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

Geography

Subject(s):

Geographical Information Systems

Programme(s) / Module(s):

MSc/PgD/PgC GIS (face-to-face)
MSc/PgD/PgC GIS (WUN Open Distance Learning)

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

MSc

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
.

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.
I am happy that the Learning Outcomes are commensurate with the level of the award. The ILOs provide clear indications
of what is needed to achieve a Masters in this area and coursework assessments are appropriate to the learning
outcomes. During the course of 2012, I have made two visits to the University (1st/2nd May and 10th/11th July) and have
been sent samples of coursework and dissertations for the November exam board. The coursework assessments
continue to be appropriate to the stated learning outcomes and are for the most part challenging and accessible to the
students. With regard to the detailed structure and content of the course, I have reviewed coursework assignments and
read samples of scripts for modules taught in each term of the award and during the course of the year I have read,
marked and commented on 18 dissertations. I have also looked at learning materials in the VLE and reviewed all
moderation forms for all face-to-face and ODL modules. I have also placed a great deal of attention on modules that have
been taught for the first time in the current course, for example I have looked at practical implementations of coursework
arising from Web-GIS module and met staff to discuss the delivery of individual modules and the current formats of
assignments.

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.

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.
I have viewed assessments across the modules taught in the scheme and I continue to be impressed by the range of
assignment types included in the scheme offering a broad mixture of essay type assessments, incorporation of practical
elements and implementations such as the web-based materials developed by those students choosing the second term
option. Concerns I had in my previous report (2010/11) with regard to some ‘overlap’ of assignment materials across a
couple of modules have been addressed and the assignments are challenging but still present a realistically achievable
workload for the student cohorts. In my two visits I obtained verbal feedback from the students on both the types and
timing of assessments (with a view to examining variations in workloads across the year) and the levels and timing of
feedback to the students. With regard to the former there were generally positive comments regarding the amounts and
types of coursework which the majority felt were commensurate with the requirements of a Masters course of this nature.
They viewed their assignments as challenging but pitched at the level they would have expected from such a course. This
was the case both for the six face-to-face students I interviewed in person in May 2012 and the six distance learning
distances I spoke to in July 2012. With regard to feedback, students interviewed were generally happy with the feedback
(although some noted variability in depth of feedback across modules) and happy with access to staff to address any
concerns that there may have been with particular piece of coursework. However, there were a number of students who
claimed that feedback was not provided quickly enough for them to take on board any concerns in their subsequent
coursework submissions. Some noted for example feedback only being made available over two months after submission
for a particular module assignment which meant that they could not take on board comments for their second assignment
for that module. I recommend therefore that the course team keep a check on this to ensure consistency in the timely
provision of assignment feedback across the modules and that reminders are circulated to the relevant lecturing staff on
the timescales in which such feedback should be provided (three weeks during term-time would seem reasonable here).
For example, it may be useful to put a feedback date on the assignment briefs when issued so that students know when to
expect feedback on a particular model assignment.
In terms of the dissertation project, the evaluation of dissertation supervision by students and the feedback I gauged
through interviews was in the main very positive. However, some of the students interviewed suggested that they would
have appreciated a session earlier in the academic year on potential dissertation topics and requirements. The course
team should look at the possibility of an introductory session early in the session to get the students thinking about their
dissertation which highlights for example the need to make the appropriate contacts in order to try to obtain the relevant
datasets in relation to the chosen topic. With regard to the Distance Learning students again there were some comments
regarding the timing of dissertation advice with some suggesting that the students be introduced to dissertation
requirements in their second year rather than their third year (one student suggested a pod-cast to communicate such
requirements).

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.

In the majority of cases the assignment marks reflected the performance of the students. I examined some assignments
which the course team suggested would benefit from a further appraisal in both my May and July 2012 visits. The
assignments that I examined that did not achieve a pass mark were correctly graded in my view and the rationale for the
marks allocated were clearly made to the students concerned in detailed feedback. I note in passing that some of the
students did not take account of such feedback from their initial submissions in areas such as cross referencing of figures
and tables to text but nevertheless the students interviewed did feel that a full justification was made of their grades. Some
comments consistently cropped up; for example, regarding engagement with the literature in relation to the discussion of
findings and perhaps this could be made even more explicit in terms of what is expected from students. There appears
also be an issue with regard to those students who have come though the undergraduate programme in Geography at
Leeds in terms of potentially overlapping assignments in particular modules on the Masters award and this should also be
addressed for the relevant students (perhaps by attempting an alternative assignment coursework to avoid any potential
duplication). Overall, I am happy with the overall marking standards that are being consistently applied and with the
internal moderation processes in place.

