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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:

Earth and Environment

Programme(s) / Module(s):

Subject(s):

Physics of the Earth & Atmosphere

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

MRes

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.

NA

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?

NA

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.
It has been a pleasure and a privilege to be the external examiner for the MRes over the past four years. During those four
years I have found that the level of teaching and research provision, and admin support, has been consistently high. These high
standards are reflected in the high standard of oral and poster presentations and research dissertations submitted by the
students. The support and academic staff associated with this course have always been very friendly, communicated clearly,
and have quickly addressed any feedback I have provided to them as external examiner.
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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.

(Text consistent with my 09/10 report)
The MRes Physics of the Earth and Atmosphere enables numerate non-geophysics science graduates to study the Earth and its
atmosphere, and provides geophysics graduates (e.g., atmospheric sciences) to develop core research skills. The course
achieves these broad goals by using an appropriate combination of fieldwork-based courses, taught courses, computer-based
projects, formal exams, and oral and poster presentations, in addition to the Masters-level dissertation project. I believe this
course strikes the right balance between taught and supervised activities, and easily achieved the standards required for a
MRes qualification.

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.

The course is a combination of field coursework, exams, computer-based practicals, writing and oral presentations, which I
believe is very suitable for MRes assessment. All members of the 10/11 cohort praised the core teaching staff.

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 was given the opportunity to assess the academic standards reached by the 10/11 cohort by reading their dissertation work
including their literature survey (received 2-3 weeks before the external examiner meeting), attending oral presentations from
the students describing their dissertation work, and attending the student poster session. I am also given the opportunity to
interact with them as a cohort and with them individually. All the dissertations reached the Masters level, ranging from pass to
distinction. The marks for the taught courses closely correlate with those of the final dissertation, so I am confident that the
taught component is being assessed at the appropriate level.
The 10/11 cohort included a wide range of backgrounds (physicists, meteorology, geology, atmospheric science) and many, but
not all, had reasonable quantitative skills. The cohort was not particularly close-knit but did work well together without problems.
Like previous cohorts, the 10/11 cohort identified the Arran fieldwork trip as a useful point to develop a group identity but this
year two members of the cohort were not available for that trip. Similar to previous cohorts, the 10/11 cohort also identified
computing skills as a major weakness that initially slowed down progress of their MRes projects. Members of the 10/11 cohort
suggested that using existing online resources for Fortran, IDL and MatLab, for example, would help bridge the gap between
starting the course and having access to computing courses run later in the semester.

5. For Examiners responsible for programmes that include clinical practice components, please comment
on the learning and assessment of practice components of the curriculum
NA
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 course is generally run very well based on enhancements from previous reports. For example, the organisers now let the
students know when PhD applications are due and circulate available posts so that the cohort has an opportunity to apply for
suitable posts that start after the MRes.

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.

(Text consistent with my 09/10 report)
The MRes theses typically represent original pieces of work, and the literature survey that precedes the thesis work also
incorporates current research into the course.
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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.

(consistent with 09/10 report)
As always, the MRes staff have been fantastic at providing guidance about my roles, powers and responsibilities, and the
material provided has been more than adequate.

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?
I was sent copies of all the MRes theses and literature surveys before the visit, and I had access and plenty of time to view
submitted work from the taught course during my visit.

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.

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.
NA

Other Comments

Please use this box if you wish to make any further comments not covered elsewhere on the form.
The MRes cou rse is n ow ru n b y t wo d ifferent acad emic st aff members a nd the cours e suffered from some minor te ething
problems at the start of the year associated with lack of communication, with some minor implications for the cohort. From what
I understand from the 10/11 cohort, most of these issues have already been resolved during the 10/11 academic year.
A welcome pack that included details of relevant university courses (e.g., computing), university orientation, including a School
map with information about important staff (who to talk to about what), would be much appreciated. This could be online or in a
paper form, and could effectively save time for the organisers.
Absent supervisors is a rec urring theme but thankfully they were in a m inority this year. There are examples of goo d practice
(e.g.,
that oth ers should follow. I had suggested in a previous report that th e supervisory team should comprise of
an academic member of staff plus a resear ch scientist. I under stand this scheme has been adopted but some memb ers of the
cohort were unclear of the role of the research scientist. Perhaps the individual roles of the supervisory team should be explicitly
stated at the start of the course.
Clarification of marking schemes was a recurring theme after talking to the 10/11 cohort as a group and individually. What is
the examiner looking for when marking a piece of work?
Staff attendance, particularly younger staff members, at the MRes student presentation was better than previous years,
Cohort identity within the School. Are they PGT or PGR? T his has con fused pr evious cohorts I hav e interv iewed. I’m sure
this just requires clarification. Apparently depending on the classification adopted they will have to subscribe to different mailing
lists; I am unsure of this point, basing the comment on feedback received by the 10/11 cohort.
Outdoor acti vities in Arran. Mostl y the c ohort e njoyed this field co urse at the start of the MR

es but the 10/1 1 cohor t
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commented
that the 6 days away included only a handful instances of outdoor activities, which raises the question why travel to
Scotland?

