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Part A: General Information
Subject area and awards being examined
Faculty / School of:
Subject(s):

Earth and Environment
Sustainability (Environment and Development); Sustainability (Environmental Politics and Policy);
Sustainability (Climate Change); MREs Sustainability Research

Programme(s) / Module(s):

SOEE5020M: Research Project
SOEE5051M: Business, Environment and Sustainability
SOEE5281M: Introduction to Sustainability
SOEE5350M: Qualitative Research Methods
SOEE5471M: Environmental Governance & Sustainability
SOEE5483M: Critical Perspectives on Environment and Development
SOEE5495M: Environment-Development Overseas Field Course
SOEE5550M: Climate Change: Impacts and Adaptation
SOEE5561M: Climate Change Mitigation

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

MSc, MRes

Completed report
The completed report should be attached to an e-mail and sent as soon as possible, and no later than six 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
The School should review whether the word limit policy is in effective operation. According to the School of Earth & Environment
Taught Postgraduate Handbook 2011-2012 at p.37, all coursework assignments that contribute to the assessment of a module
are subject to a word limit, and there are penalties for exceeding the word limit (set out in the School’s Assignment Submission&
Referencing Handbook). As I note in my report below, there does not seem to be consistency in application of this policy. I saw
modules where assignments significantly over the prescribed word limit were not penalised and other modules where they were.
It is important for students to know clearly that this policy is consistently applied.

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?

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.
For the programmes and modules I examined, I found the intended learning outcomes (ILOs) commensurate with Masters
level teaching and assessment. Across the modules, there was evidence of a high level of design and delivery of learning
activities tailored both to course-specific ILOs and programme-based objectives. As was my experience last academic
session, The Moderated Marks Forms and minutes of examinations meetings reveal an impartial, reasoned application of
academic standards.

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.
There is no national subject benchmark for Masters-level environmental courses. However, I am confident that the
Sustainability MSc and MRes programmes are leading Masters programmes in environment and development/
sustainability studies, both on a UK and international level. The programmes are ambitious in interdisciplinary scope,
academically rigorous, and consistently receive positive student feedback on the learning experience.

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.
There are a variety of assessment methods across the Sustainability MSc and MRes programmes, which are generally
clearly described in module handbooks, with accompanying assessment criteria and guidance. From student feedback,
the diversity of assessment is appreciated (though it is a pity that there are low rates of online student feedback).
One issue raised above as a matter for urgent attention is the status of the School’s word limit policy, as set out in relevant
School handbooks. All coursework assignments that contribute to the assessment of a module are subject to a word limit,
and there are penalties for exceeding the word limit. However, there does not seem to be consistency in application of this
policy. I saw modules where assignments significantly over the prescribed word limit seemed not to be penalised (e.g. a
2500 word limit essay at 2740+ words in SOEE5350M) and other modules where they were (e.g. SOEE5281M). It is
important for students to know clearly that this policy is consistently applied.
In my last (2010-2011) report, I had two assessment-related concerns over guidance on the marking of the methodological
contribution to dissertations and also whether there might be a potential for essay title overlap when students are allowed
to pick their own essay titles. <>, the Head of School, responded to me convincingly on both issues in a letter dated 11
January 2012. As <> stated, further guidance has been issued on dissertation marking and there were already safeguards
in place concerning the selection by students of essay titles.
Feedback to students is clear, fair and constructive. I saw many examples of best practice in the work that I sampled,
including: the effective operation of moderation (SOEE5051M) and third marking (SOEE5020M), recommendations for
students on how to improve essays (SOEE5483M), detailed collective exam feedback by question (SOEE5051M), and a
formative ‘critical reflections’ session before coursework assignment hand-in (SOEE5495M). Occasionally, as assessment
innovation seems not to have worked (e.g. the ‘take-home’ exam in SOEE5281M which received some negative student
comments), though I can understand the justification for trying this. One general point raised by students was compression
of activities and assignments in the second semester, and a request to extend the length of this semester. Short of such a
radical change (of which I’m not convinced), it may be worthwhile to check that lectures/seminars in the second semester
reflect reasonably the time allocated.
The classification meeting was conducted professionally with clear reference to School and university rules. I was involved
in a post-classification meeting exchange about a failed student and I am satisfied the outcome (award of a postgraduate
certificate of education) was fair.

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.
It was useful this occasion to see student work in dedicated files under the new ‘Return not Retain’ system. As this relies
on student input, not all the files were complete, but this system assisted me in sampling by student profile. From looking
at student mark profiles and attending the Final Classifications Meeting, I am satisfied that students are given effective
means to demonstrate generic and module-specific skills and knowledge. There were some impressive mark profiles this
academic year, including 14 distinctions for the Research Project. I looked at half these projects and I am happy that the
marking was fair. The high quality of the dissertations is, I’m sure, at least partly attributable to the training of the Research
Methods course and the support of academic supervisors. From mark profiles, the greatest challenge to students again
was arguably the physical science material in the climate change modules, but less so than last year: there is
comprehensive guidance to students and they gave positive feedback on the teaching. Across the programmes I examine,
the academic standards are comparable with my institution (LSE).