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.
I note that there have been changes to the content of the modules which reflect new themes and technological
developments as well as feedback from students and examiners. This is continually under review and I note further
changes planned in 2012/13 such as the Census Analysis and Geodemographics module changing to Applied Population
Demographic Analysis to reflect changes such as the use of alternative non-census sources of data being considered as
part of the 2021 Census process. There may well be resource pressures associated with new course developments here
– for example the need for a reliable server and demonstrator support for the web-based module which were commented
on by some of the students. More generally, although such changes are highlighted for example on the module
moderation forms so the relevant staff are aware of such developments, it could also be useful to communicate to
students the types of changes being made to modules. This would also reinforce their faith in the module evaluation
process and may increase response rates to the filling in of such forms (which remains generally poor). Some of the
students interviewed suggested they were reluctant to fill in such questionnaires believing that this would not directly
benefit them. Nevertheless the course team do need to think of ways in which response rates could be improved so that
more feedback is included in module development. I note that a few of the module moderation forms suggested that
student feedback forms were either not completed by the students for some modules or were not available at the time the
form was completed by the member of staff. Again the course team need to review the process of gaining key forms of
feedback from students in this way so that this can feed into any changes in module structure going forward. In passing I
also applaud the attempts of the course team in promoting the use of discussion boards and I was able to see the use of
such techniques in the VLE environment which aim to get students across the programmes engaged in discussion or
group work. Despite this, and in common with other courses I am familiar with, there was a suggestion amongst some of
the Distance learning cohort, that more was needed to promote peer-to-peer contact outside the immediate realm of
provision of course materials. Others accepted that this was difficult to arrange and that building a stronger sense of
community among ODL participants via tools such as Facebook groups, Skype and Webinar software may not necessarily
address the sense of isolation felt by one or two interviewed. Nevertheless this may be something the course team needs
to consider again going forward.
The incorporation of new concepts and techniques to maintain the relevance of the course in the light of trends in the GIS
industry are much appreciated by the students who I met face to face or spoke to via Skype or telephone on my visits. The
developments in the Web GIS course again were popular amongst students as were the challenging programming
modules for those students who aspired to a career in the GIS developmental area. The breadth and depth of the material
taught has meant the course continues to reflect the types of skills needed by students who are extremely positive
regarding the course and the lecturers involved in teaching the course. One area which was mentioned by several
students and which has been the subject of some debate amongst GIS professionals relates to the use of open source
technologies and open source GIS in particular (one student mentioned the danger of an over-reliance on ESRI products).
As the number of GIS-implementing organisations that are considering open source solutions increase in response to
external forces and cost cutting exercises, it is important that the course team looked into ways in which open source GIS
packages such as Quantum and GRASS can be included in the module content. Although there is some overlap between
the functionalities and user-interface of the packages with ArcGIS and MapInfo which are predominantly used on the
course, I recommend that the coursework team look at ways in which open source packages could be more fully
incorporated into existing course materials. Another area of recent GIS developments that was of interest for some
students was the interface with qualitative methodologies, and there may some scope for including mixed methods
approaches in one or two of the modules – recent research into mapping interview scripts for example through Qualitative
GIS approaches could be an interesting way of incorporating more sophisticated geocomputational techniques with
qualitative methodologies.

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.

It is important that the material offered continues to reflect the internationally recognised research strengths in
computational geography of staff in the school. Students will continue to benefit from the cutting edge research being
undertaken by researchers within the School both in terms of module content and modes of teaching. Developments
within the School regarding the TALISMAN node of the National Centre for Research Methods should also explore the use
of new methods of spatial data analysis in a range of application areas which will have wider benefits for the course
curriculum.

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.
I am happy with the materials provided regarding guidance for External Examiners by the University.

