geology
BSc Geological Science*
BSc Geological Sciences (Industry)
MGeol Geological Sciences (International)
MGeoSci Geosciences **

1st: 0
1st: 6
1st: 0
1st: 5
1st: 1

2i: 1
2i: 27
2i: 1
2i: 4
2i: 1

2ii: 0
2ii: 17
2ii: 0
2ii: 0
2ii: 0

3rd: 0
3rd: 2
3rd: 0
3rd: 0
3rd: 0

Fail: 0
Ord: 2
Fail: 0
Fail: 0
Fail: 0

* Plus one delayed result, ending submission of a revised project
** Plus one delayed result, ending resit exam in August
The teaching, assessment and learning environment are all of high quality, as highlighted by the students themselves. They felt
that their education had not been disrupted by the move to a new building (in 2009-10), and were very positive about the
refurbished facilities in this new building. The high level of commitment and enthusiasm of staff is evident, and the students
appreciate it – they feel a strong affinity with the School. The 8 students that the Examiners met also seemed to have made well
informed choices about further study at MSc level and about careers in mining geology.
Students raised two minor complaints: (1) they would like more access to the high-specification computing cluster in the
School outside of regular office hours, and (2) some felt that they would have benefitted from stricter rules about introductory
Maths and Chemistry modules (i.e. all entrants without A levels in these subjects should take the introductory modules).
5. For Examiners responsible for programmes that include clinical practice components, please comment
on the learning and assessment of practice components of the curriculum
Not appropriate.
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.

The two principal issues identified in the 2009-10 examiners’ reports were: (1) providing a clear paper trail for module
assessment and moderation, and (2) improving the quality and timeliness feedback. Both these issues have been addressed
thoroughly, and are now dealt with in a clear way. Students commented that they were broadly happy with the quantity and
quality of feedback, although they obtained more value from annotations on their own work than from proforma feedback.
They also commented that feedback was slow to arrive for a very few modules.
Modules that contain good practice deserving of wide dissemination are highlighted in section 3 (above):
• 5308M MGeol Independent Project
• 5320 Geology into Schools
• 3560/5615 Petroleum Reservoirs Field Class
• 3630 Strategic Energy Issues
• Package of second and third year geological modules offered to Petroleum Engineering students
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.

The influence of research is most clearly demonstrated in the 4th year MGeol Independent Project (5308M), but is also evident
in the module topics offered in years 3 and 4. Industrial research links are also evident in modules with either a mining or a
petroleum geology theme.

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
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
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 had access to all examination work and most coursework for the 24 modules, including independent projects, that I
assessed.
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 – mitigating circumstances are considered systematically by a small committee who report to the Board of Examiners. The
external examiners were not part of this small committee, but their recommendations were implemented consistently by the
Board of Examiners.

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.

Mentor support was sufficient, via examining with a more experienced academic. All three external examiners of the Geology
and Geophysics degree programmes were new to Leeds University in 2010-11, which is not ideal – for continuity, it would be
helpful to have some staggering of the terms served by the external examiners.

Other Comments

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

The 20 -90 marking scheme seems r estrictive a nd appears di fficult to j ustify ( although i t p robably make s n o s ubstantive
difference to the overall mark distributions or degree classifications of individual students). Why limit the examiners’ ability to
reward truly outstanding work, or to penalise exceptionally weak work?
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EXTERNAL EXAMINER’S REPORT
ACADEMIC YEAR: 2010– 2011
PART A: GENERAL INFORMATION
Subject area and awards being examined:
School of:

Earth and Environment

Programme(s) / Module(s):

Subject(s):

Geological Sciences, Environmental
Geology, Geosciences
awards: (e.g. BA/BSc/MSc etc.)
BSc, MGeSci

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.

None

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 – apologies, I have to resign after just one year.

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.

