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The University of Leeds
EXTERNAL EXAMINER’S REPORT
ACADEMIC YEAR: 2012– 2013
Part A: General Information
Subject area and awards being examined
Faculty / School of:
Subject(s):
Programme(s) / Module(s):

Earth and Environment
Sustainability (Environment and Development); Sustainability (Environmental Politics and Policy);
Sustainability (Climate Change); MREs Sustainability Research
SOEE5020M: Research Project
SOEE5051M: Business, Environment and Sustainability
SOEE5281M: Introduction to Sustainability
SOEE5471M: Environmental Governance & Sustainability
SOEE5483M: Critical Perspectives on Environment and Development
SOEE5495M: Environment-Development Overseas Field Course
SOEE5540M: Climate Change: Physical Science Basis
SOEE5550M: Climate Change: Impacts and Adaptation
SOEE5561M: Climate Change Mitigation

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

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 the syllabus and assessment format of SOEE5550M: Climate Change: Impacts and Adaptation given
the continuing difficulties many students have with this module. This being the first year that I also looked at SOEE5540M:
Climate Change: Physical Science Basis, I can state that the problem does not seem to be teaching physical science as such to
students largely from social science backgrounds (the results and feedback for SOEEE5540M were both excellent), but
arguably the atypical format of the SOEE5550M exam and, according to student feedback, the lack of support in preparing for
assessment in this module. Examining what worked in SOEE5540M suggests that the introduction of a practical element in
SOEE5550M may produce dividends for student learning on climate science.

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
In my four years as external examiner, I have consistently been impressed by the overall quality of the Masters programmes
that I have been responsible for. The Sustainability Masters programmes at the University of Leeds are of a world-class quality
in both the breadth and depth of teaching across the range of environment and development themes encompassed by the
notion of sustainability. As I have stated in previous reports, an essential element of this is the high level of research-informed
teaching, matching research active staff (often research leaders in their fields of expertise) with relevant courses. Delivering
ILOs typically requires teaching beyond core expertise, yet staff are able not only to include discussion of their own research
but to impart to students the skills and knowledge necessary to understand research in a broader sense. This year, as in
previous years, there is impressive student feedback – across almost all courses – on the enthusiasm and commitment of
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teaching staff.
This is to be commended in a UK HE environment in which incentives for quality teaching are sometimes eroded
by research excellence targets.

This is not to state that there have not sometimes been issues arising concerning aspects of teaching and learning provision,
both within and across courses in SOEE. It should be noted, first of all, that the overarching framework of quality assurance
within the School is excellent. Already when I started my tenure as External Examiner, the systems in place for teaching,
learning and assessment were transparent and professional. This includes administrative staff and no doubt other academic
support functions that I would not directly address as an External Examiner (e.g. IT services). Across the Sustainability MSc and
MRes programmes, policies and procedures are clearly described, with important internal and external elements of third-party
monitoring. I have been pleased to see evidence that the School recognises best practice in teaching (e.g. innovative
assessment methods and interactive learning) and seems to have encouraged the diffusion of such practices.
Issues that I have raised have related to implementation and clarification of existing policies (e.g. on word limits and marking
criteria) rather than the need for major changes to provision. And when I have raised issues I have always received a
considered and helpful response from the Head of SOEE, with evidence of any changes. Very occasionally (as this year over an
example of alleged plagiarism), a member of staff has, for whatever reason, not followed relevant School and/or university
procedures, but I am pleased to report that the these incidents have been dealt with appropriately and effectively by School and
other university staff. Most importantly, any issue has been resolved with fair regard to the interests of the student concerned as
well as its impact on other students.
Overall, then, I am happy to report that my experience as External Examiner for the SOEE Sustainability Masters programmes
has been wholly positive, and I appreciate the highly professional and efficient way in which the university has facilitated my
work. I also appreciate the time School staff (academic and administrative) have taken out to respond to my queries about
particular courses and programmes. I was not able each year to hear directly from students about their experience at the
School, which reflects the timing of visits for External Examiners, but those I did speak to all spoke positively of their time at the
university.
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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.
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. The Moderated Marks Forms and
minutes of examinations meetings demonstrate a transparent, professional 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 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 clearly
described in module handbooks, with accompanying assessment criteria and guidance. From student feedback, the
diversity of assessment is appreciated, with practical workshops and overseas fieldwork both praised. The classification
meeting was conducted professionally with clear reference to School and university rules.
One issue raised last academic year was the status of the School’s word limit policy, as set out in the relevant programme
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. Last academic year, there seemed to be inconsistency in applying this
policy. In his letter (11 December 2012) responding to my External Examiner’s report, <> noted that the School would
review the word limit policy and ensure greater consistency in the application of penalties. I saw clear evidence that this is
now the case, with clear application of sanctions. I would recommend that this information is in module
outlines/handbooks (e.g. it is not specified in the SOEE5020M handbook) as well as degree programme handbooks,
including when sanctions are in use at a module-specific level (e.g. the marks deducted in SOEE5051M for VLE postings
below a set number).
From work that I sampled (across student profiles again, which is an efficient way of checking standards between
modules), feedback to students is generally clear and constructive. As in last academic session, the School I saw solid
evidence of effective moderation and third marking. And I was pleased to see use of the full range of marks, including for
the Research Project (which had some outstanding dissertations this year).
There was one module (SOEE5281) in which the course manager seemed to deal with an alleged plagiarism incident in a
manner outside the relevant School policies and procedure. A student seemed to get a Distinction for work heavily based
on assessed work previously submitted to another university. I raised my concern about this and was assured that this is
now being addressed within the appropriate processes: this raises the issue of staff awareness of plagiarism procedures.
I do have a concern about the appropriateness of assessment methods for delivering the ILOs in SOEE5550M: Climate
Change: Impacts and Adaptation given the continuing difficulties many students have with this module (6 fails from 15
students taking the module with a mean of 55%). Interestingly, this is the first year that I also looked at SOEE5540M:
Climate Change: Physical Science Basis, which had excellent results and feedback. It seems that the atypical format of
the SOEE5550M exam is causing problems alongside, according to student feedback, the lack of support in preparing for
assessment in this module (2.8 score), although the feedback on student project reports and essays that I looked at was
detailed and constructive. And the module handbook had clear instructions on the assignments. Examining what worked
in SOEE5540M suggests that the introduction of a practical element in SOEE5550M may produce dividends for student
learning on climate science. I have raised this above as a matter of urgent attention.