[repeated com ment from 0 9/10] D espite th e q uantitative backgr ound of many of the students, the cohort did n ot ha ve th e
sufficient programming skills necessary for the r esearch projects. I h ave spoken with the curr ent programme directors and I
think an easy way to address this issue is to emphasize the importance of gaining these skills ASAP by continual practice and to
point new cohorts to existing online resources.
Insufficient c omputing facilities. I have receive d simi lar compl aints from previou s cohorts. T he MRes coh ort needs a
dedicated room that is accessible 2 4/7 via a swipe card that houses reasonably new PCs (Windows, Linux) with robust printing
capabilities. I think th is is a r easonable demand from t he st udents especially when th ey req uire the se reso urces t o con duct
much of their work throughout the MRes.
On a positive,
associated with this course.

w as w idely praised i n h is appr oachability, h is or ganisational sk ills, and his ge neral efforts

A testament to the quality of the course is that all student cohorts I have met would recommend this course to other students. I
sincerely hope this course continues to be run to such a high standard.

ACADEMIC QUALITY AND STANDARDS TEAM
RECEIVED BY E-MAIL 01/11/2011

Head of School of Earth and Environment
University of Leeds
Leeds
LS2 9JT
30 October 2011
Dear
Re: Response to External Examiner’s Report (MRes Physics of Earth and Atmosphere),
2010/11
This is your last year as External Examiner and we very much appreciate all your support, views
and constructive comments.
Firstly, thank you for your continued support of the MRes programme and also your suggestions
which have aided its position as a leading programme in the geosciences. It continues to provide a
robust pathway to further study for our students many of whom have taken up research projects
within our own school. The School would also like to thank you for your very positive comments
regarding the administration and core support of the course.
In response to the specific issues that you have raised:
Access to computational training
This is one of the weaknesses in the MRes program. This year, to address this issue the School
has expanded the modules available to students to those offered by other schools, this includes
Matlab and Labview. There are also discussions in the school regarding the provision of computer
training for PhD students and this will be made available the MRes cohort. Of course the highly
project specific training still falls to the student’s own supervisor. Computing resources available to
the cohort has undergone a major upgrade shortly before the start of the 2011-12 academic year,
the slow start-up time of the PCs has been identified and will no longer be an issue under the
recently completed Windows7 rollout.
Career Opportunities and employability
Career opportunities will continue to be part of the personal development of the MRes cohort and
specifically a PhD application workshop will be included in the fortnightly tutorials. Students are
actively encouraged to suggest tutorial subject matter; this will include presentation workshops as
in 2010-11.
Individual roles of the supervisory team
The supervisory arrangements will be discussed with the new cohort during initial tutorial sessions.
In the past the supervision has often comprised of an academic member of staff plus a research
scientist who might provide a more regular level of support to the student, this does not remove the

input of the primary supervisor who remains the academic member of staff. This year in order to
develop the cohort as research facing students we have invited them to attend the annual institute
research away days, this will further reinforce the status of the cohort as real research students.
The guidance given to the students will be passed to supervisors to ensure that they are delivering
what is required for a solid research project.
Feedback from students
Your comments from discussions with the students themselves are also key to the improvement of
the programme, we endeavour to address any issues during the year through our Student: Staff
Forum for all our masters students (often there are common problems such as IT). In answer to
your “final issues”; A key goal for 2011-12 is the provision of marking criteria for the assessments
unique to the MRes PEA programme, examples of submitted material from 2010-11 has been
collected together to form an archive which is available to the current cohort.
Cohort identity and engagement
Cohort identity as research students is being highlighted this year by their participation in institute
away days, these are great opportunities to interact with the research institutes into which their
research project falls.
Arran Field Course
There has been considerable debate within the school over the years as to the suitability of Arran
as a location for the fieldcourse, the capacity to ascend nearly 100 hPa through the lower
atmosphere from sea level is hugely beneficial to the students. Previous years’ feedback from both
undergraduate and postgraduate students has been very positive when directed questions
regarding the location have been included in the end of course feedback paperwork
We are delighted to discover that all student cohorts would recommend this course to prospective
students. This is perhaps the ultimate test of the success of a programme that those undertaking it
see it as a wholesome learning and training experience, they clearly enjoy it and we see many
going onto successful research careers.
The School would like to thank you for generous offer to mentor <<<>>> who will take over as
External Examiner from 2011/12.
Finally, thank you once again for your support during your time as our External Examiner. Your
input into the development of our programme has been invaluable.
Yours sincerely,