I feel that the programme aims and outcomes are broadly in accord with those in geoscience elsewhere. Standards
of assessment were broadly appropriate for the BSc and level M modules I inspected.
I note that many modules at level 3 and Level M have shared delivery and are then assessed differently,
sometimes with different credit weightings. I have slightly mixed feelings about this approach, especially when for
example the same written exam paper is used and then assessed in different ways. I can certainly see the
economic sense in terms of contact hours, but I just wonder how the delivery is geared: is it aimed “primarily” at
Level M or at Level 3? Together with
I met several BSc graduates, and they were very positive
about the courses they had taken. Unfortunately I didn’t meet any who had taken Level M modules and the year
abroad so I have no evidence of the student point of view. I discovered (at a late stage) that the Level M students
th
could take MSc modules, though I didn’t have sight of any of that work. It seems to me then that the 4 year
consists of a) taught modules also presented at Level 3, but with extra/different assessment; b) MSc modules; c)
Level M project work. There’s no “bespoke” level M class-based teaching in that list, whereas at some institutions
there is.

I also noted, from module descriptions, that for taught classes contact hours are in several instances low for Level 3
and Level M. In Level 2, many 10 credit modules would have 10 practicals. Although I haven’t calculated an
average, it is much lower for level 3 I think. My view is that practical skills can and should be developed through
higher years, and this cannot be done in quite the same way as “independent reading”: contact is required There
are undoubtedly opportunities available to apply and expand practical skills in higher years – I am simply making an
observation here.
2. Did the aims and ILOs meet the expectations of the national subject benchmark (where relevant)?
Yes

The comparability of the programme(s) with similar programme(s) at other institutions and against 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.

Assessment is by a mixture of unseen exam questions, reports, talks, group work and posters. This is a good range
of techniques and I detected no fundamental issues here to query.
At the level of the entire University, the "20-90" University rule seems quite inappropriate. This arbitrary rounding up
and down of marks is not an approach I have seen elsewhere. A good marking scheme allows marks between 0 (a
blank sheet of paper) and 100 (an answer that is outstanding for the level under consideration, or for a practical
calculation, completely correct). I am led to understand this policy comes from other parts of the University. I urge
the scheme be abolished and that those teachers who are unable to construct ways of marking between 0 and 100
should try harder.
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.

Good students were given ample opportunity to demonstrate their skills. The marks they obtained were comparable
to those on courses at other universities.
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 as this is my first 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.

This is most evident at Level M where research projects are influenced by the academic staff research interests
and skills.

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.

Basically yes, although the table containing a list of modules we would be presented with could have been sent
earlier (since modules were split between two externals examiners for geology). In some other universities,
examples of field based projects are often shipped out to external examiners prior to their arrival, thus allowing
more time for the overall process. In practice I chose to inspect all Level 3 and Level M modules presented to me
during my stay at Leeds, which inevitably meant limited time on each.
I discovered the online programme and module catalogue by searching on my own initiative – perhaps it was
flagged in the documents I received (in which case, apologies) but I found it a simple and useful way in. I am
referring to links such as
http://webprod1.leeds.ac.uk/catalogue/dynmodules.asp?Y=201112&F=P&M=SOEE-3460
I used it whilst inspecting exam papers, so it’s information that’s required in autumn ideally. Despite these minor
issues, overall I found the level of organisation and help very good.
10. Was sufficient assessed/examination work made available to enable you to have confidence in your
evaluation of the standard of student work?
Yes. In fact, there’s too much to deal with in the time available so I restricted my inspection to Levels 3 and M.

11. Were the administrative arrangements satisfactory for the whole process, including the operation of
the Board of Examiners?
Very much so – there was a high level of organisation throughout.

12. Were appropriate procedures in place to give due consideration to mitigating circumstances and
medical evidence?
I don’t have evidence in regard to this question.

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.
I was mentor to two new external examiners and this arrangement was made well in advance, enabling email and/or telephone
contact as and when required.