5. For Examiners responsible for programmes that include clinical practice components, please comment on
the learning and assessment of practice components of the curriculum

6. Please comment on 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 mentioned above, the introduction of the ‘Return not Retain’ system has assisted me in looking at student profiles,
though it takes more time now to sample across a module for non-exam coursework as I have to go to individual student
folders rather than a single module box. However, on balance I prefer the new system, though some students are much
better than others in the completeness and order of their files.
There has been a step-up in Research Project performance this year, though teaching staff would know better than me
why that has been the case. The inconsistencies I noted last year in the assessment of the methodological chapters in
student projects have gone. The research training, guidance and supervision all seem to be generating significant gains in
student performance.

7. Please comment on 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.
I have always been impressed by the strong research-informed character of the Masters teaching in the School. I was
pleased this year to hear from students (in person and by email) that they also appreciate this: they are excited by
exposure to work on the research frontier and discussion of its policy implications. The student Research Projects
significantly benefit from participation in staff research, but it is evident across the modules, including the overseas
fieldcourse.

For Examiners involved in mentoring arrangements

8. If you have acted as a mentor to a new External Examiner or have received mentor support please comment
here on the arrangements

The Examination/Assessment Process

9. 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, I was provided both with hard and electronic copies of relevant material. The School administrative staff were

also very helpful in dealing with particular questions.

10. 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, marking criteria?
•

The coherence of the policies and procedures relating to External Examiners and whether they match the explicit roles they
are asked to perform.
Yes

11. Were you provided with all draft examination papers/assessments? Was the nature and level of the
questions appropriate? If not, were suitable arrangements made to consider your comments?
Yes

12. Was sufficient assessed / examined work made available to enable you to have confidence in your
evaluation of the standard of student work? Were the scripts clearly marked/annotated?
Yes, I managed to sample sufficient student work in the time made available to me. Marking and moderation comments
were comprehensively recorded.

13. Was the choice of subjects for dissertations appropriate? Was the method and standard of assessment
appropriate?
Yes

14. Were the administrative arrangements satisfactory for the whole process, including the operation of the
Board of Examiners? Were you able to attend the meeting? Were you satisfied with the recommendations
of the Board?
Yes

15. Were appropriate procedures in place to give due consideration to mitigating circumstances and medical
evidence?
Yes. As last year, these were reported on rather than discussed at the Final Classifications Meeting as they had been
considered at a previous examinations meeting.

Other comments

Please use this box if you wish to make any further comments not covered elsewhere on the form
Comments of specific modules
SOEE5010M: Research Methods
[see comments by <>]
SOEE5020M: Research Project
•
A very good performance from students (67% mean)
•
As I noted last year, some students clearly benefit from participation in staff research projects: I think it would be helpful
to indicate on the projects where this has been the case
•
The third marking system works well: I was pleased to see that the outcome of this is generally justified on the mark
sheets
SOEE5051M: Business, Environment & Sustainability
•
High satisfaction with the module from student feedback

•
•

Effective operation of marking moderation led to a fair adjustments in marks for one exam question
Very helpful collective exam feedback

SOEE5281M: Introduction to Sustainability
•
High student satisfaction with teaching
•
The take-home exam was not popular with the students
SOEE5350M: Qualitative Research Methods
•
One student: essay seemed to be significantly above 2500 word limit
SOEE5471M: Environmental Governance & Sustainability
•
Students appreciated guest speakers and variety of teaching methods
•
Some students felt that there was too much material to cover (though it did not strike me as excessive)
SOEE5483M: Critical Perspectives in Environment & Development
•
Good, consistent student performance across the different assessment assignments
•
Again, very positive student feedback on the module
•
Detailed written feedback to students, including recommendations for ways to improve essays
SOEE5495M: Env.-Dev. Overseas Field Course
•
A truly comprehensive module handbook (including ‘kit list’!) that makes linkages to other modules
•
A valuable ‘critical reflections’ session scheduled before hand-in of the project report
•
Popular again with students, although one felt the cost should have been covered in the course fee
SOEE5540M: Climate Change: Physical Science Basis
[see comments by <>]
SOEE5550M: Climate Change: Impacts and Adaptation
•
Comprehensive module handbook, including detailed guidance on the assignments
•
Positive student feedback on the teaching
•
Some students wanted more guidance on the group assessments
SOEE5561M: Climate Change Mitigation
•
Mean overall student performance (63%) lower than last academic year(67%), though still a good number of
distinctions
•
Thorough feedback on student work
•
Assessment/marking criteria not in module handbook
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