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.
This was the second year that the ‘Return not Retain’ system was used. Again, not all the files were complete (the School
could consider ways of encouraging students to maintain complete files), but this system is very useful for 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. I am convinced that
the final marks reflect a full opportunity for students to realize their academic potential. Across the programmes I examine,
the academic standards are comparable with my institution (<>).
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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. 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.
There has been a useful clarification and more consistent implementation of the word limit policy (as discussed in 3
above).

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.
The very good research project marks this year are the stand-out example of development of research skills (some of
these were related to staff research projects): there were ten distinctions, while only four needed third marking. I looked at
ten across the range of marks and saw some truly impressive work. Some research proposals were not available in
student folders, which made it more difficult to check progression of a research topic (this seemed to hold more for weaker
students). In addition, across all the modules there are consistently high student feedback scores on the presence of
research in module content.
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
n/a

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, as with last session, I received hard and/or electronic copies of relevant material. The School administrative staff
were very helpful in dealing with my queries.

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?
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13. Was the choice of subjects for dissertations appropriate? Was the method and standard of assessment
appropriate?
Yes, although see my comments above on SOEE5550.

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, although this took place before the classification board, so I only saw decisions rather than deliberations.

Other comments

Please use this box if you wish to make any further comments not covered elsewhere on the form
Comments of specific modules
SOEE5020M: Research Project

Evidence of good use of the range of marks, with some excellent work (including a mark of 85%)

There is a need to specify word limit sanctions in the module handbook
SOEE5051M: Business, Environment & Sustainability

Excellent feedback on student work

Sanctions for VLE postings below the set number should be in the module handbook

Students expressed concern about three-hour long teaching sessions.
SOEE5281M: Introduction to Sustainability

Issue with plagiarism incident (see 3 above)

I think there was scope to stretch the marks more at the top for the policy brief assignment
SOEE5471M: Environmental Governance & Sustainability

A strong cohort of students with no overall fails

The very good exams marks reflect good technique (e.g. answer plans) that were taught by module staff
SOEE5483M: Critical Perspectives in Environment & Development

An excellent module booklet with clear instructions for student

Strongly positive student feedback

As with last year, very useful feedback to students
SOEE5495M: Environment-Development Overseas Field Course

Strong performance this year

Interesting and revealing reflexive student reports

Outstanding student ratings of the course, especially on teaching staff and support
SOEE5540M: Climate Change: Physical Science Basis

Excellent student performance (68.1% mean)

Very good feedback to students

Outstanding student ratings of the course, especially on teaching staff and support
SOEE5550M: Climate Change: Impacts and Adaptation

Detailed module handbook, including instructions on assignments but still issues with the assessment format of the
exam: students do not seem to have access to past exam questions and model answers

A necessary, interesting course but a review of the syllabus and assessment is in order
SOEE5561M: Climate Change Mitigation

Solid student performance (mean 64%) with no fails

Outstanding student ratings of the course, especially on teaching staff and support
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