Other Comments

Please use this box if you wish to make any further comments not covered elsewhere on the form.
Student interviews (mentioned above) gave a very positive impression of the BSc courses. They liked the fieldwork, although
not the costs of the independent field project (though they pointed out this is subsidised). They claimed they cannot access
(some or all?) of the new building to work at weekends, and that there are not enough computers. I think CorelDraw is
particularly greedy and won’t run on all the available computers. These are quite minor gripes.
See next page for module-by-module remarks (Level 3 and M). Please note that these comments should be viewed in the
context of my very positive view of the courses and modules as a whole.

SOEE3040
/
3042 / 5605M

Easter Field Class

SOEE3073
SOEE5306M

Independent
project

/

field

I have slight unease about the way that with so much delivery in common
(Cyprus field class), aims and assessment can target two different
intellectual levels. I am aware that as well as a longer exam there is extra
assessed group work in the field for 5306. Whilst this accords with the
higher credit rating, I think I would find some difficulty in marking work from
the different cohorts in clearly distinct ways. Use red ink to mark!
5000 words / 6000 words. Marks seemed appropriate, with 2 markers and
a clearly documented process of resolving disagreements. I didn't see
evidence that students used feature mapping - an important aid in
interpreting boundaries, as well as of geomorphological significance though I am told they are taught to do this. Also a GVS should be
presented. The final maps presented in CorelDraw were of impressively
high quality, although not always matched in quality of interpretation. I
didn't
detect
any
construction
of
proper
lithostratigraphy.
Whilst there seemed an appropriate level in terms of aims, I would
personally find it difficult to have a distinct marking strategy for 3073 and
5306M.
Only one project available, and the marking process seemed fine.

SOEE3074

Field project (Ind)

SOEE3102

Isotope
Geochemistry

SOEE3110

Earth
System
Science:
Biogeochemical
Cycles

SOEE3450

Structural Geology

Some teething problems, marks needed to be raised. Rather a lot of
material for a 2 hour exam?
Lots of enthusiasm comes through in work; good petrography. Not
documented in detail how mark strategy at Level M is distinguished from
that at Level 3 for the shared written exam. Handwrtten notes on backs of
work illuminate the assessment. Very low contact hours.
Levels Ms have an additional 2500 word report worth 5 credits. Good to
see debate is encouraged as part of the module. Contains example of
generic feedback (staff > students). Spreadsheet a bit cryptic. Are the
shared components marked to the same standards? A difficult module for
Y3 - extensive moderation was required?
Essays need a sentence or two at end to justify mark. One essay was
covered in ticks, no crosses, but mark = 63%. Why not 100%? For 5640 an
extra essay is set - but for the "shared" unseen exam, are assessment
criteria different for Level 3 and Level M?

SOEE3460
5635M

/

High-Temperature
Processes in the
Earth

SOEE3470
SOEE5645M

/

Plate
Tectonics
and Geodynamics

SOEE3490
5640M

/

Mountain
Processes

SOEE3600

SOEE3660
5840M

SOEE5308M

SOEE5321M

Belt

Ore Deposits and
their Exploitation
/

Geology
and
Mineral
Exploration
in
Northern Ireland
MGeol
Independent
Project
MGeoSci
Research Project

Good detailed pro-formas for assessment of the 2 essays. However, how
is collusion to be avoided in a module entirely assessed by CA? For
example the single essay title "Origin and evolution of Earth and Moon"
was used by a number of candidates. The 12 contact hours represent low
interaction with the students .
Good to see generic feedback to students.
exercise marked clearly.
Essays - just ticks and crosses; needs a bit of narrative to indicate how
mark is arrived at, especially on Q3 where a wide variety of answers are
acceptable.

Slightly confusing assessment outline - it took me a while to work out what
percentages of what contributed. Good to include student feedback
freetext e.g. "First and only module that starts to relate to the real world".
For level M, there's an extra field presentation. Spreadsheet missing for
3660. Not much annotation to illustrate assessment procedures. Coast
"section" exercise appears to be logs. Assessment process incompletely
documented at Level M.
The ones I inspected were based on interesting and appropriately pitched
topics. Assessment by double marking and a process of resolving
discrepancies is fair.
Saw 1 report. Two thorough markers' reports, no big difference.
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