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PART A: GENERAL INFORMATION
Subject area and awards being examined:
School of:

Earth and Environment

Programme(s) / Module(s):
MSc Engineering Geology

Subject(s):

Engineering Geology

awards: MSc

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
The School / University needs to:
1. Consider carefully whether the use of the 20-90 marking scheme is fair to students who perform at a high level;
2. Revise the arrangements for the application of discretion, especially at the Merit/Distinction boundary.

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
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?
This is an excellent Masters programme that certainly meets the required standards for this level. The students are
taught a range of advanced concepts; they have the opportunity to develop higher level skills and competencies;
and these are appropriately and rigorously assessed. Thus, there is no doubt in my mind that the programme aims
and ILOs are pitched at an appropriate level.
2. Did the aims and ILOs meet the expectations of the national subject benchmark (where relevant)?
The programme is directly comparable with the equivalents elsewhere, as demonstrated by the materials that I was
able to review, the course documentation, the students’ achievements and the demand for the graduates from the
course by high quality employers such as engineering consultants in the UK and overseas.
3. Please comment on the assessment methods and the appropriateness of these to the ILOs?

The materials that I saw, and the presentations that I attended, indicated that the students are being well-taught and that the
assessment techniques are appropriate. I do have a grave reservation about the translation of the scores onto the 20-90
scheme though (see below), which I consider to be quite unfair. Fortunately, no student has been disadvantaged in terms of
outcome on this occasion. I suspect that at times the students may be over-assessed, but this is being addressed through the
revised course being offered in 2011-12.

4. Were students given adequate opportunity to demonstrate their achievement of the aims and ILOs?
In general yes the students were able to demonstrate their achievements. I suspect that the better students may
be slightly disadvantaged by the use of group work and through assessment overload. The students have many
strengths, especially in terms of practical skills. If they have a weakness it is in their research skills, certainly in
comparison with some other Masters programmes, but this is: a. Inevitable in a course that has such a strong
vocational element (i.e. the students have slightly different, though comparable, skills); and b. Not at such a level to
be a source of major concern.
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
My perception is that few changes were made for this year, but there are many to be rolled out for AY 2011-12.
The course remains very strong and extremely well-respected.
7. The influence of research on the curriculum and learning and teaching
A consequence of the exceptionally high teaching loads that the small staff number on this course face is reflected
in lower levels of research activity than they would choose (see below). The upshot is that research does not
translate into the programme as clearly as it might. The School should consider this carefully – a properly
resourced staff team would be able to deliver high quality research and impact that would translate directly into
improved teaching programmes. This is not to criticise the existing staff, who I believe are doing an excellent job. I
remain surprised that your workload model allows such sustained high workload pressure to be placed on such a
small cadre of staff – at my institution this would not be permitted,

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, the university provides appropriate amounts of information on the roles and requirements of External
Examiners.
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?
All relevant documentation was made available to me.
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 assessed materials, including all of the dissertations, in the day or so leading up to the
examination board. I was able to review of the material that was provided, and thus I am confident that I was in a
position to make an appropriate judgement on the standard of work. I also attended the dissertation presentations
by the whole student group.

11. Were the administrative arrangements satisfactory for the whole process, including the operation of
the Board of Examiners?
In general this is the case, but with some caveats. I am impressed with the transparency of the operation at Leeds,
which is well-considered and appropriate. I found all staff to be open and approachable, and all requests were met
in an appropriate manner. However, I do have two distinct reservations – one relating to mitigating circumstances
(see below) and the other to the marking scheme.
I will deal with the latter here and the other below. The procedures adopted for this programme were to mark on a
0 to 100 scheme, which was then translated to a 20 to 90 scheme. The marks from this scheme were then used to
calculate the weighted means. This is in my view a nonsense from an academic perspective; it is technically unfair;
and it is statistically invalid. The way in which the conversion is undertaken is entirely arbitrary (thus, for example,
a mark of 1% scales to 20). The major impact is to pull down the marks of the very best students. There is no logic
that I can see in awarding a student who has achieved a mark of 100% a mark of 90 without moving the class
boundaries. As a result, in the exam board a candidate was severely disadvantaged at the boundary of the merit /
distinction boundary. It was only through myself and the other External Examiners raising grave reservations, and
the Chair of the Board acting with an impressive level of judgement by seeking advice from the Registry (to her
great credit), that the situation was resolved appropriately. Creating such issues is utterly unnecessary.
I would also recommend that the School revisits the arrangements for discretion at the boundaries. In reality no
discretion is available to the exam board – the School has dictated an algorithm which, to which the Board that I
attended faithfully maintained until advised otherwise by the Registry, maintained. I would suggest that the School
should consider carefully whether it wishes to have such a rigid algorithm for marginal cases, especially when the
20-90 scheme is being used. The roles and responsibilities of the External Examiner as stated by the University
regulations include the provision of comments on students who are borderline, but the School’s interpretation of
discretion means that this is redundant.
12. Were appropriate procedures in place to give due consideration to mitigating circumstances and
medical evidence?
I do believe that mitigating circumstances were considered carefully and appropriately. My only request is that
better minutes are available in the final exam board. We seemed to be too reliant on members of staff
remembering why decisions had been made – these need to be documented properly and made available to the
final board.

For Examiners involved in Mentoring Arrangements
N/A

Other Comments

I would like to highlight the following issues that emerged during my engagement with students through the year, including in
two meetings with the students themselves:
•
This Masters programme is ex ceptionally good. H owever, I r emain co ncerned about the very high workload on the
small group of staff teaching on it. Certainly such a prolonged concentration on a small group of staff – look for
example at dissertation supervision and assessment arrangements – would not be permitted by the workload model
run by my own department. Le eds excels in Engineering Geology – there i s a ve ry interesting opportunity t o improve
both the quality of the teaching and the research/impact (especially impact!) in this area if a proper level of r esource
were allocated;
•
This is reflected in the next issue – fieldwork. The students clearly feel that they spend too little time in the field. This
is quite correct, but the current teaching team cannot address this without further support;
•
The students also felt that the project was inadequately supported with respect to technician (especially lab) provision.
I understand that measures are in place to improve this for 2011-12.
•
Other i ssues mentioned by the st udents were: i. Very poor computing facilities for postgrad students in the School; ii.
Disappointing journal provision in some key areas; and iii. Slow coursework feedback at times .
Overall, this is a very high quality course that is a credit to the University. The staff involved deserve considerable credit for their
work in creating such a successful programme.
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