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.
I was sent markers comments, mark agreement forms and module mark sheets for these cohorts of students. I was also
sent a set of exam board minutes and a copy of the University’s External Examiners Handbook 2011-2012 as well as a
copy of the Taught Students Handbooks 2011-2012. I also went through the Module and Programme catalogue in some
detail on my July visit in order to examine the module descriptions. In addition any questions/queries I had were
addressed in my meetings with the course team in May and July 2012. In future however, it would be useful if External
Examiners could be sent the completed module moderation forms at the end of each academic year for each module –
these may have to be redacted (for example to exclude the records or progress of individual students) or the forms redesigned – but it would be really useful to have a record of the summary performance of students (over say the previous
three years), comments from internal moderation and a record of year-on-year changes in module structure in response to
such moderation and student feedback.

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?
I was not provided with this information during the 2011/2012 academic year but I think this would be really useful going
forward.

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?
I reviewed scripts for ODL students for the Spatial Analysis and GIS (GEOG 5891M), GIS and the Workplace (GEOG
5811M) and Using Databases and GIS (GEOG 5021M) modules in my May 2012 visit. In my July 2012 visit I looked at all
Semester 1 and 2 scripts for the face-to-face students and considered Distance Learning finalists marks. I looked in detail
at the Census Analysis and Geodemographics, Geographical Information and Planning, Digital Image Processing for
Environmental Remote Sensing, Work Placement and Principles of GIS (GEOG5010M) modules. I have seen 18
dissertations during the course of the last year. I also saw feedback sheets for all these pieces of work. I am therefore
happy with the amount of material I reviewed during the course of the year which permitted me to gauge the overall
standard of work.

13. Was the choice of subjects for dissertations appropriate? Was the method and standard of assessment
appropriate?
Some of the dissertation topics were very ambitious and very timely and all had a focus on the applications of GIS-based
methodologies. On the whole there was evidence of a significant amount of research effort and thought that had gone into
methodological design. I was generally in agreement with the marks awarded by the internal markers but where there
were discrepancies between my marks and the agreed marks these were fed into discussions in the exam boards.
However, examining the dissertation projects of the distance learning students revealed a potential difficulty for those
marking this work in some instances, stemming from the difficulties in judging the exact nature of the individual
contribution to this piece of work in a workplace environment. I appreciate the problems the course team may have in
monitoring this “at a distance” but the team needs to look at ways in which this could be addressed. Other Masters GIS
awards of which I am familiar have a viva presentation as part of their dissertation project which includes the questioning
of students on, for example, detailed aspects of the methodologies adopted in their project. This is not currently a
requirement of the Masters in GIS taught in Leeds but the use of, for example, podcasts, blogs etc to potentially identify
the individual contribution of ODL students and to review progress to try to ensure transparency should be explored here.

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?
I attended two Board meetings (in May and July 2012 respectively). Unfortunately due to prior teaching commitments I
was unable to attend the November Board of examiners but I passed my comments on 13 of the dissertations I read and
marked to the course team and these comments were included in the discussions at the Board. I have been fully informed
of their recommendations and I am satisfied that my comments have been taken on board.

15. Were appropriate procedures in place to give due consideration to mitigating circumstances and medical
evidence?
As evidenced from the minutes of the Exam Boards, I am content that the mitigating circumstances of students have been
considered and are regularly reported in special cases meetings and that procedures are in place to try to assist and
support students in these circumstances through their Masters studies.

Other comments

Please use this box if you wish to make any further comments not covered elsewhere on the form
It will be important going forward that there are appropriate levels of support for assistance to the lecturing staff in GIS lab
practicals and indeed for supporting the Masters award in general. In common with other comparable courses in the UK, there
may well be on-going pressures in terms of the availability and resourcing of hourly paid assistants with the appropriate
quantitative skills base to help provide the necessary support to staff in the delivery of what are relatively intensive modules.
Such concerns with regard to the wider recruitment of PhD students with the required skills in advanced quantitative methods to
provide module assistance are common across similar courses in the UK. Nevertheless, I suggest that these wider resourcing
issues continue to be closely monitored by the Head of School to ensure the continued success of the award. I trust also that
resources will continue to be made available to support the administration of the course which is highly valued both by the
students I interviewed on my visits to Leeds and the teaching staff involved in course delivery.
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